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        To my husband, Steve.

        You've believed in me, encouraged me and supported me through this entire adventure.

        Without your unconditional love and confidence in my abilities, I would never have been brave enough to take this step.

        Thank you.
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      I took one last glance around the minuscule living room of the stone cottage, making up my mind on the spot. I was aware of the realtor behind me, her eyes focused on my back as I deliberated. She'd no doubt struggled to rent this place for months; it was unkempt, old-fashioned, and tiny. And perfect for my needs.

      When I turned around her eyes were fixed on me, her countenance hopeful. She looked faintly ridiculous in a claret skirt, tailored white shirt, and sky-high heels – which had dug into the muddy ground as we made our way inside just a few minutes ago. I mentally reprimanded myself for being so judgmental, the realtor had been friendly and polite from the outset, introducing herself as Maude Yeardley - and it wasn't her fault I'd chosen to look at a house in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by dirt and mud. “I'll take it.”

      Was that relief on her face? I wondered idly. It seemed my assumption had been correct and she'd had this one on her books for a considerable period.

      On the drive back in to the tiny township of Puckhaber Falls, Maude made small talk, giving me information about the locality, advice about the residents and gossip. Mainly gossip. Besides being the town's lone realtor, she apparently knew the personal business of every single inhabitant. It didn't matter to me. My stay here wouldn't be a social event, so to be honest; I didn't really care one way or the other. I would see as little as possible of the other nine hundred and forty two inhabitants and my stay would be as brief as I could manage.

      My only intention in Puckhaber Falls was to work up the courage to kill myself, and release my soul from the never-ending pain I'd endured for the past two years.
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      Moving into my new residence took a remarkably short period – my needs were few, my possession crammed in the back of my '68 Volkswagen Beetle. A duffel bag contained my wardrobe in its entirety, consisting of faded denim jeans, t-shirts, and sweaters. I'd never been particularly fashion conscious and this lack of awareness had increased exponentially in recent months; to the point where I threw on clothes each day with little regard for what I was wearing. I hadn't glanced at a mirror for months – I didn't care what I looked like or how other people perceived me.

      A second bag contained my meager linen supplies; a couple of tea towels, two bath towels, a mat for the bathroom floor. There were no sheets, my only bedding requirements being a sleeping bag and a pillow. I never slept a lot anyway.

      One box was unpacked in the kitchen - containing a saucepan, a frying pan, and a battered old kettle. My eating utensils – a fork, a spoon, and a knife. And of course, a can opener. My meals consisted mainly of cans, which could be opened, thrown into a saucepan, and heated. I owned one plate, one bowl and a mug. There'd never been a need for more than that in my travels, as I didn't entertain and never invited visitors to my latest residence.

      My bedroom took minutes to arrange – by the time I'd assembled the camp stretcher, thrown a sleeping bag and pillow on top of it, and tipped the empty box from the kitchen upside down to perform as a bedside table, I was done. My favorite books – Wuthering Heights, A Tale of Two Cities, Jane Eyre and a compendium of William Shakespeare – were placed on top of the box for the nights when sleep too often eluded me.

      In the living room, I unpacked my most treasured possessions – a foldable easel, tubes of paint in many colors, a palette, and my brushes – all the assorted paraphernalia I needed to earn a small income. Later in the week, I would locate the nearest Goodwill and find a cheap armchair to complete my furnishings.

      Once I'd finished unpacking and arranging the little cottage, I stood back to admire my handiwork, satisfied that everything had a place. Not that there was a lot of room, the cottage consisted of one miniscule bedroom, a tiny living area, a small kitchen and a bathroom. The inside was reasonably clean, the outside remarkably overgrown. Located on the outskirts of Puckhaber Falls, the cottage stood at the northernmost end of town, located off the Interstate and hidden down a short gravel drive. There were three quarters of a mile between the nearest neighbor and myself – exactly the way I liked it. Alone was my preferred place to be. My last stop had been in North Dakota and I'd stayed three months, in another small town. I'd stayed until the locals got too friendly – when people began to know my name, it was time to get out of Dodge.

      The goodbyes were always the same – people who considered themselves my friends, waving farewell. I went through the motions each time, saying and doing all the right things, to let them believe I was sorry to be leaving. It was a lie. The only emotion I felt as I promised to write, or email or telephone was relief. Relief to be escaping sentiments I was no longer capable of feeling.

      I was drawn to the peace and quiet of small towns, the isolation helped me to stay aloof, and I preferred the ambiance. I would invariably do as I'd done here in Puckhaber Falls – drive into town, locate a realtor, lease something small and out of the way. I didn't want neighbors, didn't need people peeking at me from across the road, or trying to strike up a conversation by the mailbox. I didn't want people to know me. I would only lease something if I could take it on a monthly basis, avoiding any long-term commitment. In the back of my mind, was the conviction that I wouldn't be on this earth long, and why complicate matters by letting a realtor think she had a long-term tenant? I preferred a four-week window of opportunity to escape, should my plans to depart this life not come to fruition as soon as I would like.

      I avoided friendliness, couldn't permit people to know my inner character. The outer shell of my psyche remained firm, castle walls, and battalions holding strong against the possibility of a breach. Behind the castle walls was somewhere no one was allowed to go. How could I allow it? Behind my strong borders was a tumult of ferocious emotions, flowing like a vortex around my crushed heart. Nobody was allowed to see behind the walls to discover the inner agony. I couldn't allow anyone in, would not consider loving someone, caring for anyone. I had no heart left to care. My heart had been destroyed two years ago and now I wandered the country, a fragile shell of humanity, looking for a way to end my life.

      I prepared dinner – a can of beef ravioli, heated on the dilapidated stove, which was probably older than I was. My needs in the last months of my life were simple, although I did use manners and tipped the saucepan's contents into a bowl, before perching on the porch steps outside to eat. I reminded myself to do something about a chair.

      Darkness was already falling in this northern area, assisted by the canopy of ancient trees surrounding my new home, which cast deep shadows around the cottage. The porch light wasn't working, but a cheery pool of light flowed from inside, allowing me to see my meal.

      Tomorrow I would go into town, pick up some supplies, and approach the small craft stores to see if they'd be willing to sell my paintings. This had been my approach in numerous moves over the past two years, usually affording a small income to supplement the meager funds in my bank account. If things appeared promising, I'd find that Goodwill and buy an armchair. If things didn't seem promising, there was always the little porch to sit on, until I figured something out. My grandmother used to say something would turn up when you least expected it and I heard her voice, using the idiom I'd heard repeatedly before she died. For a split second, I dwelled on the memory, then pushed it back into the tidy box where I stored things I didn't want to think about.

      A deep sigh escaped my lips as the last light disappeared on the horizon. It was peaceful and as the darkness deepened, sounds from the forest caught my attention. Small animals had crept from their daylight hiding places to forage and a wolf bayed in the velvety night. The air was heavy with the scent of pine and the musty, rich scent of damp earth.

      It was so quiet; I could hear the gentle splash of water from a river nearby. I wondered idly if this was the water source, leading to the falls for which the town had presumably been named. The forest seemed the ideal place to hike, somewhere to go and think in peace. As peaceful as my chaotic mind ever allowed, at least.

      I stood up and yawned before walking inside, letting the screen door bang behind me. It had been a long day and I hoped the extreme tiredness consuming me was a promising sign. I'd fought insomnia for so long now, exhaustion had become second nature; but I hoped the long drive from North Dakota might aid in achieving at least a couple of hours of unbroken sleep.

      I washed up the dishes, brushed my teeth, and slipped into the cold sleeping bag, rubbing my feet back and forth to create a warm patch. For a long time I lay curled on my side, listening to the strange sounds from the forest outside and trying to distinguish one creature from another. I heard a wolf again, and then a second, and it seemed they were calling to each other across the darkened forest, seeking one another in the inky blackness.

      Close to the window came scuffling sounds, as though some woodland inhabitant was investigating my arrival. I wondered what it was. Perhaps a squirrel or a skunk. Whichever it turned out to be didn't matter; I had no fear of the forest or what lay within its boundaries. I was happy to share my world with the animals. They asked no questions, sought no responses, and didn't give a damn for what I was thinking.

      When I eventually fell into a restless sleep, my nightmares were filled with memories that could be suppressed during the day, but not in the long hours of night.

      
        
        ≈†◊◊†◊◊†◊◊†≈

      

      

      “You must be the new girl.” It was issued as a statement rather than question and she was openly curious as she smiled from behind the counter in the local supermarket. “I'm Lonnie Stewart.”

      I smiled weakly. “Charlotte Duncan.” I didn't bother adding that people more often than not called me Lottie. For starters, I wasn't planning to be any friendlier than I needed to be and secondly – well, 'Lottie and Lonnie' just sounded like some lame television program for preschoolers.

      Lonnie was about my age, with silky auburn hair drawn into a ponytail, clear brown eyes, and a trim figure beneath a navy smock. 'Puckhaber Quikmart' was embroidered on the left lapel. She had a smattering of golden freckles across the bridge of her nose and long dark eyelashes, which would never need the artificial assistance of mascara.

      “That's a real pretty name; Scottish, isn't it? Maude told us you were new here; you're renting the old Macock place.” Apparently, this didn't require a response as she went on without pause. “We live a couple of miles away in Cyprus View – you're pretty isolated out there.” I nodded, packing my groceries into a canvas bag as she continued chatting. “You look about the same age as me; I'm going to be twenty in January. How old are you?”

      “I turned twenty last month.” Alarm bells were clanging a dire warning inside my head – Lonnie Stewart was looking for a new friend. In all the wrong places.

      “Are you going to attend the community college? I'm studying veterinary science and I work here part time to help out with tuition,” she announced brightly.

      “No, I'm not.”

      Lonnie appeared disappointed. “Oh, that's too bad; I could have introduced you around.” A frown creased her pretty features for a moment, disappearing as quickly as it had emerged when her eyes brightened with sudden enthusiasm. “I know! You can come to Jim's party on Friday night!”

      Her unexpected invitation caught me on the hop. I hadn't anticipated it and didn't have a ready excuse on the tip of my tongue. I stood there, utterly tongue-tied – staring blankly as I tried to compose a response. Lonnie appeared not to notice, and began to load my now-forgotten groceries into the other canvas bag.

      “It'll be great, give you a chance to meet everyone. It's nothing fancy, just a cookout and some fun. I'll pick you up if you like?” She stopped speaking, glancing up at me expectantly.

      “Um,” I began to fumble an excuse, but her enthusiasm defeated me. It was such an open and friendly invitation; I didn't like to hurt her feelings by rejecting it out of hand. “Okay,” I agreed cautiously, already scrambling for a feasible excuse. I'd only been in town for three days and already I'd become mired in a complication. It was swiftly becoming apparent that Puckhaber Falls was too small, too friendly. It was half the size of the previous towns I'd stayed in and the size decrease apparently equated to the locals being more friendly and inquisitive about a new person in their midst. I was annoyed by my own foolishness – at month's end I would get back on the road – if I hadn't succeeded with the suicide plan. I didn't intend to make new friendships.

      Picking up the bags, I forced a grim smile for Lonnie and escaped out the door, her words ringing in my ears. “I'll pick you up at seven on Friday night!” The doors closed with a hushed swoosh and my anxiety began to creep upwards. How could I get out of this mess? Worse still, it would have to be done face to face – other than at the Quikmart, I had no way of contacting Lonnie. Lying was one of my weakest traits; I tended to flush to the color of an overripe tomato and couldn't maintain eye contact when I attempted it. It had always been simpler to tell the truth, even as a child I'd found it excruciating to lie to anyone. Given the circumstances of my lifestyle, it would be convenient if I could lie successfully, considering I was constantly trying to keep my distance from people.

      The light rain continued to fall, pooling in shallow puddles along the pavement. I shivered a little, hunching my shoulders against the cold. Main Street consisted of barely two dozen stores and one set of traffic lights, which were scarcely needed for the light traffic in town. I glanced down the street towards the craft store I'd visited a few days ago – the owner had been delighted with my paintings and one stood on display in the window. I glanced at the ominous dark clouds overhead, fervently hoping a piece would sell before too long, as I would need the money for snow chains.

      Head down against the incessant rain, I located my car on the other side of the road, my thoughts returning to Friday night. It would be difficult to wangle a way out of it, particularly as Lonnie was insistent on collecting me. I sighed heartily, dismayed all over again. There was nothing for it, I would just have to visit her at the store tomorrow and make an excuse. Once I'd thought of a valid justification for not attending. That could be my project for the rest of the day – and probably most of the night. I was abysmal at lying to someone face to face…

      I stepped out between two parked cars and onto the road, my thoughts a million miles away. A shrill horn blast interrupted my deliberations and I glanced up, eyes widening in alarm. A flash of navy blue – a car going too fast for me to react, even if I could compel my legs to move. My brain was operating in slow motion, something I'd experienced in another stressful moment in the past. I guessed this would be classified as one of those moments.

      I did the only sensible thing that came to mind and closed my eyes. I wanted to die and this seemed to be as good a way as any I'd considered to date. Being hit by a car should do the trick, although I did feel somewhat sorry for the driver, who would live with my death for the rest of his life. Not to mention what the impact would do to his vehicle. Waiting for the collision to occur, I wondered if he had accident insurance…

      The screeching of tires and the acrid smell of the burning rubber penetrated my senses as I waited patiently for the car to hit me. When it came, the blow wasn't nearly as painful as I'd anticipated – in fact; it was more a gentle nudge. A nudge, which threw me backwards onto the dark asphalt and the air left my chest in a sharp whoosh when my skull smacked painfully against the blacktop. For a second or two my eyelids fluttered wildly, before the world retreated into blackness.

      “Charlotte? Charlotte! Can you hear me?”

      The world remained dark, an inky blackness I couldn't fathom, the pain in my head excruciating. The voice was deep, with a husky tone which made me think of whisky and cigarettes. Cool hands touched my skin, brushing across my fingers and cheeks in the gentlest of caresses. And the smell… well, I didn't rightly know what it was, but the scent was… divine. A potent mix of my favorite aromas enveloped me; the tang of salt on an ocean breeze, the sweetness of peppermint candy, the scent of evergreen trees in the forest – all wrapped up together. With considerable effort, I opened my eyes and discovered a face hovering inches from mine. He looked like an angel, or at least, how I imagined one might look. Extremely pale skin caught my attention initially, his brown hair exceptionally dark in comparison. His jaw was strong and square and he possessed cheekbones that could make a girl cry for what she craved, but didn't have. His nose was perfect, neither too small nor too large in a face that was classically handsome and charmingly rugged. He frowned as I watched and the dark slashes of his eyebrows almost met, his eyes filling with concern and— I'd never seen anything like them before. Too dark to be called truly blue, they were nearly navy in color with radiating swirls of silver, which reflected my ghostly face back at me.

      As much as I wanted to try to understand why this fallen angel was beside me, I lost the battle and drifted back into a soothing nothingness.
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      The first thing I became aware of was the acute pain in my head; a pounding that gave me the impression there was an ice pick wedged in the back of my skull. I groaned, trying to forge a pathway through thought patterns that seemed padded by copious amounts of cotton wool. I'd assumed being dead would be far less painful. I'd seen a vision of an angel; surely, that meant I had finally succeeded and left the mortal world? Raising a shaky hand to my head, I discovered a huge lump on the back of my skull. Rubbing my fingers across it thoughtfully, I considered why it was there in the afterlife. I'd always believed life after death existed, but I figured I would arrive without any injuries. Something didn't seem quite right here. A tiny moan escaped my lips as my skull pulsated with another burst of throbbing pain.

      “Charlotte? Can you hear me?” The deep voice was composed and gravelly and I recognized it. This was the angel, who'd leaned over me after I was hit by the car. Opening one eye hesitantly, followed by the other, I flinched at the brightness of the fluorescent lights overhead, until my sight adjusted in slow increments.

      My breath caught in my throat – it was the angel. He stood a few feet from the bed, his stance relaxed as he leaned against the wall with his arms crossed, his eyes focused on mine. He was the most handsome man I'd ever seen, although clearly not a real angel, as I assumed they didn't wear snug black jeans and casual grey sweaters, which stretched across nicely muscular chests. I didn't know whether I was disappointed over this sudden comprehension of his humanity. His eyes were still mesmerizing, even from a distance I could see those unique silver streaks, flashing like lightning in a darkened sky.

      “Charlotte?” He repeated my name patiently, and I heard a hint of some emotion in his tone. Concern?

      “Am I dead?”

      He raised an eyebrow in question as his full lips curled into an easy smile, and my heart skipped a beat, something I'd thought it was well beyond doing. “No, of course not. You're very much alive.”

      “Oh.” Shutting my eyes, I ran my fingers over the bump on my head as I considered this revelation. Obviously, the pain was explained. I'd failed – again.

      “You sound disappointed.” While his voice remained composed, I heard the curiosity in his tone. His gaze was piercing as he appraised me thoughtfully.

      I shook my head, attempting to gather my thoughts. “Where am I?” I queried.

      “Puckhaber Hospital.”

      I struggled to sit up, trying to get out of the bed. “What? I've got to get out of here.” The last thing I needed was a massive medical bill, when I had no insurance. My head pounded when I moved and a firm hand pushed me back against the pillows, despite my best efforts to fight against it.

      “You are not capable of going anywhere. You have a nasty concussion.”

      “You don't understand! I can't afford to stay here! I don't have insurance.”

      He shook his head, clearly bemused. “You cannot possibly think that's important right now. Besides, I ran you over. The very least I can do is cover your medical expenses.”

      I slumped against the pillows, staring at him in open confusion. “You were driving the car?” Somewhere in my befuddled mind, the man and the angel were still hopelessly intermingled.

      An amused smile curled the corners of his lips. “Yes, I was. It seems an introduction would be in order. My name is Lucas Tine.”

      “Charlotte Duncan…” Comprehension dawned, and I eyed him suspiciously, wondering who this man really was and what he was doing here. Living alone for so long, fending for myself, made me naturally cautious with strangers. Particularly strange men – even extremely handsome ones like this guy. “Wait a second. You already knew my name.”

      Those sparkling navy blue eyes narrowed and he glanced away for a split-second before he regained his composure. “Of course,” he responded smoothly, “you told me after the accident.”

      I shook my head firmly, the painful pounding amplified by the small motion. “I know I didn't.”

      “Of course you told me your name, Charlotte. You have concussion, you're confused right now.” Lucas's voice was gently reassuring, but I didn't believe him. I was positive I hadn't told him anything. I stared at him suspiciously, and he returned the stare, his expression impassive and giving nothing away. I finally blinked, wondering whether the concussion could have confused me to such an extent. I was stubborn enough to think it hadn't, but my head hurt so badly, I wasn't capable of putting up much of an argument.

      “Where's my car?” I demanded, changing the subject. I'd left it parked in Main Street and whilst Puckhaber Falls was hardly the car-jacking capital of the world, I didn't like the idea of the car being left out there. I loved my Volkswagen dearly, and it was my only form of transport, as tragic as it was. The last thing I needed was for it to be stolen, even if the possibility was remote.

      “Relax. Hank from the art store heard about the accident and recognized your… vehicle in the street.” I detected a trace of derision in his voice as he spoke, caught the tiny hesitation. “He arranged to bring it to the hospital, it is parked right outside, and the keys are in the drawer beside you.”

      “What's wrong with my car?” I demanded irritably, annoyed by his tone. To an outsider, my car probably looked like crap with the faded red paint, the splits in the upholstery, the rust in the hood. But it was mine, and I loved it.

      “Nothing. It does look a little worn out though.”

      “That car has gotten me halfway around the country,” I replied curtly. “They built them to last in the sixties.”

      He had the audacity to look amused and his eyes twinkled. “If I have offended you, I apologize sincerely.”

      My heart did a little flip-flop in my chest, even as I glared at him. It was a peculiar feeling, given that my heart had been lying lifeless for two years. He was clearly the most handsome man I'd ever seen in my life. No – more than handsome – he was striking. Impossibly gorgeous. Perfect pale skin, immaculate dark brown hair, a body suited to a model – everything about him was incredibly attractive. And even from across the room, I could smell that aroma, which was reminiscent of every favorite scent I'd ever savored—

      He glanced at the door. “You have visitors,” he announced quietly. “I must go. It was a pleasure to meet you, Charlotte. Goodbye.”

      He vanished through the door and I stared after his retreating back, stunned by his sudden declaration and rapid departure. The lingering scent was the only sign he'd been here, and in my pain-induced confusion, the question of whether he was an angel crossed my mind again.

      The door opened again, seconds after Lucas's departure and I struggled to reclaim my composure as visitors arrived. Lonnie Stewart, Maude Yeardley, and Hank Lucas from the art store trooped in, Maude carrying a bouquet of bright flowers, which she deposited on the bedside cabinet. She leaned over and kissed my cheek, giving my shoulder a gentle squeeze as she straightened up. “You gave us quite a scare, honey.”

      “Was that Lucas Tine I saw in the corridor?” Lonnie queried cheerfully. Her eyes were filled with curiosity – and shining admiration. “Wow, I wish he'd hit me with his car, if that's what it takes to get his attention.” Away from the Quikmart, Lonnie was wearing black jeans and a snug blue t-shirt, her hair loose around her shoulders and held back from her face by a delicate silver headband.

      “Now, Lonnie, Lucas feels just terrible about what happened,” Hank scolded her gruffly. His brown eyes were intense as he carefully studied my head, before giving my arm an awkward pat. “The girls in this town are all crazy about that young man, and they all get 'ornery because he doesn't show the slightest interest in 'em.”

      “Mike reckons he's gay,” Lonnie muttered, pouting at Hank's gentle rebuke.

      “Mike Young ought to keep his opinions to himself,” Maude responded tartly. “For goodness sake, the rumors I hear about that young man, and he's never anything but respectful to everyone. Keeps to himself, too. Not like some of the other young men around here, drinking and getting wild, causing trouble for Sheriff Davis and his men.”

      “So, how're you feeling?” Lonnie asked, hastily changing the subject. “You know, if you didn't want to come to the cookout, you could have just said so. You didn't need to go get yourself run over, to get out of it.” Her eyes sparkled with humor, her smile friendly.

      “I'm okay.” I smiled bashfully, aware that Lonnie didn't know how close to the truth she was. “A bit of a headache, but I'm fine.”

      “It's a good thing Lucas was driving so slow, reckons he was only doing about twenty miles an hour. Even at that speed, you're lucky he's such an excellent driver and can stop that fancy car of his on a dime,” Hank announced. He leaned against the bed and crossed his arms over his chest.

      Shutting my eyes briefly, I replayed the accident in my mind. There was no doubt Lucas Tine had been driving much faster than twenty miles an hour, probably closer to fifty. Why did he lie about it, and how had he stopped so quickly? I should definitely be dead, or at the very least, badly maimed. Yet I only had a bump on my head. It didn't make sense.

      “You should come to my house and stay a few days when you get out of hospital, honey. I saw Doctor Harding when you were admitted; he says you'll have a headache for a few days yet. I'm not working over the weekend, and I'd love you to stay with me,” Maude suggested, settling on the chair beside the bed. She was dressed informally, in black trousers and a dark red cowl-necked sweater, a heavy gold pendant around her throat. She looked youthful without the realtor uniform and I mentally adjusted my perception of her age. When we first met, I'd thought she was in her late fifties, but with her hair loose around her face and the less structured clothing, I estimated she was a decade younger.

      Struggling with still-fuzzy thoughts, I took a moment to compose a response, which would be polite, but still firmly decline her offer. This was another complication, which I didn't need. “Um, thanks, Maude. I'll think about it, see how I'm feeling when I'm released,” I mumbled. The last thing I wanted, was to stay at Maude's home and get to know her any better than I already did. “Thank you for the offer though,” I added, not wanting to hurt her feelings.

      “I've got good news for you, Lott – your painting sold yesterday.” Hank handed me an envelope, with my name scrawled across the flap. He was grinning, the skin around his blue eyes crinkled. “Got the full asking price, two hundred dollars. The guy who bought it was very keen, thought it was a wonderful piece. He was blown away by your talent. I've put the landscape on display in the window, and we'll see how that goes.”

      I peeked into the envelope, both relieved and happy to have some cash flowing in. Two hundred dollars would be a good start towards getting an armchair and snow chains. I smiled at Hank, still clenching the envelope in my hand. “Thank you.”

      “No – thank you. You really are a talented artist, Lottie. I was talking to Lonnie on the way in tonight, and she says you aren't planning to attend college. Maybe you should though, they have an excellent arts program up there,” Hank urged.

      I was saved from composing another awkward reply when a nurse walked in, her voice crisp and business-like. “Sorry folks, but visiting hours are just about over for tonight.”

      My new friends said their goodbyes, and when they'd left the room, the nurse checked my blood pressure, pulse, and temperature. She was a few years older than me, with blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail and a bright smile. “How's the head?”

      “Aching,” I admitted, which was somewhat of an understatement, as it was currently pounding.

      “You sustained a very hard knock. Split the back of your head open, there's a dozen stitches in there.” She poured a glass of water and handed it over, along with a small paper cup. “I have painkillers and sleeping tablets. A good night's rest and you should feel much better. Doctor Harding will be in to see you in the morning.” She adjusted the covers, pulling them up and tucking them in before she left the room, flicking off the overhead lights and leaving me in the relatively soft glow of a night light over the back of the bed.

      I lay awake for a long time, replaying the accident repeatedly. I was drifting towards sleep when I opened my eyes, staring into the darkened room in sheer disbelief. Lucas Tine had announced I had visitors, even before they came into the room. How had he known they were there? I thought over the conversation with him, trying to find any clue to suggest he could have heard them out in the hallway, but there was nothing. It didn't make any sense.

      When sleep eventually overwhelmed me, my dreams were filled with a pale, breathtaking man with unusually dark blue eyes.
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      The forest was green and lush, with a canopy of massive old trees overhead, and thick moss underfoot; it gave the illusion that I was the only person on earth. I'd been wandering through the woods for an hour or so, enjoying the peace and solitude the surroundings provided. The area encircling Puckhaber Falls was magnificent, with old growth forests that had covered this area of the country for hundreds of years.

      Over the past three weeks, I'd spent a little time each day enjoying the wilderness. Since being released from hospital, I was going from strength to strength in gathering friends I'd had no intention of making. The thought had initially filled me with horror, and I'd considered packing up and moving on at the end of the month's lease, returning to anonymity somewhere else. Only one thing had stopped me.

      Lucas Tine.

      The crazy thing being, he was the one person I hadn't seen in the past three weeks. I'd naively thought he might come and visit again, but I'd been discharged the following morning. I'd managed to drive home, despite the throbbing headache, determined to remain self-sufficient. I would rather deal with the headache than consider staying at Maude's – the idea of accepting her offer was more than I could tolerate. Although she meant well and wanted to lend a hand, I didn't want to be helped.

      True to his word, Lucas had paid the medical bills – when I checked out of hospital, the receptionist told me there was nothing to pay and I was grateful for his generosity. I'd wanted to thank him personally, but he'd disappeared off the face of the planet.

      Casual enquiries with Lonnie yielded some information. Lucas Tine was about twenty-eight years old and she thought he worked in Billings. Rumors suggested he was a lawyer, but like most things with Lucas Tine, details were remarkably sketchy. Lonnie wasn't aware of any family; he lived outside of town and only came in to pick up supplies. He didn't socialize, wasn't married, but apparently he didn't date. According to Lonnie, every woman in town thought he was hot and had tried unsuccessfully at one stage or another, to get him to go out on a date. He steadfastly and politely refused every single offer.

      I repeatedly questioned myself as to why I was interested in knowing anything about him. My plans had been prepared, and didn't include a time beyond the next month or two, yet he invaded my thoughts, day and night. Whilst painting, I would catch myself musing over our brief conversations, replaying every millisecond as I attempted to solve the puzzle of how he'd known my name, what clue he'd had to my visitors' arrival. Strolling through the woods, I found myself remembering the addictive aroma he'd exuded. It was nothing I'd ever smelt before; heady, intoxicating and I couldn't recall anything which compared. During brief snatches of sleep, he invaded my mind and the dreams were so vivid, so breathtakingly realistic that I woke from them disorientated and unsettled by his complete invasion of my thoughts. Where my sleep was normally troubled by nightmares, it was now filled with a man who completely overwhelmed my senses and occupied more of my thoughts than should be feasible, after only two brief meetings. I resented his intrusion on my thoughts, willed myself daily to discontinue what was bordering on an unhealthy obsession. What the hell was wrong with me?

      I continued my silent trek through the woods, enmeshed in deep thought. I heard water crashing down onto rocks somewhere nearby, and altered my route impulsively towards the sound.

      I knew I hadn't told him my name. I knew he'd been driving much faster than twenty miles an hour. How had he stopped the car so quickly, if he had been driving faster? How had he known my visitors were coming, before there'd been any evidence of them? The questions had gone around and around in my head and I still didn't have any answers. I'd mentioned my concerns to Lonnie, hoping for some insight, but she'd grinned like a fool and said the only thing she concentrated on when she saw Lucas, was keeping her legs from turning to jelly. Which I could understand. I'd only met him twice and both times, I'd been suffering from a reasonably severe head injury. Yet I could clearly visualize him, remembering the pale skin, the strong jaw line, and chestnut brown hair that only served to accentuate the amazing color of his eyes. His face, his sculpted body – everything about him was ideal.

      Most bizarrely of all, when I'd mentioned the remarkable aspects of Lucas's eyes to Lonnie she'd been nonplussed, reassuring me his eyes were a standard, everyday blue. How could she not have seen how unusual they were? There was no way I would ever describe his eye color as standard, I'd never seen anybody with eyes that darker shade of blue before. Regardless of the color, nobody could possibly miss those streaks of silver, which seemed to dance in his irises.

      It was easy to see why all the women in town lusted after him. What I couldn't understand, was why he wasn't interested in any of them. I'd met a number of Lonnie's friends (against my better judgment, as I was still desperately trying to avoid relationships of any kind) and they ranged from averagely pretty through to beautiful. Lonnie's silly remark about him being gay had been dismissed out of hand, surely, it was some snide remark, made by a person with a jealous nature, and not based in fact. Of course, what did I know? I'd never had a relationship with a man in my life.

      And that led to another thought, one that nagged at me incessantly and reduced already wretched sleeping patterns to continuous insomnia in recent days. How could I care, when my heart was no longer capable of caring for anyone? What was the point? My path was laid out, my decision made and mooning over a man was stupid. It was ridiculous to obsess like this about Lucas Tine – if he wasn't interested in the prettiest girls in Puckhaber Falls; he certainly wasn't going to be interested in me.

      The sound of rushing water increased in volume and between two ancient firs a fine mist rose over the water, creating a mini rainbow in the dappled sunlight. I slowed down, cautiously picking a safe route towards the river's edge. The water was crystal clear – every rock, every pebble was visible on the sandy riverbed, and the flow of water was smooth and languorous. Thick foliage drooped along the steep banks, trailing into the water. It was a joyous montage of reds and yellows as the trees turned in the cool autumn weather, preparing for winter ahead. There was a steep plunge in the direction of the falls and the water flowed and eddied as the river sped towards the drop. It must have been forty feet from the top of the falls to the river below, the water rushing down the sheer drop and crashing onto the heavy boulders at the base. I stepped steadily closer, my breathing calm as I watched the water roaring across the edge.

      This was where I would end my life.

      It would be easy this way, quick and leaving no room for uncertainty. One single step and I'd be beyond failing, as I'd done so many times before. It was isolated; nobody would find my remains and that would solve one issue which had stopped me in the past – the idea of someone finding me. I wanted nobody in that situation, forced to deal with the trauma of finding a dead body.

      And it would be fast, probably only a few seconds, to hit the boulders below. If the fall didn't kill me, death would come swiftly in the icy water. I picked up a small branch and threw it into the water experimentally, watching it spin and twirl towards the edge of the waterfall before plummeting to the rocks below, vanishing under swirling foam and mist.

      Satisfied with my plan, I smiled grimly. I felt calm and confident, totally at peace with my decision.

      Almost intuitively, I took a small step forward, out onto the slimy, moss-covered boulders at the lip of the waterfall. And another. My teeth began to chatter. Only two more steps and my life would be over, two more steps would lead to a serenity that had been missing from my life, for so long.

      I took one tiny step, mesmerized by the water thundering down the cliff. I was vaguely aware of being wet, the spray wafting up from the falls and landing in fine droplets on my face, running down my neck.

      Just one more step.

      I lifted my foot, but something hooked firmly around my waist in the same second, snatching me backwards from the falls. I lost my footing on the slippery rocks and tumbled backwards, plunging headfirst into the freezing river. The shockingly cold water took my breath away and I swallowed a large mouthful, my throat, and lungs burning. It felt like a thousand needles plunged into my skin as I struggled underwater. Before I had a chance to panic, I was wrenched upwards and found myself facing an infuriated Lucas Tine.

      “Are you trying to kill yourself?” he demanded, his eyebrows furrowed together while he glared at me with undisguised fury. His shoulders were stiff with tension, his hands gripped firmly around my upper arms.

      Though distracted by the abrupt dunking, I saw the flare of silver in his dark blue eyes, pulsating with energy as he continued to stare down at me. He was waiting for a response and I cowered beneath his angry gaze, feeling like a complete and utter fool. I was soaked through – my jeans, sweater, and the heavy coat I'd been wearing were all wringing wet and my teeth chattered incessantly. Even if I wasn't freezing, I couldn't answer – what was I going to say? How could I tell this complete stranger that his guess was correct, and he'd just stopped me from achieving my desire? I did the only possible thing in the ridiculous circumstances. I burst into tears.

      Lucas stared in disbelief for a moment and I heard him sigh, then take a deep breath, his stiff shoulders slumping. “You crazy girl,” he muttered under his breath. He glanced around; apparently hoping someone would magically come along and help him with the blubbering mess he'd rescued. Emotions flickered clearly across his expression, suggesting he was making up his mind what to do next. He was as wet as I was, but showed no physical effects from the cold. Which seemed peculiar, even in my currently frozen and distraught state. He should be frozen, should be shivering as I was. Even as I stood in the middle of the river, up to my thighs in water, I could feel my toes swiftly going numb inside my sneakers.

      It seemed Lucas made up his mind, because without warning he scooped me into his arms and strode towards the edge of the river. He managed to climb out of the water as though it required no effort, even with the added weight of carrying me. Once on the riverbank, he turned northwards and began to run, cradling me against him. I nestled against his shoulder, shaking uncontrollably and rapidly losing sensation throughout my body. I couldn't speak if I wanted to; instead focusing on trying to understand how any man could carry someone, the way Lucas was holding me, and run. Not only was he running, but also his movements were fluid, suggesting he wasn't putting in any effort. No human could do this – surely, it was impossible?

      I couldn't guess how far he ran or where we were headed, but from the limited amount of sky visible over the river, it was rapidly getting dark. Lucas's pace remained steady and I tried to estimate how far we'd come. Three miles? Four? He was the most extraordinarily fit man I'd ever met. He hadn't broken a sweat and his breathing remained as steady as if he was strolling down a street. There was something very weird going on; what he was doing just wasn't possible. 'You just tried to kill yourself,' my head reminded me. 'That's probably given him an exceptional adrenaline boost'. Despite my chilled condition, I knew it wasn't adrenaline giving Lucas these – unbelievable abilities. There was something else going on, entirely. But what?

      It was pitch black by the time Lucas's pace slowed and I opened my eyes, glancing around to try to establish where we were. My entire body was freezing and where areas rested against Lucas, they seemed even colder. Everything seemed to be back to front, tipped on its head and I shivered wildly. I was beyond caring about where he was taking me; if it didn't involve getting warmer, I was going to freeze to death.

      He'd slowed near a vast house, constructed right on the riverfront. Built of rough-hewn blocks of gray granite, it comprised two stories with gracefully arched windows and white wooden shutters. The porch lights were on, welcoming in the freezing night air.

      “Wh— whe— where a—are… w—w—we?” I stuttered.

      “My home,” Lucas growled. His voice was filled with irritation and I cringed, knowing it was my fault he was so furious. Had he guessed what I was doing at the falls? It was highly likely – what other idiot would be standing at the edge of a waterfall and stepping closer?

      He pushed open the front door and strode purposefully through the house, walking down a hallway to a large bathroom. Only then did he carefully drop me onto the floor, leaning my shivering form against the vanity to ensure I wasn't going to fall. He turned on a shower on the opposite wall, avoiding my gaze and holding his hand under the water as he waited for it to heat up. When steam was wafting towards the ceiling, he beckoned me with a curl of his finger. “Get in.”

      I stared up at him in disbelief, my teeth chattering. “With you in here?”

      He flashed a grim smile. “Leave your clothes on. If you can promise not to get into any more trouble, I'll get you some clothes.”

      I nodded and tried to walk across the room, but my frozen legs wouldn't co-operate. In a split-second, he was at my side, supporting me until I got to the shower and helping me step inside the large cubicle. I sank to the floor, letting the steaming hot water fall over my head and onto my icy limbs.

      Without a word, Lucas turned and strode from the room, shutting the door behind him. His anger was palpable, his frustration evident and I cringed unhappily, knowing I was the cause of it.

      I didn't know how long it was that I sat hunched on the shower floor, but sensation eventually returned to my limbs and I felt almost human again. I got to my feet slowly and considered the bizarre situation. With steaming hot water running over my shoulders, I glanced around the room, admiring its opulence. It was a stunning bathroom, with large, sage green granite tiles on the walls and floors. Warm and inviting, there was an enormous spa next to the shower and the vanity stretched from one end of the opposite wall to the door, ornately framed mirrors placed over the double basins. As I started to thaw out, I considered what to do next. Should I undress and shower properly, or remain clothed and wait for Lucas to return? As if this afternoon's fiasco hadn't been bad enough, I certainly didn't want him walking in and finding me naked. I was self-conscious, not sure exactly what to do. My gaze flickered around the room again and I noticed a neat pile of clothes sitting on the vanity. I wasn't sure when Lucas had brought them in, or how he'd snuck in without my knowledge, but the opportunity to wallow in this fabulous shower was too tempting to refuse. I tugged off my clothes, squeezing the water out of each item and hanging it neatly over the glass block wall.

      Reluctantly dragging myself from the shower, I found a plush bath sheet hanging on a heated towel rail. After drying off, I perused the clothes Lucas had delivered; astounded to find they were mine – fresh underwear, jeans, and a sweater. How had he known where I lived, and how had he gotten inside my house? Just another couple of questions, to which I had no answers, and while I was uneasy about this turn of events, I was grateful to be dry and warm. I ran my fingers through my hair, trying to neaten up the tangled mess and glanced at the mirror, to see how much of a disaster it actually was.

      A stranger looked back and I realized with a jolt, how long it had been since I'd actually looked at a mirror. I barely recognized the girl staring back at me, she was thinner than I recalled, with longer hair and eyes with dark smudges around them. There was a haunted, fragile look to her face. Where once she'd had rounded cheeks, now there were sharply etched cheekbones. Her hair had once been shoulder length, perpetually straightened – now she had a mass of dark curls, which fell to the top of her hips. I turned away, not wanting to see the haunted look in those green eyes. Once they'd been vibrant, full of excitement about life. That time was long ago.

      I noticed a brush on the vanity and recognized it as my own, impressed by how thoughtful Lucas was, even if he had broken into my house. I picked up the brush and dragged it through my tangled curls, trying to release some of the knots. A second cautious glance at the girl in the mirror confirmed I'd done the best I could.

      Taking a deep breath, I opened the bathroom door and stepped out.
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      I crept down the hallway cautiously; uncomfortably aware that Lucas was undoubtedly waiting for an explanation, as to how he'd ended up with a lunatic in his home.

      The house was spectacular, affluent, but understated with top quality furnishings and fittings. From the bathroom, I wandered in what I hoped was the general direction we'd taken, hesitant to be walking through his home like an intruder. The hallway led to another, wider passage with closed doors on either side and thankfully, I saw what looked like the living room at the end of the hall. A cheery fire was burning in an open hearth and the curtains at each side of the fireplace had been drawn against the night. White leather couches faced each other on either side of the fireplace with a large mahogany coffee table between, stacked with artistically placed magazines. Armchairs in latte colored leather were placed in other parts of the massive room, set in groups of two or three. The walls held a number of paintings, some of which I recognized as having been created by the great artists of Europe. A grand piano stood on a raised dais in an alcove and to my left was a doorway, which revealed a modern kitchen with stainless steel appliances and dark wooden bench tops.

      Lucas appeared from a doorway beside the piano and offered me a forced smile, one that didn't quite reach his eyes. “How do you feel?”

      I nodded uncomfortably, squirming on the spot. “Much better. Thank you.”

      “Are you hungry? Can I get you anything?” He strode into the room, spectacular in snug blue jeans and a white sweater, which stretched across broad shoulders and a well-muscled chest.

      I shook my head quickly and tugged anxiously at the hem of my sweater. “Um, no. Thanks.” I glanced down at my watch, recalling too late that it was no longer working, after a very thorough dunking in the river. “I should be getting home.”

      Lucas ignored my suggestion as if I hadn't spoken. “Come sit down by the fire. You still look a little cold.” He inclined his head towards one of the couches and I took him up on the offer, sitting hesitantly on the edge, from where I could enjoy the heat radiating from the burning logs. Lucas opened an expansively stocked liquor cabinet and poured a measure of brandy into a balloon, swirling the liquid gently before giving it to me. “Drink this; it will help to warm you.”

      I took the proffered glass and sipped from it, the warm liquid trailing down my throat, and creating a burning sensation in the pit of my stomach. It made me feel a little better and I watched as Lucas sat down opposite me, his eyes never leaving my face. He sat wordlessly for quite a while, staring at me with those startling blue eyes. I noticed the dark smudges under his eyes, realized with a wave of guilt that rescuing me from the river had probably exhausted him. He looked pale – at least, paler than he normally did and I squirmed uncomfortably under his gaze, knowing I was entirely responsible for putting him in this position.

      He must have noticed my discomfort. “What is the matter, Charlotte?” He had an unusual way of speaking, very articulate, extremely polite and he didn't use contractions very often. It was both disarming and… kind of charming, as if he came from a different era, when people were far more eloquent and polite.

      “Your eyes. I've never seen anything like them—” I began, my embarrassment at studying him so blatantly, bringing me to an indecisive halt.

      “What about them?” His eyes never left mine and I wondered for the millionth time, how he could possibly be so striking. It simply wasn't natural.

      “They're… they're such an unusual shade of blue and they have flashes of—” I stopped for a second time, feeling utterly ridiculous. No doubt, he'd think I was even more moronic than I already appeared, if I started rambling about his eyes. Sheesh, what on earth was wrong with me?

      A multitude of emotions flickered across those same unusual eyes before he visibly shut himself down, his expression becoming an impassive mask. “Were you trying to commit suicide at the waterfall today?” he questioned abruptly, his voice cold.

      My eyes widened at the unexpected question and I lowered my gaze to my hands, unwilling to discuss the subject and unable to meet his piercing stare. Of course, he wanted an explanation, the man had leapt into a river because of me – he deserved an answer, but I had nothing to give him.

      “Charlotte, tell me the truth,” he pressed.

      I stood up abruptly, determined to get out of this house and away from his prying. What right did he have to question me like this? He didn't even know me. If he hadn't turned up when he did, I'd have accomplished my goal— hang on a minute. “Where you following me?” I voiced the question without thought, incredulous at the idea he might have been trailing me. Why else would he have been right there – out of all the areas in the forest where he could have taken a stroll, how did he happen to be right near the falls, close enough to stop me from achieving my goal? It was the only explanation and now I was angry, trying to figure out why he would be following me, what game he was playing. There was also the question of how he knew where my house was – was he some sort of crazed stalker?

      For a full minute, Lucas watched me and I stared back defiantly, waiting for a response. I'd diverted him from his question with one of my own, and by the look on his face, he was wrestling with how to react. While I should probably be sprinting for the door, I was frozen to the spot. He just didn't seem like a stalker, although I had no point of reference for such a ridiculous and almost certainly, dangerous assumption. And the man had put me in a shower, without attempting to attack me, so in some wacky way, I felt this explained my vacillation. Or maybe I'd frozen the last of my functioning brain cells in the river. Finally, he spoke. “I see we have an impasse. You don't want to answer my question and I don't believe I'm ready to answer yours. How about we start with something easier?”

      Eyeing him suspiciously, I tried to make up my mind whether his lack of answer was confirmation that, in fact, he had been following me. “Such as?” I asked quietly, letting my gaze drop to the floor.

      “Oh, I don't know.” His attention flickered to the fireplace for a moment, then back to me. “Please, sit down.”

      Wrestling with my suspicions, I hovered for a few seconds as I tried to decide whether to stay or run. I had no idea who this man was, didn't have a single reason to trust him and yet, he had saved me today. Or at least, he'd thought he was saving me. A glance at Lucas showed his expression to be much calmer, his body language displaying none of the anger he'd been directing at me until now. I slumped back down onto the couch.

      “How about we get to know each other a little better? How old are you, Charlotte?”

      I smiled softly at the deliberately simple question. He seemed to be trying to put me at ease and I appreciated it. “I'm twenty.”

      “Okay, now it is your turn. Remember, we're sticking with easy questions for now,” he instructed gently and the corner of his mouth curled into a lopsided smile as he settled back more comfortably on the couch.

      “How old are you?”

      “Twenty four.”

      “Oh.”

      “You seem surprised,” he pointed out.

      “Lonnie from the grocery store told me you were twenty eight.” I spoke without thinking (again), and instantly regretted it, realizing he would know I'd been discussing him. I could feel heat spreading across my cheeks at the faux pas.

      “Did she now? What else did Lonnie from the grocery store tell you?” he asked with an impish grin. He lifted his arm, laying it across the back of the couch as he watched me with undisguised amusement.

      “She told me you work in Billings,” I admitted. I certainly wasn't going to tell him about her discussions regarding his sexuality and dating preferences, but he seemed to guess there was more.

      “Anything else?”

      “Um, no.” I was lousy at lying and was sure he'd guessed I was hesitant, but he didn't push the subject further. I gathered my rapidly drying hair in my fingers, fashioning it into a loose knot at the nape of my neck.

      Lucas stood abruptly and walked across to the fireplace, his attention fixed on the flickering yellow-red flames in the grate. His shoulders were stiff with tension and he clenched and unclenched his fists before he spoke again. “My turn,” he announced. “Why does a lovely girl like you, choose to live such a minimalistic lifestyle?”

      Inhaling sharply, I took a moment to select my words carefully. He'd been to the cottage, had obviously seen the pathetic belongings I owned. There was no point trying to deny it. “I don't feel the need to have a lot of stuff. I travel… a lot, and I just pack up my car and move on when— when I'm ready.”

      He thought over my words before responding. “You're not attending college?”

      Relaxing by increments, I grinned wryly. “I thought we were taking turns, so isn't it my turn again?”

      “Indeed it is. Go right ahead.” He sat down on the couch and clasped his hands between his knees, leaning forward to watch me with interest.

      I deliberated over the next question. “Do you live here alone?” It seemed like a polite, but roundabout way of discovering whether he was in a relationship with anyone, without actually asking the question outright.

      “I have friends who live with me, we share the house,” he announced promptly. “What about you? Do you have family or friends living in this area? I hear you only moved here a month ago.”

      “No family, no friends,” I stated cautiously, wondering where his friends were. Would they be home soon? It would be awkward trying to explain my appearance in their home, and I thought again about leaving. “Only the new ones, which I seem to be making at an alarming rate,” I muttered in an afterthought.

      Lucas's eyebrows rose and he studied my face for a few seconds, before he spoke again. “You don't want to make friends?”

      I drained the brandy glass and placed it on the coffee table. “I believe it's my turn.” I said, glancing around the room while I considered my next question and hoping he wouldn't pursue my aversion to friendships. “Are those paintings genuine?” I gestured toward the wall near the kitchen doorway, where I'd recognized what looked like a Picasso, or at least, a remarkably good counterfeit.

      “Yes.”

      “Wow,” I breathed. “May I take a closer look?”

      “Of course.”

      I walked from painting to painting, admiring the pieces, studying the work of the Masters involved. I'd only ever seen works like these in books, to see them in real life was extraordinary.

      “My turn.” I was startled by the sound of his deep voice and discovered him standing beside me. Only a couple of feet separated us, and his aroma washed over me. It took a second to recognize it was different today, the subtle scent of freshly baked cookies and mellow strains of coffee overwhelming my senses. The impression was one of safety and comfort and some of the tension eased out of my shoulders. “What is your favorite color?”

      I shrugged. “I'm not sure I have a favorite. I love all color,” I admitted.

      “The words of a true artist.” He smiled easily, leaning against the wall and crossing his arms over his chest. “I saw your painting equipment, at your house.”

      I nodded, somehow relaxed by his easy admission about the cottage. He was not attempting to deny he'd been there, and it somehow made it less perturbing. “What's your favorite color?”

      He looked deeply into my eyes for a couple of seconds before answering. “Green.”
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      I'm not sure how long our question and answer session lasted, but after a second brandy and with the radiating warmth from the roaring fire, I was beginning to feel exceptionally drowsy. Lucas had asked about many aspects of my life, even down to minute details, such as my favorite foods, but seemed intuitively to stay away from questions that would cause me discomfort. In turn, I learned he'd attended Yale, was born in Chicago, and he had lived here in Puckhaber Falls for two years. He gave no information about his family, only saying his parents had died some years ago and he had no siblings. He could play piano, guitar, and the violin and enjoyed a wide range of music. He wasn't particularly interested in sports, but ran to keep fit. He worked as a lawyer in Billings, but chose to live out here, because he enjoyed the peace and quiet. He was very interested in my artistic endeavors and we spoke at length about favorite artists, finding we shared a number, including Matisse, Monet, and Renoir.

      I'd asked him about the piano and in response, he offered to play something. I agreed and snuggled back against the couch to listen, impressed by his skill, and enjoying the selection of songs he chose. The combination of two brandies and the dramas of the day began to have their effect and regrettably, I awoke to find myself once again in Lucas's arms as he walked down a darkened hallway.

      “Where are we going?” I questioned groggily. The same exhilarating aroma was assaulting me again and I snuggled against his shoulder like a contented kitten.

      “You fell asleep,” he whispered huskily. “Having seen what you are sleeping on at your house, I'm going to put you to bed here, and I'll drive you home in the morning.”

      Alarmed, I struggled to wriggle free of his hold. “I think I should go home now.”

      “No, I insist. I will be a complete gentleman, I assure you. You will come to no harm.”

      Either the sincerity of his words convinced me, or the enticing aroma wafting around us was making me crazy, because I snuggled up against his cold hard chest and argued no more.
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      I had no idea what time it was when I woke, there was no clock in the bedroom and I couldn't judge by the light outside. One of the problems of living in the north of the United States, as winter approached, it was perpetually overcast and difficult to estimate time without sunlight for guidance.

      It took a minute or two to figure out where I was – laying between the soft cotton sheets, my head cradled against downy pillows was enormously comfortable – and definitely not my own hard cot and sleeping bag. I drew myself into a sitting position, looking around the room I'd been too drowsy to notice last night. This wasn't the cottage, that fact was indisputable. This room was roughly the same size as the entire cottage, the walls painted a sumptuous shade of claret with oak wainscoting covering the lower half. The bed was ornate, an oak four-poster which seemed almost medieval in appearance, carved motifs decorating the frame. Matching bedside drawers stood on either side. Fresh roses, in the deepest shade of crimson, sat on the oak dresser opposite the bed and I could smell their heady fragrance permeating the room.

      Comprehension filtered into my sleep-addled brain, my cheeks heating with humiliation. Lucas must think I was an absolute lunatic. First – I walk in front of his car and get myself hit. Then, he has to stop me from plunging over a waterfall. And to add insult to injury, he brings me to his home and I fall asleep on the couch. I scored a perfect ten in the crazy stakes; there was no doubt about it. If there were a gold, silver, and bronze medal for making a complete fool of myself, I would take the trifecta.

      I dragged myself out of bed, standing beside it uncertainly. Should I try to sneak out? It was Friday, perhaps he'd already left for work, but I dismissed the notion immediately. I couldn't be that lucky. Besides which, he probably wasn't thrilled about leaving a nutcase alone in his house. His very impressive house, I reflected, studying the room distractedly while I figured out what to do. In my whole life, I'd never seen a house like this. I cringed as I imagined Lucas in the tiny cottage, seeing my shabby furniture and bedside table made from a cardboard box. And that reminded me – how had he gotten into the cottage? I hadn't asked. How did he know where I lived? Another question I'd failed to ask. It seemed in things concerning Lucas Tine; I had only questions and no significant answers.

      I raked my fingers through my hair, attempting to tame the wild curls into some semblance of order. I really should consider a haircut, I hadn't had one since… well, to be honest, I couldn't remember when. It had been a while.

      I'd left my personal grooming behind quite a long time ago. Which led to another humiliated flush, as I thought of Lucas's casually stylish look. He looked like an advertisement from some fancy fashion magazine – I glanced down ruefully at my faded sweater and too-loose jeans – I looked like a homeless person.

      I scouted around for my sneakers, groaning aloud when I recalled leaving them in Lucas's bathroom. They were still probably soaking wet. The day was deteriorating rapidly. Squaring my shoulders resolutely, I decided to just march out and deal with whatever lay ahead.

      I opened the bedroom door noiselessly and timidly walked down the long hallway. I'd almost stepped into the living room when I realized Lucas was there and he wasn't alone. He was talking quietly to another man, who had his back to me. I turned to slip back up the hallway, figuring I'd keep out of their way.

      “Good Morning, Charlotte.” Lucas's voice caught me unawares and I stopped in my tracks similar to a deer caught in headlights, uncertain what to do next.

      “Um, hi,” I said cautiously, clutching my hands together nervously behind my back.

      The second man turned and offered me a relaxed smile and I smiled back self-consciously, aware of my disheveled appearance.

      “Charlotte, this is a friend of mine, Ben Becket.”

      I nodded hesitantly, wishing the ground would open up and swallow me.

      “It's a pleasure to meet you, Charlotte,” Ben said, scrutinizing me carefully. He was almost as striking as Lucas was, with ebony hair that fell appealingly across his forehead and touched the top of his collar. It was the true black, which was so rare – the kind with blue highlights through it. His skin was like alabaster, similar to Lucas's, and his eyes a very dark brown. He was wearing tailored linen trousers in dark grey and a shirt of the deepest green. “How is your head?”

      I touched the back of my head automatically, running my fingers across the small bump that remained from the accident. “Fine, thanks. Wait, how did you know about that?”

      Ben grinned, glancing at Lucas with a bemused look. “Lucas told me what happened when he got home that day.”

      I glanced from Ben, to Lucas, and watched Lucas shrug. “Ben and his wife live here with me. The house is too big for one person. We've been friends for many years.”

      “Oh.” From the corner of my eye, I noticed Ben was still watching me carefully, his focus intent. Was it my imagination, or was he making some judgment about me? Good grief, I really am turning into a lunatic.

      “Would you like some breakfast? I have a pot of coffee on, and there is a box of donuts on the counter,” Lucas announced politely. He offered me a reassuring grin and I returned the smile feebly, clutching my fingers together in an effort to stop them shaking. “You must be hungry by now.”

      I was ravenous, in fact. I couldn't remember the last time I'd eaten, certainly not since the previous morning. I took his offer as a dismissal and stepped past him and Ben, heading towards the kitchen and leaving them to continue their conversation. As promised, I discovered a coffee pot and he'd laid out a cup, spoon, sugar, and cream on the bench. On the breakfast bar was a box of Krispy Kremes. I wondered where he'd gotten them from, there wasn't a store in Puckhaber Falls, and the nearest one was on the outskirts of Billings, over forty miles away. Had he driven through to the city this morning? I glanced around the room, noting the clock on the stovetop read nine thirty. It was still early, how had he gotten to Billings and back? You're being ridiculous, he probably had them in a cupboard or freezer. I poured a coffee, flipped the lid on the box, and selected a donut from the dozen inside. Taking a bite, I was instantly aware the donuts were fresh and could only have been baked this morning. Another mystery to ponder, something else Lucas had done which created unanswered questions.

      “I must be leaving, I have to get to work,” I heard Ben announce from the living room.

      “See you tonight.”

      “You'll be home?”

      “Yes.”

      Ben said something else, too low and too quickly for me to distinguish.

      “If you hear from Marianne, tell her not to worry. I have it under control.” Lucas's voice was stiff, his tone determined.

      “You can tell her yourself. She and Striker arrive back from New York this afternoon,” Ben announced. “She cut short their trip. Which at least saves me from fielding more than five phone calls a day – she can nag you herself.”

      Ben said his goodbyes and Lucas appeared in the kitchen a second later, striding across to where I stood, leaning against the bench as I munched through my second donut. He grinned when he saw the open box and the empty spaces. “You must have been hungry.”

      I nodded, swallowing down a mouthful of donut. “They're delicious. Thank you.”

      “How are you feeling this morning?” He was standing quite close, near enough for me to distinguish the flashes of silver in his midnight blue eyes. And to take a deep breath of the aroma that continually turned my brain to mush.

      “I'm fine. Thank you.” I swallowed heavily and clutched the coffee cup between my hands. “I should get home. I've taken up enough of your time.”

      “On the contrary, I've enjoyed your company,” he said. He gazed down at me for a second or two, and then took a deliberate step away. The muscle in his jaw clenched before he smiled again, although this smile seemed strained. “I've collected your belongings; they are in a plastic bag by the door. I'll drive you home now.”

      “I could probably walk from here, it can't be too far,” I suggested hastily, tipping the last of the coffee into the sink and rinsing out the cup. I'd already caused him enough trouble in the past twenty-four hours and his abrupt announcement about taking me home clearly implied that I'd been imposing for too long.

      He glanced at my bare feet and the corners of his mouth curled into an amused smirk. “I don't think the weather is suitable for bare feet, and I believe your sneakers are still rather wet.”

      I frowned gloomily. “I forgot about that.”

      “It's fine, Charlotte, I'm happy to drive you home. Have you had enough to eat?”

      Seeing my nod of agreement, he shut the lid on the donut box and picked it up, handing them to me. “Here, you take these. I don't like donuts.”

      I followed him out to the driveway, where his very fancy car was sitting on the gravel. He drove swiftly, his reactions assured and controlled, following a barely discernible driveway, which wound amongst the trees. I was too anxious to look at the dashboard and see how fast he was driving.

      My heart hammered in my chest when I stole a discreet glance in his direction, a reaction I'd thought to be completely impossible. I'd been utterly numb for so long, the idea of being physically attracted to a man now was disquieting. I didn't want to feel like this, not here and certainly not now. And not about this man – who was so obviously out of my league.

      “What are you thinking, Charlotte?”

      I blushed yet again, an infuriating habit. Once more, he'd caught me by surprise. “Nothing, really.”

      He studied me for a split-second, before his gaze returned to the road. He didn't pursue the subject, much to my relief and I turned to gaze out the window, resting my fist against my chin as the countryside passed in an indistinguishable blur. After last night, I was certain he would never want to see me again and I realized with uncomfortable clarity, that I would be disappointed if he didn't. Why did I feel this way? Refusing to consider the implications, I straightened in the seat, determined to get back to the cottage and do my level best to forget all about Lucas Tine.

      He pulled the car to a stop outside the cottage a few minutes later, and reached across to the back seat, handing me the bag containing my soggy belongings. I pulled the bag onto my lap and reached for the door handle. “Thank you, for everything.”

      He smiled hesitantly, immediately breaking eye contact and staring resolutely out of the windscreen, tapping his thumbs against the steering wheel. “You're welcome.”

      “Okay, then. Well… bye.” Although it was completely irrational, I was saddened to think I might never see him again, and I couldn't help feeling hurt by his suddenly chilly attitude. What had I expected?

      Cursing my own stupidity, I shoved the door open and stepped out. Lucas had been right – the ground was freezing beneath my bare feet. I pushed the door shut and turned to walk up the steps, but he called me back, leaning across the car to look through the open window.

      I leaned over and saw his face had grown paler during the short trip in the car and the circles around his eyes had darkened, as if he were abruptly exhausted again. His expression was solemn. “Promise me, you'll be careful. Don't go wandering through the forest on your own, Charlotte. There are… dangers out there.”

      I nodded in agreement, a tiny frown creasing my forehead. With the tires spinning, he sped down the drive, leaving me to speculate as to precisely what he might be warning me to avoid.
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      I stepped out of the bitter winter weather and carefully wiped my boots on the mat, before stepping onto the carpet. December had arrived, and with it, the first snowfalls of winter.

      “Hiya, Charlotte. Getting mighty chilly out there, isn't it?” Hank greeted me genially, stepping out from behind the counter. “Wanna cup of coffee?”

      I nodded, tugging at the scarf I'd wrapped around my head to keep out the bitter cold. “Thanks, Hank.”

      “Did you get the snow chains?” Hank had paid me for another sold painting and he'd organized a deal with Denzel Stone, the proud owner of Puckhaber Falls one and only car dealership, to have snow chains fitted to my tires.

      “Yep, thanks.”

      “You'll need them, what with the roads so icy now. You should have had new tires too, I looked at yours a couple of days ago, and they're looking a little worn.” Hank handed me a mug of steaming hot coffee and pulled up a stool for me to sit beside the shop counter.

      This had become a weekly routine, stopping into Hank's for coffee and a chat. Like it or not, I'd made friends in Puckhaber Falls – somehow my guard had been lowered by the sheer honest friendship these people offered. It hadn't changed my resolve, just… confused it. The whole situation had gotten messy when I'd met Lucas. It was his fault I'd delayed my plans, his fault I hadn't worked up the courage to follow through with my decision. Or at least, that's what I'd been telling myself, to explain my failure to fulfill the fate I'd chosen for myself.

      After the waterfall fiasco, Lucas disappeared from my life, as completely as he'd done after the car accident. You would think I'd have gotten the message, but foolishly, I'd hung around, thinking he might contact me again. And was deeply disappointed when he didn't. Of course, the rational part of my brain explained it very clearly, even though I didn't want to hear it. He was out of my league, what would he find interesting in me? Hell, what did it matter, anyway? It wasn't as if I was going to be around for much longer.

      The week after my brief stay at Lucas's, I decided some effort was required on my part. I'd spent some of my meager funds on getting a haircut. I'd had my hair styled and as a result, my hair sat in tight ringlets, framing my face in a halo of curls that fell just below my shoulders. I'd wasted even more money, buying new items of clothing; some jeans, which fitted my more slender shape and a couple of new sweaters. My old clothes were practically disintegrating before my eyes and I really did need the items, but I knew the real motivation and loathed myself for it. I wanted to look pretty for Lucas, hoped to see him again and have him appreciate the effort I'd made.

      It was a shock when I did finally see him – a couple of weeks ago, I'd come into town for supplies and was standing in the Quikmart, making a decision over which cereal to purchase. I heard a deep growl and turned towards the sound, catching sight of Lucas at the end of the aisle and he'd positively glowered at me. His eyes glittered with unconcealed fury and he'd shaken his head, turning abruptly on his heels and stalking away. I'd lost nights of sleep over it, wondering why he'd acted that way and what I could possibly have done to cause such a hostile reaction.

      As time went on, I folded in on myself, resembling a house of cards collapsing. I still spent time with the people in town, because it was hard to avoid when the population was so small. But my plans for my demise had accelerated back to being my top priority. December was a traditionally bad month, a time when my demons haunted me, even more than usual. This year was proving harder to cope with than the previous two.

      There was nothing left to do but follow through with the decision. I'd tried a week or so ago, with an attempt to slit my wrists, but once again I'd failed miserably. I was frightened of pain and the first tentative cuts with a razor blade stopped me in my tracks, before I'd managed to do any major damage. The thought of the falls was enticing; I'd tried once before and almost succeeded. Watching the water crash over the rocks had been mesmerizing and I believed it was the one way I could end my miserable existence, once and for all. Which was why I found myself at the art store, visiting with Hank for the last time. Christmas was just a week away, and I had no intentions of living to see it. I didn't want to be overwhelmed by memories, as I'd been last year and the year before that. I'd made up my mind this time, and refused to be dissuaded from achieving my goal.

      Hank caught my attention by waving a hand in front of my face and I glanced up, startled to discover I was still sitting in the art store. I'd become so engrossed in my plans, I'd completely forgotten everything around me.

      “Golly, when you get to thinking, you just shut down completely, don't you?” Hank said with a grin. Despite the subtle teasing in his voice, his eyes narrowed shrewdly, watching me with concern.

      “I'm sorry. What did you say?” I smiled weakly, trying to pull myself together. It wouldn't be a great idea to make Hank suspicious, I certainly didn't need anyone guessing what I'd planned and trying to stop me.

      “I was asking if you'd come to our place for Christmas dinner. Mary would be more than happy to have extra company and I thought you could come over Christmas Eve and stay the night. You'd be more than welcome.”

      I grimaced uneasily, playing with the fingers of my gloves, which lay on the countertop. “Thanks for the offer, Hank, but I wouldn't be much company. I kind of prefer having Christmas on my own.”

      “Just what makes you so blue, at this time of the year?” Hank asked quietly. He stared avidly at his coffee, plainly uncomfortable to be asking such an intrusive question. Hank was down to earth and endearing, but completely out of his depth when it came to discussing anything which remotely touched on emotional issues.

      “I don't like Christmas much. It's… complicated,” I explained, chewing at my bottom lip anxiously.

      “Well, if you change your mind…”

      “Thank you. I really do appreciate the offer.” I put down the coffee mug and stood up abruptly. “I'd better be going.” I needed to get out of this store, out of this town – away from these caring, hospitable people.

      “Wait a minute; I've got some money for you. I sold that watercolor you brought in last week.” He opened the till and drew out an envelope. “Three hundred dollars. Why don't you buy yourself somethin' nice for Christmas, honey?”

      I stared at the envelope in his outstretched hand. “Three hundred dollars? I thought you were trying to sell it for one hundred and fifty?”

      His look was innocent, entirely too innocent and I eyed him skeptically as he muttered an answer. “A buyer came in and loved it. Insisted on paying three hundred.”

      I took the envelope from him and shoved it into my purse. “Thanks, Hank.” I was certain the watercolor had sold for the asking price, and the other money came from Hank himself. It was something I would have argued, if I hadn't been so utterly desperate to escape. His kindness made me feel even worse.

      I stumbled to the door, barely taking notice of my surroundings. I took one last look at Hank's kindly face, his uneasiness evident in his eyes. “Merry Christmas,” I offered quietly.

      “You too, honey.”

      I thrust through the door, stalking to the car with tears burning in my eyes. For a long time, I sat behind the wheel, desperately trying to get my thoughts into order, but it was hopeless. For weeks, I'd been out of control, not sleeping, not painting, not doing anything that made sense. I'd even considered driving to Lucas's house at one stage and asking him… no, demanding he tell me why he was avoiding me. But in my heart, I knew why he was steering clear.

      I wasn't what a man like Lucas Tine would find interesting. He obviously wasn't attracted to me and had only ever been polite, because of the circumstances that had thrown us together for a few brief moments. There had been nothing romantic – no hint from him to suggest otherwise and I was an idiot to crave something that just didn't exist.

      Against him – the man, his life, and his world – I was plain. Plain, uninteresting, and ever so slightly insane. If I wasn't already demented, I was going to drive myself crazy thinking about him – what could he possibly find appealing in me? He was obviously only being courteous when we'd met. But then I remembered the way he gazed at me, and started thinking fanatically, all over again. He'd looked at me sometimes as though he cared. On the other hand, he'd also looked at me as though I was something frightening. And sometimes, he'd looked as if he was furious he'd met me, angry that my life had crossed paths with his.

      To all intents and purposes, I had only crossed his path. I couldn't understand my intense emotions – why was I obsessed with someone I'd only met three times? None of it made any sense and thinking about it only had me spiraling further into depression.

      While I sat ruminating in the cold car, I made up my mind. Today was the day. I didn't want to go on, didn't want to watch my tentative grip on sanity loosen any further.

      Since Lucas's warning, I hadn't returned to the falls and I'd done exactly as he told me and stayed out of the forest. It wasn't going to happen anymore, I would go to the falls, and I would end the perpetual nightmare in which I was trapped. What did it matter if Lucas suggested there was danger out there? That was exactly what I needed now – some danger, a way of killing myself. The woods were exactly where I should be going, and to hell with what Lucas said or thought.

      And it was going to happen this afternoon.

      The tumult of emotions that kept my mind in a state of constant activity abruptly lulled and serenity crept over my exhausted mind. I was more at peace than I'd been in weeks, perhaps even longer. The tranquility certainly equaled what I'd felt the last time I visited the falls, and I craved the sensation like a drug. My previous attempts had been failures, but this one would succeed. I knew it would work and felt composed. I'd been to the falls before, I'd gotten so close last time, just one more step, and it would have been over. This time I would take that last step and Lucas wouldn't be there to stop me.

      I started my car and executed a careful u-turn on the icy road, heading back towards the cottage.
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      The forest was different now, with the arrival of winter many of the trees had dropped their leaves, leaving stark grey branches reaching towards the darkened sky. It was beautiful.

      I walked through the trees, relishing the thought of being back here. I hadn't been aware of how much I'd missed it, how much I had come to love these hikes in the wilderness, which called to my heart and soothed my battered psyche.

      It took a little while to get my bearings, I'd stumbled across the falls last time, and the landscape had changed dramatically, making it much more difficult to find what I was looking for. All the trees looked much the same as each other and just as I was beginning to doubt if I would ever find it, I heard the sound of the water dashing over the falls. Relief flooded through me, I'd half expected the river to be iced over, but it seemed I was in luck and the water still flowed.

      Accelerating my pace, I walked towards the sound, calm and at peace with my decision. Some people in Puckhaber Falls would wonder what happened to me, of course, but I hadn't been here long – it wouldn't take much time for them to forget. I could envisage their initial concerns and they might assume I'd gotten lost in the woods. It was doubtful they would ever find my body and that was exactly the way I wanted it. Besides, they were virtually strangers. It would have been different if they were family. I had no one to mourn me, no one to cry over my loss. I'd never felt more alone than I did now.

      I reached the river and turned to the right, following the familiar path Lucas had carried me along weeks ago. Clenching my fists tightly, I dismissed thoughts of that day. I wouldn't allow the thought of him to interfere with my plan, couldn't allow complications to get in the way. Despite my resolve, I glanced behind me – with a mixture of hope and dread – to see if Lucas was on the path following me. Coming to the rescue again.

      There was no one there.

      About twenty feet from the falls, I heard an unexpected noise and twisted around hurriedly. On the path, a few feet away, there was a man. I stumbled backwards, shaken by his abrupt appearance and instantly wary.

      “Good afternoon,” he said politely, his mouth lifting into a cold smile that didn't reach his eyes. He was tall and powerfully built, wearing a black trench coat, faded blue denims and shabby leather boots. Despite the frigid weather, his trench coat was unbuttoned and his chest was naked underneath. His skin was pale, and long black hair hung unkempt and wild around his hard face. Looking into his eyes, I realized they were extraordinary. Dark brown and streaked with sparkling shards of silver, which glittered as he stared down at me, seeming amused by my bewilderment. Warning bells sounded in my head and I took another step back, glancing around for something, anything I might be able to use as a weapon. Beads of sweat broke out against my upper lip and my hands were clammy as I glanced around a second time, searching for a way to escape.

      “I didn't think you would come back here again,” he remarked, his voice low and intimidating.

      Startled by the comment, my eyes grew wide – how did he know I'd been here before? “Do I know you?” I questioned anxiously, my voice high-pitched and panicky to my own ears.

      He threw his head back and laughed mirthlessly. “No, you don't. But I've seen you before, many times before, in fact. It's extremely dangerous out here, for a little human like you. Particularly now the other vampire has lost interest in trailing after his pet. He made it extremely difficult to get to you, always following you around, never letting you out of his sight. The funny thing is, you weren't even aware he was there; you didn't have a fucking clue that he was following you. Only that once, when you made that dismal attempt at killing yourself, and he raced in like a gallant fool to stop you.” He sighed melodramatically. “I'm so pleased he lost interest in you, but when you didn't return to the forest, I thought he'd snacked on you himself and I'd missed my opportunity.”

      My mind was playing tricks on me – I was sure I'd misunderstood what he said. “Vampire?” I repeated blankly.

      He stared at me for a split-second, before throwing his head back, roaring with laughter again. “You didn't know? How could you have not known?” His eyes filled with contempt and he took a swaggering step closer. “You humans are even more stupid than I could have believed possible. I saw him running with you in his arms – didn't that strike you as odd? I'll grant you, he did run far more slowly than he is capable of, but most humans can't run like that, even when they aren't carrying a load.” He looked skeptical, smirking viciously. “Surely you can't be that dull-witted?”

      I couldn't comprehend what I was hearing and my brain refused to work. He must be out of his mind, maybe he was a patient who'd escaped from a mental hospital somewhere. What he was saying was completely impossible, an unbelievable concept, which couldn't possibly be true.

      He watched me curiously, observing the manifold emotions I knew must be crossing my face. “What do you want?” I finally demanded, wrapping my arms across my chest.

      That appalling smirk appeared again, followed by a chortle that sent chills down my spine. “I could kill you right now, right this second, if I so desired. Candidly speaking, however, I'm afraid easy kills have begun to bore me. I have a preference for giving my prey a fair chance.” He stepped forward, the movement so rapid, I didn't see him shift, and abruptly he was in front of me, his face mere inches from my own. “Run,” he commanded in a low voice. “Run, little human, and see if you can save your own life.”

      I didn't need to hear it twice. Without pause, I twisted around and stumbled along the path towards the falls, bile rising in my throat. I wanted to die, but this wasn't the way in which I intended for it to happen. I wanted to be on my own, be in control of my own death. I didn't want to be murdered by this… freak. I didn't believe – couldn't believe what he'd told me. Vampires were a myth, a fantasy, something in horror stories, and the stuff of legend. Terror overwhelmed me as I sprinted along the pathway, stumbling on the snow-covered ground as I ran to escape him. My heart pounded in my chest, my blood pumped with adrenaline and sheer unadulterated terror set my limbs to trembling as I sprinted, as quickly as I could, lifting my knees high to try to get through the heavy snow without falling.

      I'd struggled across about seventy feet of ground, when he appeared in front of me, grinning savagely. I'd neither seen nor heard him approach. Whilst I was breathless, gasping icy air into my lungs in painful bursts, he didn't appear to be winded at all. “What did he see in you? So pitifully slow, so pathetically, fucking weak. Its little wonder he lost interest so quickly. Although,” he reached forward and rubbed icy fingers across my throat, “you do smell absolutely delicious.” With a laugh, he opened his mouth wide and long fangs extended from where his incisors should be. He grabbed my left arm, one hand on my wrist and the other below my elbow. “I do believe I should make this more fun. For me, at least.” With a rapid motion, he bent my forearm between his hands and I screamed in agony when the bones snapped. Falling to my knees, I was blinded by the intensity of the pain pulsating through my arm and gripped the limb to my chest, nauseous when I felt shards of broken bone beneath my fingers.

      He dropped on one knee beside me, whispering in my ear. “Run. If you really want to get away from me, little human, run. Now.”

      I scrambled to my feet, cradling the arm against my chest as I ran for a second time. I didn't know which way to go – there was no safety in the woods, nobody to hear me scream for help, nowhere to run that would get me away from this— this creature. Anxiety screamed through every nerve ending and my head refused to co-operate. It seemed all I could focus on was the excruciating pain in my arm and the disbelief of seeing those fangs extend in his mouth. It had to be a joke, an elaborate ruse. I searched from one side of the path to the other for an escape route, making a split-second decision to head off the path and through the trees, in the hope of finding somewhere to hide. The thought of him kept me moving, lurching through the heavily wooded forest searching for salvation, glancing backwards every few seconds to see where he was. Not fast enough, not fast enough! Go faster! The words ran repeatedly in my mind as I twisted and turned between the trees, the only sound the ragged staccato beat of my breathing and my heart. I caught my foot on a tree root and fell to the ground, wrenching my ankle so badly I feared it was broken. I lay on the snowy ground, gasping for air, my lungs on fire and panic filling my chest to the point where I could hardly draw breath.

      “You aren't making much sport out of this.”

      He stood a few feet away, leaning casually against a tree with his arms crossed over his chest. The look in his eyes was terrifying – he was enjoying this – much the way I imagined a lion enjoyed chasing a deer. This was entertainment to him, and the knowledge had bile rushing up my throat. Dragging myself up onto my hands and knees, I retched against the snowy ground, seeing black spots in my field of vision as my oxygen-starved body fought against losing consciousness.

      He appeared beside me abruptly, pulling me from the ground with my undamaged arm and dropping me onto my feet before him. Disorientated and faint, I tried to balance one-legged in the heavy snow. I gingerly placed my other foot down, but the stabbing pain that shot through my leg seemed to be confirmation that I'd broken my ankle.

      “I'm wasting my time, you're not making this pleasurable at all,” he growled furiously, glancing with distaste at the spot where I'd emptied the meager contents of my stomach. In a blur, his arm swung forwards, smashing into my chest with incredible force. I flew backwards through the air and landed some twenty feet away, hitting my head heavily against a fallen tree. Battling to stay conscious and struggling against crippling pain, I tried to formulate a plan, something that would let me escape from this— I shuddered as the word penetrated my throbbing head— vampire. I understood too late, what Lucas had been warning me about when he'd told me to stay out of the woods.

      He stood over me, disappointment clear in his dark eyes. “Too easy. I must find prey that can put up a fight. This was ridiculously simple.” He paused, his eyes narrowing. “Of course, there are other ways I can amuse myself…”

      He bent over my crumpled form, grabbing the waistband of my jeans with both hands. In one savage movement, he tore them from my body as if they were made of tissue paper. I knew what he intended and was helpless to do anything to stop it. My head was spinning, the pain throughout my body overwhelming and the knowledge there was no escaping from this animal hit me with a finality that was horrifying. Every breath was torture, the pain emanating from my ribs felt as if daggers were being plunged into my lungs.

      He shrugged off the long coat, throwing it to the ground. “If I enjoy this, I might let you live. Or perhaps fucking you will bore me, and I'll kill you anyway.” He pinched my jaw between his thumb and forefinger in an acutely painful grip, forcing me to look into his eyes. “Which would you prefer?” He straightened up and I sobbed as he reached for the button on his jeans.

      A monstrous growl echoed through the woods and I thought it came from him. Through the hazy fog of pain, I forced myself to look up into his cruel face. If this was how I was going to die, I wished it were over.

      His expression changed and he looked almost… scared? No, he was more than scared – he seemed terrified.

      I couldn't imagine what caused his fear, until something sprang from the trees and slammed into the creature. The sound of the bodies hitting together reverberated like a heavy clap of thunder and I cringed away from the noise. They battled together – their movements so abnormally swift, so rapid – they appeared to be shimmering. I grasped what it was that had come to my rescue with stunning clarity. Or rather, who had come to my rescue.

      Relief flooded through my battered body when I knew it was Lucas. Which seemed a strange emotion, considering I'd been told he was a vampire. I watched the two creatures grappling together, spinning, and soaring through the woods as they clashed repeatedly. My eyes wanted to close so badly, but I needed to be certain Lucas was safe, that the creature didn't harm him…

      “Charlotte? Can you hear me?”

      With difficulty, I turned my head and looked at the man kneeling beside me, recognized him as Lucas's friend, Ben. His dark brown eyes narrowed when he caught my face between his hands. Icy cold hands. Which struck me as odd – why did he have such cold hands? I guessed it was freezing out here and I couldn't feel my own feet or legs, but it seemed strange that his hands were so icy. Didn't he have gloves? Ben wrenched off his jacket and threw it over my torso and when I looked at his eyes again, I shrank back in fear. The brown of his eyes had morphed, they were still a rich chocolate brown, but as I stared, I saw the flicker of golden streaks through them. Maybe this was a nightmare – it couldn't be real. I closed my eyes, wanting to drift into sleep, to forget the pain that was superseding everything else.

      “Charlotte, look at me! Keep your eyes open. Charlotte!” I forced my eyelids open, discovering Ben had been joined by someone else. A petite woman, perhaps my age or a little older. With pale skin and hazel eyes which sparkled with silver streaks. I almost smiled, despite everything that was happening. Another vampire? Good grief – I was surrounded by them – that must be what they all were. This one was striking, her silky dark hair piled into a ponytail high on her head. Ben spoke to her, in words so low and rapid; I couldn't understand what he said. The woman leapt to her feet and disappeared in the blink of an eye, as if she'd never been by my side in the first place.

      Lucas. Try to locate Lucas. I wanted to see him once more before I died, and that was, undoubtedly, what was going to happen. I lolled my head to the right, watching through half open eyelids and struggling to stay conscious. Lucas stood behind the creature, which was being held between two other men, their grip tight on his arms. One of the men was heavily built, a mountain of muscle with long blonde hair and rippling biceps. The second man had closely cropped dark hair, and he was slender and tall. More vampires, if I was buying into the preposterous story I'd heard.

      Lucas nodded to the two men and they forced the creature that'd attacked me onto his knees, pressuring him until he was bent forward from the waist. Lucas stepped in front of him and I saw he was carrying a sword, a huge, heavy bladed weapon, which appeared to be something that had come from a medieval movie set. In a quick movement, he raised it high over his head and a deep growl erupted from low in his chest as he slashed it downwards towards the vampire's neck. Blood spurted across Lucas's face and shirt as the vampire's head was removed from its shoulders, rolling across the snowy ground until it stopped a few feet away, the glassy eyes staring directly at me, the mouth open in a deathly yaw, the fangs still readily visible. As I watched in horrified fascination, a drop of saliva ran down one of the glistening fangs, dropping onto the blood soaked ground beneath the head.

      I heard screaming – loud, primal screaming, and realized with shock that it was my own voice. I couldn't seem to stop the noise issuing from my throat and I continued to scream until I sank into a blessed darkness where the pain and terror faded away.
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      “Are you sure she will wake up?” I recognized Lucas's voice, heard anxiety in his worried tone.

      “Yes, she will wake up. She has very grave injuries and she's suffering severe shock.” This was Ben's voice, soothing and reassuring. “Jerome has her sedated with a significant amount of morphine; he says she'll wake when she's ready.”

      “We should have taken her to hospital.” Lucas's voice again.

      “Lucas, you know it's better to keep her here with us. We don't know what Ambrose told her, how much she knows. It would be dangerous for us all, if she's aware of everything and speaks to hospital staff. What if she tells them our secret? We would have to run immediately and none of us is ready to leave yet. Besides, Jerome can access all the medical equipment we need and bring it here.” This was a woman's voice, light and lilting.

      “Marianne, you think she's better here with us. Gwynn has made her attitude about Charlotte very clear.” Lucas's voice again and I detected a note of annoyance in his tone.

      “You know what Gwynn is like. She'll come around.” The calm and reassuring voice said. She must be Marianne. “William will calm her down, he always does.”

      “I don't believe Gwynn is our primary concern at present.” Ben again, his voice low, composed. They all spoke so swiftly, I had to concentrate carefully to pick up everything that was said. “Charlotte may or may not know what we are and we must ascertain how much she knows before we can make further decisions.” I felt the sheets being drawn up over my chest, and the weight of a blanket being adjusted. “Right now, I'm more concerned with her injuries and Jerome says further damage could be done if we attempt to move her.”

      Holy shit, I think I'm still alive. How strange. I was certain I should be in pain, but there was nothing tangible, only the sensation of being both warm and comfortable. Perhaps I was dead, I mused. Maybe I was dead and this was all some bizarre hallucination, some final quest before I entered the afterlife.

      No. Not possible. No hallucination could possibly be this bizarre.

      There should at least be some discomfort, after the injuries I'd received at the hands of that… thing. There was no physical suggestion of any pain, however, only the softness of the bed and the weight of warm blankets lying across my torso. Why was it so dark? As my senses returned in increments, I figured out my eyes were still closed and I decided I rather liked it that way. For the moment, I would lay here with my eyes shut, keep still, and silent. I still had no idea what I was really dealing with. If these people were vampires – keeping in mind that it was a completely preposterous idea – why hadn't they killed me? A sudden, chilling thought entered my mind. Was this another sick game, did they want to nurse me back to health, so they could chase me as the other one had?

      “I warned her to stay out of the forest, I told her not to go back in there. I thought they had moved on. I would never have stopped trailing her, if I'd known there was still danger from Ambrose and his Kiss.”

      “We're fortunate Marianne had the vision and we got there in time. Acenith and Ripley have investigated the surrounding forest and it seems the other three had moved on, only Ambrose stayed behind.” Ben spoke again, and his voice was composed and gentle. “They are still searching for the body of his last victim. It must be close by; he'd fed very recently to bleed out as he did.”

      “Can you see anything, Marianne? Can you see what her future holds now?” This was Lucas again, his tone pleading.

      “I've told you, this isn't an exact science, and I'm not brilliant at it in the first place. You know I don't see exactly what will happen, only glimpses of possible future events, which I have to try to decipher. She's extremely difficult to read and what I'm getting seems to be centered on events that will happen soon, not occurrences that are often months away, as I see with members of our Kiss. Quite often, she plunges into blackness, as if she has no future. It makes my head ache.” It was the lilting voice again. She didn't sound evil, although I heard frustration in her voice when she answered Lucas. I couldn't comprehend what she was talking about, but in my peaceful state of mind, I dismissed it as part of the strange dream I was experiencing.

      “I wish we knew how much she knows. It would help if we could get some insight into these…” I heard Ben's voice and he grasped my wrist gently, running his thumb across the skin. I knew what he was seeing – the scars from my previous suicide attempts, the most recent only a week or so ago. They were tentative cuts and although I'd opened the skin, I'd failed to cut deeply enough to complete the job. The scars left behind were still red and angry.

      “I wish I knew why she is so desperately unhappy and I wish I hadn't been the cause of her melancholy increasing.” Lucas's voice was edgy, and I was stunned by the intensity of his words. What did he mean?

      “You did what you thought best, Lucas. Nobody is blaming you for the decisions you've made.” I felt a cool hand against my forehead. “She's deeply conflicted. There's a great deal of pain in her thoughts, her emotions.” This was another woman speaking, her voice holding a trace of an accent, perhaps Irish or Scots, though I couldn't figure out which. By the proximity of her voice, I figured she was the one touching me, her fingertips brushing my hair away from my face gently. It took every ounce of willpower not to cringe away from her touch, but I was determined to keep my return to consciousness a secret.

      “If you had listened to me in the first place, none of this would have happened.” The one called Marianne spoke, her voice smug. “I told you Charlotte was coming into your life. What I don't understand, is why you fought against it so vehemently.”

      Lucas swore. “There is the tiny complication of her being human. There is also the fact that you said I would meet her – you never mentioned anything about me nearly killing her.” I could hear amusement in his voice when he spoke again. “And Marianne, as much as I adore you – we all know your ability is haphazard, to say the least.”

      “Well, thank you for that vote of confidence! I happened to be remarkably accurate this time, but if I'd told you the meeting would take place when you hit her with your car, you would never have driven anywhere again,” Marianne responded sweetly.

      “You're possibly right, but I wouldn't necessarily have believed you,” Lucas admitted, his voice rueful and I could imagine him smiling when he spoke. “I nearly killed her. Thank God there wasn't any traffic around; I could never have pulled off that maneuver on a busy road.” There was no trace of bragging, his voice was calm, filled with quiet confidence. “I knew when I spun the car ninety degrees that it would be her. I thought I had missed her, but that tiny nudge was enough to give her a serious concussion and stitches.” He sighed heavily. “Humans are so fragile.”

      They lapsed into silence and I contemplated his last sentence, turning it over in my mind endlessly. 'Humans are so fragile'. That meant there was undeniably something curious about him. There seemed to be much I didn't understand, about what was occurring here and my mind sought to dismiss the whole vampire story as ludicrous. Yet what other explanation did I have? At least I had answers to a couple of questions – Lucas had known my name before I told him, and he had definitely been driving more than twenty miles an hour when he hit me. Despite this, I seemed to have even more unanswered questions now, than before.

      “We aren't going to get any answers yet. We should leave her to sleep.” Ben's voice was calm, his tone filled with authority. “Lucas, you must go and feed.”

      “I don't want to leave her.”

      “You need to go. You don't want to lose control.” The as-yet unidentified woman spoke. “I'm sure Striker would love to keep you company.”

      Lucas sighed. “Alright. I'm not going far and I'll be back as soon as I've fed. I want to be here when she wakes up.”

      “We'll look after her. I promise you,” Ben said sincerely.

      There was the sound of a door opening and closing quietly, then the room fell into silence and I mulled over what they'd said. I didn't have a clue what it meant, but my heart fluttered at the idea of Lucas not wanting to leave me. It was flattering, even if he was a vampire. The insanity of it crossed my mind again and I still wasn't entirely convinced as to whether I was alive or dead. The question was – what did I want the answer to be? My whole world had tilted on its axis and I didn't know which way was up, or what the hell was going on.

      I considered opening my eyes now that I was apparently alone. If I opened them, I could conclusively answer the question of if I was alive or dead. Possibly. Dependent on what I saw, of course.

      I pondered for a few minutes, trying to make a decision. I was honestly terrified about both options and wasn't confident I truly wanted to know. At this moment, I felt safe and secure, exactly the way I was. While they thought I was asleep, it appeared I was safe. What happened when I opened my eyes? If they did have a secret, if they really were vampires… I dismissed the thought instantly. Vampires were a myth, a legend. Yet what other explanation did I have for what I'd witnessed in the woods? And so many questions remained unanswered about Lucas and his friends.

      Without a doubt, opening my eyes would be a very bad thing. I didn't know what the situation would be when I did, and I found it remarkable to discover that after weeks of almost continuous insomnia, I actually did feel rather sleepy…
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      The second time I drifted into consciousness, I decided immediately that I was still alive – being dead couldn't possibly be this excruciating. Every nerve ending throbbed with agony and I knew from experience that I'd been alive when I'd woken from a serious injury with severe throbbing pain. I couldn't decide what hurt most – my arm ached, my foot pounded and my ribs – they felt as if they'd been smashed into a thousand pieces. To add insult to injury, my head was hammering. Nope, I decided glumly – definitely not dead.

      I lay stock-still, listening vigilantly for sounds of people in the room, but there was nothing to be heard, other than the steady beep of something nearby. I assumed it was medical equipment and could feel the pressure of a monitoring device on my finger, which seemed to confirm my speculation. It occurred to me that perhaps I was in a hospital and I wondered if they'd brought me here. I fleetingly pondered how they could have explained my injuries. A car accident, perhaps, or a drastic and near-fatal fall from the top of a tall building?

      For another couple of minutes I listened cautiously for sounds in the room, but the only thing I could hear was the steady beeping of the monitor. With effort I blinked opened my eyes, attempting to establish my bearings.

      The room was darkened, a small shaft of light coming from somewhere on my right. A magnificent pendant lamp hung from the ceiling, the crystals illuminated in the reflections from the soft light. Within my line of sight, the walls were richly decorated with brocade wallpaper in the palest blue, confirming this was certainly not a hospital. No medical facility had ever been decorated this lavishly, from my limited experience. I turned my head incrementally to investigate further and moaned, squeezing my eyes shut as an avalanche of pain swamped my senses.

      “Charlotte? Charlotte, can you hear me?”

      I was terrified when I heard his voice, and kept my eyes squeezed shut. A mental picture of how I'd last seen him, physically decapitating another person assaulted my mind and my ears rang from the sub-human grow that had erupted from deep within his chest. It was a terrifying image, and one I was unlikely to forget.

      “Charlotte, please? Please, open your eyes. I'm begging you, Charlotte?” His voice was gentle, no indication of anything evil or fearsome lurking in his tone. There was a long pause. A sigh. And then his fingertips touched my cheek tenderly, icy cold but incredibly gentle as he ran them from my temple to my chin. The stroke made me shiver and I warily forced my eyes open.

      He was inches away, watching me intently and I could see the tension in his expression. It rapidly turned to relief and he smiled warmly when he saw my eyes open. “I can't tell you how happy I am that you are awake.” Then he must have seen something in my eyes that made him scowl and he moved away, the smile swiftly fading.

      I watched him cautiously, unable to tear my gaze away from his face. A tumult of emotions washed over his features and I saw nothing threatening – only pain, conflict… and distress. As though something wounded him, more than he could bear. When he spoke, his voice was hushed. “Ambrose told you. You think I am a monster.”

      I was speechless. Even if I could have forced any words out, what was I going to say? Lucas turned and strode to the door, wrenching it open and letting it slam shut behind him.

      Terror gripped my limbs and adrenaline pounded through my bloodstream as I started to panic, believing he would tell the others and they would come back to kill me. The rapid pace of my breathing caused pain to burn in my chest and I took a deep gulp of air, hoping to soothe the terrible ache. It was a dreadful mistake, as a sharper pain rippled through my sides, as if a dozen knives were repeatedly stabbing my torso. Tears slid down my cheeks and I lifted my hand to wipe them away, only to discover my left arm was in a plaster cast and from the weight around my foot, so was my right ankle. I was trapped here, with no way of escaping.

      “Charlotte.” Ben appeared beside the bed, wearing a crisp white button-down shirt and black trousers. He smiled compassionately, holding his hands out with his palms facing me. “Please try to relax, hyperventilating will not help. Try to breathe slowly and shallowly. If it will make you feel more at ease, we will arrange to transport you to hospital immediately. I assure you, we have absolutely no intentions of harming you in any way. Take slow and steady breaths, please, that's right, good girl.” His baritone voice was soothing as he coached me quietly. When I had settled a little, he reached for a Kleenex from the box on the table, dropping it into my hand and I wiped my eyes and sniffled, clutching the tissue in my fist.

      “Is it true?” I demanded. My voice was rasping, my throat parched and it was hard to swallow. “Are you… vampires?” The word sounded unbelievable, even as it left my lips.

      Ben poured a cup of water from a plastic jug and dropped a straw into it before handing it to me. I sipped the water, eyeing him distrustfully while I waited for an answer.

      “Yes. It's true,” he stated quietly. His posture remained relaxed; he was loose-limbed and calm, watching me with nothing in his expression to suggest any animosity or threat.

      “Why are you keeping me alive then?” I yelled angrily. “You could have let that— that thing, kill me!” In contrast to Ben's relaxed manner, every muscle in my body was stiff and unyielding and I wasn't certain it had anything to do with the injuries I'd sustained. Eyeing the tall man standing beside me, I waited for him to leap, to bare a set of fangs as the other one had done, and kill me.

      “Neither Lucas nor I would have allowed that to happen,” he interjected hurriedly. “We're different from others… like us.” Again, he held his hands out before him, attempting to diffuse my temper.

      I eyed him distrustfully. “Different? How?”

      “I think Lucas should explain the specifics of our lifestyle to you. I give you my word that Lucas, I and our friends will do nothing to harm you, if we can possibly avoid it.”

      “Why keep me here then? Why didn't you take me to a hospital?” I was skeptical and couldn't hide it, even if I'd possessed the energy to attempt a ruse. His expression remained passive, but I didn't know him and couldn't imagine trusting him. If he really was a vampire… they killed people. Murdered humans, for their blood.

      “We can only stay in an area whilst our true nature is kept secret. As you can imagine,” he smiled weakly and shrugged, “humans find us frightening. We weren't certain if Ambrose exposed our circumstances to you. As a precaution, we decided it would be best to care for you here, until we ascertained what you knew, and then we could make decisions from that point—”

      “Whether or not to kill me?” I shrieked angrily.

      Ben shook his head. “No, Charlotte. We will not harm you.” He placed his hand on my arm and I flinched, causing a further round of agony through my bruised and battered body. Ben swiftly removed his hand and sighed heavily, brushing his fingers across his forehead as he watched me silently.

      “Why are you so cold?”

      “We don't have blood flowing through our bodies as you do.”

      “You're… dead?”

      Ben pursed his lips together, shaking his head. “Not exactly.”

      “I don't understand,” I eyed him distrustfully, “and I don't want to.” I needed to get out of here, away from these people before they harmed me. Would they really take me to a hospital, if I asked them to? Even if they agreed to such a demand, could they be believed?

      “I can understand why you don't trust us. Our reputation precedes us, but I wanted the opportunity to explain our situation to you, to ask you to keep our real identity a secret and not mention to others what we are. Regardless of whether you agree to the request or not, we'll take you to the hospital immediately, if that's what you want and absolutely nothing will happen to harm you. I give you my word.”

      I pondered on what he'd said for a good while, wondering if it was possible to believe him. To trust them. He remained beside the bed, waiting patiently for me to speak. He made no further attempt to convince me, and his silence was welcome as I struggled to come to a decision. My arms were wrapped across my chest defensively, the tissue still clutched in my fingers as I tapped against the plaster cast. “Who did this?”

      “A friend of ours, who happens to be a Doctor,” he responded quietly.

      “Another vampire?” Panic edged my voice, along with a healthy dose of hysteria.

      Ben's eyes twinkled and he smiled. “Relax, Charlotte. No, he isn't vampire.” For a long moment, he watched me carefully, his expression becoming serious again. “As you can probably imagine, vampires don't make good medical practitioners; the access to blood is far too tempting.”

      I glanced again at the neat cast on my arm and the plethora of medical equipment they'd been using to keep me alive and comfortable. None of this made any sense. If they were intending to kill me, why would they bother treating my injuries? When that other vampire, Ambrose… had broken my arm, the bone had pierced my skin. I hadn't noticed at the time, but there would surely have been blood involved and yet here I was, alive and breathing. They hadn't attacked me when it would have been easy to do so – instead they'd tried to save me. Lucas had killed Ambrose to protect me.

      “So you really are,” I swallowed deeply, “a vampire?” Even as I voiced the word aloud, I expected Ben to laugh and shake his head, tell me this was all some sort of outrageous prank. For a little while, I'd been under the misguided illusion that Lucas was an angel – the possibility of him being a vampire was even more absurd.

      Ben nodded, his face somber.

      “Oh.” What else could I say? Even as my mind pushed the idea away as fantasy, the reality of what I'd seen was inarguable. The vampire in the forest had fangs; I'd seen them extend from his gums as I'd watched. The incredible speed and fighting ability Lucas had displayed – there was no way to explain it away as normal human behavior. And their eyes… they were definitely not typically human attributes.

      “Charlotte, I promise we won't hurt you. The only thing I'm asking is that you don't disclose what we are to anybody. It would cause us no end of problems; we have to move regularly as it is, but we would prefer to stay here for a little longer, if we could.”

      I considered his request for only seconds. What point would there be in telling anybody? Who would believe such a fantastic story? Despite my suspicions and fears, Ben struck me as being truthful. Something in his voice reassured me of his sincerity and I looked up at him, some of the trepidation beginning to subside. He radiated a reassuring calmness that suggested he would keep his word. I managed a faint smile. “I'll keep your secret.”

      The relief in his expression was tangible. “Thank you. We appreciate it greatly. Will I organize transport to hospital, or would you be willing to stay here for a while? Your recovery is our top priority, no matter which choice you make. I should warn you, with the injuries you've sustained; the transport to hospital would be quite arduous.”

      “Can I— I think—” I grimaced, tongue-tied by abject nervousness, which was still flooding my body. “I need to think about it.”

      Ben grinned and nodded. “Of course.”

      There was a soft knock at the door and Ben turned towards it. “Come in, Jerome.”

      Before I had a chance to ask how he knew who was standing behind a closed door, Doctor Harding from the hospital walked in, smiling broadly. “I hear our patient is awake.” He limped across to the bed, glancing over my plastered arm with a practiced eye. “You really do have knack for getting into enormous amounts of trouble, young lady.” He was carrying a bag, which he placed on the table beside the bed and proceeded to open, drawing out a stethoscope, and placing it around his neck.

      I watched him doubtfully, my brain still struggling to catch-up. How could the same Doctor who'd treated me in hospital after the concussion, now be walking into a vampire's house, seemingly without a care in the world? “Doctor Harding?” I muttered incredulously. He was in his late forties, a little less than six feet tall with a portly figure and sharply defined features, which were at odds with what seemed to be a generally amiable personality. He walked with a pronounced limp that made his gait appear extremely awkward, but in the few times I'd met him, he'd never used a cane for support.

      “At your service.” He paused for a second, glancing across at Ben questioningly.

      “She's only been awake for minutes,” Ben said, as if answering some unspoken question.

      “My timing is perfect then,” Doctor Harding announced agreeably. He turned back to me, his gray eyes sparkling. “There's nothing to worry about, young Charlotte, you're safe now. Lucas will look after you, he's a good man.”

      I raised my eyebrows, finding it hard to believe he was suggesting I could actually be safe in the situation I'd found myself in. Surely, he knew these people were vampires?

      Doctor Harding settled on the edge of the bed, patting my plastered arm. “These people are my friends, Charlotte. I trust them to keep you safe while you recover from your injuries.”

      “You're not… one of them?”

      He ran a hand through his receding gray hair before he responded. “No, I'm not vampire. I'm a doctor and at present, I'm your doctor. Lucas and Ben requested my assistance when you were attacked and I treated your injuries. I've given Ben some instructions, so he can provide you with pain relief and keep an eye on you in my absence, but I'll visit twice a day to ensure your recovery progresses smoothly.” He stood up again, giving my arm another brisk pat. “I'd like to examine you, if that's okay.”

      I glanced at Ben who smiled reassuringly. “I'll leave you in Jerome's very capable hands. Rowena has been waiting for you to wake up, she would dearly love to be caring for you, and I'm certain she's organizing a meal as we speak. Are you hungry?”

      I nodded, and my eyes grew wide as I repeated his words to myself. Rowena? Another vampire? She wanted to look after me? Was that even possible?

      Ben seemed to sense my bewilderment and spoke softly. “Rowena is my wife, in every sense of the word, but she is also vampire. Being vampire doesn't make her evil, Charlotte – just as humans do, we have the capacity to love, to share our lives, to care for others even if it's not something that is practiced by all our brethren. Rowena is a very loving and compassionate woman and she wants to care for you, to help nurse you to good health.” He offered me another comforting smile, his brown eyes filled with warmth. “I'll be back shortly.”

      Doctor Harding reached for my wrist and I cringed, yanking away from him. He immediately dropped his hand to his side and eyed me with sympathy. “I'm sorry about that,” he murmured, “you're obviously nervous, and rightly so. It's not everyone who survives such a brutal vampire attack.” He motioned towards my wrist. “May I?”

      I nodded curtly and he again took hold of my wrist and checked my pulse, his eyes focused on his wristwatch. “Very good,” he murmured before he let go and picked up a thermometer from the bedside table, popping it into my mouth. “May I check your ribs?”

      I nodded again and he pulled the covers down from my torso, lifting the medical gown, to check my chest. “I'll try not to hurt you,” he murmured, carefully probing my ribs and I bit my lip at the throbbing even his gentlest touch created. “I'm so sorry,” he apologized, pulling the gown down and carefully tucking the sheets back up around my chest. “You have seven broken ribs; there will be a great deal of pain for some time to come. Fortunately, there's no evidence of any punctures to your lungs, which is a miracle in itself.” He settled on the side of the bed again, watching me observantly. “On top of the ribs, you have a broken ankle and a compound fracture to the radius and ulna in your right forearm. I had to use a plate to secure the bone, but it should heal just fine.”

      Ben appeared in the doorway and knocked on the wall, announcing his presence.

      “Ah, Ben. Everything is looking good. No sign of edema, so the swelling may be under control, but keep an eye on her fingers and toes for a few more days. I've given you plenty of morphine and you know how to administer it, keep to fifteen milligrams every three to four hours, but overnight you can give her thirty milligrams before she settles down to sleep. I'll pop in tomorrow morning on my way to work, see how she's doing. Any signs of problems, call my cell and I'll get out here sooner.” With another bright smile, Doctor Harding collected his bag, dropped his stethoscope into it, and departed.

      “I hope that wasn't too uncomfortable for you,” Ben said quietly, as he approached the bed.

      “Not as bad as what preceded it.” Flashes of memory were beginning to assault me and I trembled as I recalled the creature ripping my jeans away, the look in his eyes as he'd announced he was about to rape me. “I thought he was going to kill me,” I admitted hoarsely. The horror of what had happened suddenly hit me with full force and I started to shiver, my teeth chattering together.

      “He very nearly did.” Ben sat down abruptly on the chair, his eyes filled with fury. “Charlotte, I want you to understand that Ambrose is the most evil of our kind. We abhor that type of violence.” He took a deep breath and looked into my eyes, his own softening. “In fact, my friends and I abhor any type of violence. We took the only course of action available to stop him. I know you must be deeply revolted by what you saw last night, but it is not a true example of who we are. Vampires overall deserve every ounce of bad publicity they've ever had, but our small Kiss is not like that, Charlotte. We had to stop him from doing that to any human again.”

      Considering his words, I believed he was heartfelt in what he was saying. “I think I believe you.”

      “Thank you,” he responded. I watched him quietly for a few seconds as the pain subsided again and he seemed happy to sit quietly and wait for me to speak.

      “What's a Kiss?” I questioned.

      “It's the term used for a grouping of our kind. A Kiss is a group of vampires who live together.”

      “Like a flock of seagulls?”

      Ben laughed, and the sound was deep and joyful in the quiet room. It made me smile sheepishly. “Yes, like a flock of seagulls, or a gaggle of geese – even a herd of cows.” He settled back in his chair, his posture relaxed as he watched me with mild amusement.

      “I guess that was a stupid question,” I admitted shyly.

      “No question is a stupid question, Charlotte. You have elected to stay with us, for now, and I would be concerned if you didn't have things you wanted to know.”

      “How many of you are there?”

      “Our Kiss has nine members currently living here. There is one other, but he's been travelling for a number of months.”

      “Nine?” I felt my eyes grow round. “There are nine vampires here?” Perhaps staying wasn't such a great idea.

      Ben smiled encouragingly. “None of us will hurt you, Charlotte. Lucas will not allow it.”

      “And he's… in charge?”

      “He is our leader, yes.” Ben glanced at his watch and stood up. “Speaking of Lucas, I must go and find him.”

      “He's angry with me.” I'd caused his abrupt departure from the room earlier, without saying a word I'd obviously made my terror and revulsion patently obvious.

      Ben shook his head and patted my arm, and I was calm enough not to flinch. “No, not angry. He's hurt and confused. He's sure you think he's a fiend and he's gone out into the woods to think. I believe if I explain what you and I have been talking about; it might help him to see that things aren't so bad.”

      “Would you tell him I'd like to see him?” I paused, considering this unusual turn of events. “Could you tell him— I'm very sorry – about how I reacted.”

      “Of course. In the meantime, Rowena is on her way up, she's bringing a meal for you.” He leaned over and whispered. “Please try and be patient with her, she's desperate to care for you and I would very much appreciate you letting her have her way for a little bit. She does love having someone to care for, and we vampires don't need a lot of mothering.”

      I nodded cautiously, wide-eyed as he flashed me another brilliant smile.
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      True to Ben's word, Rowena went out of her way to mother me. When she entered the room carrying a tray of food, I recognized her to be the woman who'd knelt by Ben when they'd rescued me in the woods. She was extremely attractive, petite and stylishly dressed in a pale green silk shirt and a dark gray skirt, which skimmed her slender hips. Her hair was pulled into a neat bun at the nape of her neck and her hazel eyes glowed with flashes of silver as she approached.

      “Jerome tells me you need something light, so I thought some chicken soup and then jelly and ice-cream. Is that alright?” Her accent was the one I'd heard when the others were speaking earlier; there was a slight foreign lilt to her voice, which was both lyrical and charming. She graced me with a generous smile as she settled the tray on a hospital-style trolley and rolled it towards me.

      I nodded, smiling shyly as Rowena assisted me to sit up in bed. Her eyes were troubled as she assessed how much pain I was enduring, fussing, and adjusting the pillows until I was reasonably comfortable. “I'll leave you to eat.”

      “No, please. I'd like you to stay – if you wouldn't mind.” It had been a long time since any person had mothered me and Rowena made me feel at ease, despite the knowledge of what she was.

      She settled in the chair Ben had vacated, watching as I picked up the spoon and tasted the soup. It was delicious and I commented on it.

      She beamed with delight. “I'm so pleased. Cooking doesn't come naturally to me.”

      “Really, it's great,” I reassured her. I spooned some more soup into my mouth, savoring the rich creamy taste. “You don't like cooking?”

      She settled back in the chair, crossing her legs gracefully. “I've never had much opportunity to cook, my family had kitchen staff to do that sort of thing, and of course, food is obsolete now, so I've never really had the opportunity to learn.” She glanced up, caught my blank expression, and continued with an ironic smile. “We don't eat human food.”

      I blushed, realizing exactly to what she was alluding. “Of course. I mean, I— Yes. Of course.” I didn't know what else to say and returned my attention to the soup. After a few more spoonfuls, another thought crossed my mind and I spoke again, curious about the elegant woman sitting beside me. “I hope this isn't a rude question, but I'm wondering why you said you hadn't eaten in many years? How can that be? You don't look any older than I am.”

      Rowena glanced across at the window, a tiny smile playing against her lips. “I was born in 1852, Charlotte. If I celebrated human birthdays, I would be one hundred and fifty six.”

      My mouth dropped open and I knew I was staring at her, but couldn't seem to prevent it. The enormity of what she was suggesting was difficult to comprehend. At most, she couldn't possibly be a day over twenty-five.

      “I was made vampire in 1873. Once you are raised as vampire, you no longer age – I was twenty one when I was bitten and I've remained physically the same age since then,” Rowena explained calmly.

      My knowledge of vampires was rudimentary, but I couldn't even begin to grasp how someone could remain twenty-one for decades. My head had been throbbing since I woke up, but now it felt closer to exploding as I endeavored to process this glut of new information.

      Rowena smoothly steered the conversation towards more trivial subjects while I finished the meal and I enjoyed the pleasant company she offered. She helped settle me back in bed – another round of agony for me, a second round of apologies from her – and collected the tray, before quietly leaving the room.

      Staring at the pendant lamp, I tried to absorb the information I'd been inundated with during the past hour. I had a million questions, thousand of thoughts pouring into my mind, until I seriously questioned if my head could explode from the overload. Tapping my fingers anxiously against the plaster cast on my arm, I watched the sparkling facets of the lamp as I thought over everything I'd learned.

      There was another soft knock at the door and I turned towards the sound cautiously. Lucas stood in the doorway, his expression solemn. He was dressed in dark blue jeans and a black sweater, the sleeves pushed up around his elbows. “May I come in?”

      “Of course.” I made an effort to sit up and groaned, giving up the idea as a bad joke.

      Lucas reached my side in a second, faster than was possible for a normal man. Alarm was evident in his expression. “Is there anything I can do? Should I get help?”

      “No,” I reassured him, shaking my head while I breathed through the pain. “I'm okay.”

      “You most certainly are not okay,” he replied gruffly. “If you had died…” He left the sentence unfinished and his dark blue eyes filled with torment. There were bruise-like rings around his eyes and he seemed deeply troubled by the predicament in which I found myself.

      I reached out to touch his hand, which he was resting on the metal rail surrounding the bed. I wanted to reassure him that he wasn't at fault, but he dropped his hand to his side immediately. His aroma drifted over me, making my heart beat unevenly. The thumping in my chest reminded me that when Lucas was nearby, I felt more alive than I had in a very long time and yet, he was capable of killing me. It was quite the conundrum to deal with in my head.

      “I know your hands are cold,” I said quietly. “Ben told me why. Please, don't be afraid to let me touch you.”

      For a second he stared at me, before his mouth twisted into an incredulous grin. “You want me – to not be frightened of you?”

      I grinned sheepishly. “Ironic, isn't it?”

      “Indeed it is. Extremely ironic. And here I was, thinking you should be frightened of me.” His expression sobered and he lifted his arm, running his fingertips lightly down my cheek, before taking my hand. His skin was cold and yet deeply comforting against my own warm fingers.

      “I'm not frightened of you.” I paused, considering my words carefully. I never lied convincingly and a peek at his impassive face had me admitting the truth. “Well, maybe I am. A little. But I understand more after speaking to Ben and Marianne. I have a lot of questions,” I admitted bashfully.

      “I'm sure you do,” Lucas agreed. “I believe there is nothing I cannot answer; now you know the truth. I couldn't tell you what I was, it's information we never divulge to humans. Now that you have discovered for yourself what I am, I will happily answer your questions. Nevertheless,” he warned softly, “keep in mind that I have some questions of my own.” He studied my face, seeing the troubled look in my eyes and hastened to reassure me. “I think we could leave mine for now though, I'm sure yours are far more important after yesterday's events.” He settled on the chair beside the bed, leaning forward so he could retain his grip on my hand. “Okay, I'm ready. Fire away.”

      Given the opportunity to seek answers, I struggled to know where to start. There were so many things I wanted to know, and so many things to understand. It seemed the best place to start was the beginning.

      “How did you know my name? Is it something to do with— Marianne?”

      He frowned, eyeing me speculatively. “How do you know about Marianne?”

      I was positive it would be better to be candid. “I woke earlier, when you were talking. I didn't open my eyes because I was scared. I heard you say Marianne knew you were going to meet me.”

      His expression relaxed and my heart stumbled as I gazed at him. He smiled knowingly and I attempted to drag my eyes away, to concentrate on something other than the brilliant blue of his eyes. The effort was a complete failure. “Marianne has the ability to see some future events. She told me about you some months ago, knew your name was Charlotte and she thought you were someone who would be very important in my existence.” He shook his head ruefully. “Of course, she never mentioned I was going to hit you with my car.”

      “Can she predict everybody's future?”

      “No. She can't read humans, she saw you because you were destined to come into my existence. It's a useful talent, but certainly not perfect. In Marianne's case, it is completely haphazard most of the time, there's neither rhyme nor reason to her visions, sometimes she goes weeks without anything, at other times she gets a number of visions together. What she sees are distorted images, which she interprets to try to comprehend their meaning. So you can't ever be certain that what Marianne foresees will actually eventuate. And,” he added deliberately, “if people contemplate ending their lives, it makes it difficult to read their future.”

      I looked away, uncomfortable with his gentle probing. “I'm not thinking about ending my life right now.”

      “But you have,” he pointed out. “I knew what you were doing at the falls, Charlotte. Marianne warned me.”

      I lapsed into silence and he didn't press the subject further, squeezing my hand instead. “I'm sure you have more questions,” he coaxed.

      “How can you run so fast? When you brought me to your house, you ran so far and you didn't even work up a sweat.”

      He contemplated my question for just a moment. “You noticed then. Damn and I was trying so hard to keep my movement human.” He smiled again and my heart did a crazy flip-flop in my chest. “We have some special talents, Charlotte. Part of what we are gives us abilities far beyond normal human capabilities. Perhaps it would be better to wait until you recover and I can show you.”

      “Tell me and I'll try to understand.” I didn't want to wait, was eager to comprehend as much as I could now I'd been introduced to his world.

      He sighed heavily and glanced away, a shadow of discontent crossing his face. “I don't want to frighten you,” he admitted, his voice bleak.

      “I think I trust you. Ben told me you won't hurt me.”

      He glanced up and I noticed the shadows around his eyes had darkened considerably. “Ben has great faith in my self-control. Probably far too much,” he responded bitterly.

      I shivered, but continued to hold his hand. “Explain it to me. Please.”

      Lucas lifted his other hand, enclosing mine between both of his. He gazed at me and I could see how he battled against himself. He seemed to want to tell me the truth, but was clearly anxious about my reaction. I steeled myself, determined to retain my composure.

      He started talking, keeping his voice level and calm but there was shame behind his confession. “We are designed to be hunters, everything about us is intended to catch and kill our victims.” I shuddered inwardly, but kept my composure when he continued, choosing his words carefully. “Part of what I am gives me extraordinary abilities, far beyond normal human capability. I can run faster than almost any creature on earth. My sense of smell, eyesight, and hearing – all are significantly heightened and designed to hunt. I have more strength than ten human men, enough power to incapacitate and kill any victim I choose.”

      This time I couldn't hide the tremble, which shuddered through my limbs, recalling how easily Ambrose had broken my arm, snapping the bones like matchsticks.

      Lucas stopped for a minute, giving me time to compose myself and when he began again, he seemed reconciled to telling me everything. “I can trail prey over great distances, pick up their scent, and stalk them. I can chase a victim for miles, sneak up on them silently, and give no clue of my position. My ability to run is limitless and most prey is incapable of outrunning me. By the time they are aware of impending danger, they're already dead or dying.” He stopped speaking, his body rigid with tension as he waited for my response.

      I knew he'd just explained how easily he could kill me. Despite this knowledge, I wanted to trust him, felt a smidgeon of confidence that he wouldn't harm me. He certainly had shown no desire to hurt me up until now. But there were questions that remained unanswered and I verbalized my thoughts.

      “Have you— do you— how many—” I faltered. I'd intended to ask the question concisely and couldn't seem to find the right words to voice what I needed to know. Lucas seemed aware of what I was trying to ask, but I was terrified of the reply.

      “Charlotte, you must understand – this is what I am, this is what I was intended to do. For many years, I had no way to stop myself from doing what came naturally. Killing humans, draining their blood, it was what I was designed to do, my only choice in this existence. I did kill, murdered many innocent people in cold blood. The only thing I considered in those years was my own needs, my own desires, and the desperate craving for blood. As time passed, my humanity began to reassert itself and I suffered intense guilt over what I'd inflicted upon others. There was no way to stop it, but I was determined to learn how to control it, choose my victims with more deliberation.”

      He was choosing his words with less caution now, seeming intent on ensuring I knew every unsavory thing about his past. “I hunted at night, stalking the dregs of humanity – rapists, murderers – humans whom I decided didn't deserve to live.” He laughed dryly, the sound harsh and hollow in the quiet room. “I made myself judge, jury and executioner, Charlotte. I became a vigilante and decided who lived and who died, based on my own questionable morals and the crushing guilt, which overwhelmed my every step. And of course, my own frantic craving for human blood, which negated every damn excuse for the choices I made. Still I wasn't happy. As much as these people were the lowest common denominator of humanity, they were people with family and friends. Loved ones who cared for them, no matter what they had done in their lives. And I was murdering them, leaving their friends and family to mourn.” He rubbed my hand tenderly between his and I could sense his despair, as if it were a physical entity in the room with us.

      “Couldn't you just drink a little? Leave them alive?” I couldn't believe I was having this conversation, the whole exchange seemed surreal.

      He shook his head mournfully. “The desire for blood is a feeding frenzy, Charlotte. Whilst we feed, our only focus is the blood and the almost orgasmic pleasure that comes from drinking it. To leave someone alive is a miracle. Some can do it. Most can't.”

      “Then how do people become vampires?” I thought of the few vampire movies I'd seen, which portrayed vampires as being created through the bite of another vampire. You were bitten, and you got the vampirism. Surely, not every victim died? How did you get more vampires that way? For one brief and bizarre moment, I realized I was using the imaginary aspects of filmmaking, to try to understand something mythological, which I hadn't believed existed in the first place. Until now.

      “Vampires are created when a victim is drained to the point of death, then force fed blood from the vampire's own body.”

      “You can bleed?” I questioned. That wasn't in the movies. Then I remembered Ambrose and how the blood had sprayed from his neck after Lucas decapitated him. Nausea welled in my stomach as I realized the movies didn't have it right, at all.

      Lucas smirked. “Not exactly. After we have fed, blood is accessible in our bodies for a few days. To create a new vampire, you must drain them to the point of death, then bite into your own body and allow them to drink from you. The blood is changed after it has been in our bodies; the simplest explanation is that it has been contaminated with vampirism.”

      “You feed their blood back to them, but it's different after you've ingested it?”

      “Yes.”

      “And then they're a vampire?”

      Lucas sighed. “Not exactly. The transformation takes three days. The body of the victim must be buried and on the third night, they will rise as vampire. If they have survived the transformation process.”

      I was getting off-track here, dealing with things I neither wanted to know, nor needed to know now. “So what did you do?”

      “I began to experiment on both myself and victims, I'm afraid. Trying to discover a way of feeding without murdering, testing theories and building on my determination to live a more peaceful life. As I mentioned, drinking blood is comparable to sexual orgasm. I began to wonder if I could use sex as a diversion, if I could divert my attention with sexual release, then feed from my victim and perhaps my need to drain completely could be avoided. Of course, it was a double-edged sword because I needed to feed more regularly to ensure my thirst wasn't at its worst point when I approached a woman.”

      He glanced up, no doubt seeing the flush of embarrassment which covered my exposed skin. “My apologies, Charlotte, I'm embarrassing you.” He brushed his fingers across my cheek. “You blush so beautifully.”

      Swallowing deeply I looked away, cursing the blush which had been the bane of my life. “Did it work?” I couldn't prevent a rush of jealousy, knowing Lucas had slept with other women. Probably a lot of other women.

      “It was not a viable solution. The desire for sex and blood are deeply intertwined and after a couple of attempts, I dismissed it.” He squeezed my fingers gently and I regained enough composure to face him again.

      “What about bagged blood?” It seemed like a feasible theory; drinking bagged blood wouldn't hurt anyone.

      Lucas shook his head immediately. “Unfortunately it isn't practical. The blood banks already have severe shortages of blood and the average human male has about eight pints of blood in his body, which we can deplete in one feeding. The practice is just not sustainable. Not without denying those who are seriously ill or injured and I couldn't contemplate that.”

      His response made me somewhat calmer. Surely, it was testament to his character for him to be concerned about sick people? Then again, he'd just finished telling me how many people he'd murdered, so maybe my perception was somewhat skewed.

      Lucas continued. “I began to consider other, more extreme measures to eliminate the need to kill. Whilst I require blood to exist, I questioned whether it must be human blood, if we could perhaps survive on animal blood.” He unclasped his left hand from mine and reached forward, touching my cheek gently. “I must have blood to survive, Charlotte,” he explained quietly, “but I found it was possible to hunt animals and live on their blood. I don't kill humans any longer.”

      Relief crept over my body like a drug. I hadn't realized how tightly I'd been holding myself, like a wind-up toy that had been tightened to the point of the spring snapping. “Oh,” I managed faintly. He waited while I absorbed his explanation, allowing me to think in silence.

      “So,” I remarked slowly, “do you get all the, uh, vitamins you need that way?” It was the first thought to cross my mind.

      He stared at me with a bemused look, before bursting into laughter. When he managed to control his amusement, he shook his head. “Charlotte, I tell you I drink blood and you are worried about my vitamin intake. You really are a funny girl.” The silver embers in his eyes sparkled with life, drawing my attention to them.

      “Your eyes – they're different to anything I've ever seen in a normal human.”

      “They mark me as what I am, Charlotte.”

      I glanced away and thought for a long moment. “When I met Ben, his eyes looked normal, but when he was helping me out in the woods, his eyes had golden streaks.”

      “We can disguise what we are, Charlotte. It's a mind trick.”

      “A mind trick?” I repeated blankly.

      “My eyes as you see them are what they truly are. Some of us have silver streaks, others have gold, some bronze and as you've already discovered, my eyes are an unusually dark blue. We use a mind trick to make our eyes appear more normal when humans see us. I imagine Ben didn't think to hide it out in the forest, because we were so worried about saving you.”

      “You never used a mind trick on me,” I pointed out. “I saw your eyes like this from the very beginning.”

      Lucas's eyes twinkled, the silver sparks flaring like miniature fireworks. “I can't hide them from you. For some reason, you are not influenced by my mind tricks.”

      “But Ben could do it?”

      “Yes.”

      “I wonder why,” I mused aloud.

      “That is one question I can't answer.” Lucas squeezed my fingers and I noticed that the skin around his eyes had darkened, even during the short period we'd been talking. He looked as if he hadn't slept in weeks.

      “Are you tired?” I queried.

      Lucas shook his head. “Not tired, Charlotte.”

      Like an epiphany, I realized what he was alluding to, putting the connection together in my head. “You're hungry.” The skin around his eyes had darkened like this before, when he'd been near me. At the hospital, I'd seen it happen and at his house, which was where I assumed I was now. Why hadn't I thought before now to ask where I was? It didn't matter, I decided, turning my attention and fears back to the matter at hand. “Why do the shadows around your eyes darken when you're with me?” I demanded. I knew the answer, but needed to hear it from him. I needed to confirm my suspicions of exactly what it meant, why he avoided contact with me, why he'd kept away from me in the past. I searched his eyes, waiting for the answer.

      He stiffened visibly and frowned heavily as he considered the question. “I think you know why, Charlotte,” he responded huskily.

      My voice was barely a whisper when I responded. “You want to kill me.”

      His reaction was startling. “No!” he shouted furiously.

      I snatched my hand from his, the swift movement setting off a round of painful throbbing throughout my broken body.

      He was instantly contrite. “Charlotte.” When I didn't respond he uttered a string of expletives, then immediately apologized. “Please, forgive me. That was completely uncalled for.”

      I watched him cautiously, frightened by his aggressive response. He stood up and walked a few steps away, turning his back to me before he spoke. “I don't want to kill you. I will do everything – everything within my power to keep that from happening. That's what I have been doing for the past few months, keeping away from you, trying to get my craving under control.” He turned to face me again, his eyes filled with sadness. “That day when I saw you at the Quikmart – I was stunned when I ran into you unexpectedly. You were so close and I could smell your wonderful scent. It immediately drove me wild and my baser instincts kicked in. I'm sorry I was so impolite – I had to get out, had to get away from you before I did something I would spend an eternity regretting. I care about you, far more than I rightly should given our circumstances. I don't want to hurt you, Charlotte. I thought by staying away, it was the best possible solution for both of us.” He sighed heavily, shaking his head. “But no matter what I do, you are in my mind constantly, day and night and I can't get your scent out of my memory. It's nearly driven me mad.”

      “My scent?” I repeated blankly.

      “I told you about our heightened senses. In my situation, where I do not drink human blood, I have become immune to the general scent of humans to a certain extent. I still smell human blood, of course, and have the underlying thirst for human blood, but it can be sated with animal blood. In this situation – with you – all the arrogant pride I had in my ability to abstain has proven to be nonsense. Since meeting you, I've discovered the allure of your scent completely overwhelms me. It makes me desire the taste of your blood, more than I have ever desired anything before.”

      He paused for a moment and I stared at him vacantly. “I see you still don't fully understand. Let me think.” I waited while he paced the bedroom floor, his brow furrowed in concentration. He stopped pacing suddenly and looked back at me. “Imagine the finest wine in the world. It has the most delicate, beautiful perfume you have ever experienced. The bouquet is beyond description. You are that wine to me. The temptation is great to sip the wine, to savor the wine; to sate my thirst with what I know would be the sweetest drink in the world.” He stepped towards me, his expression solemn. “But I know if I were to drink that wine, I would never get the opportunity to smell that sweet bouquet again. So I must keep the wine safe, learn to live with cherishing the bouquet, to control my own actions.”

      I contemplated the explanation, understanding so much more. Probably more than I wanted to. It didn't change a thing though, I still felt my heart sing when I looked into his eyes, still wanted to know more about him and spend time with him. From what he'd said, however, it seemed impossible. How could we spend time together, if it was such torture for him to be close to me? A wave of despair gripped me and the wretchedness was suddenly overwhelming.

      The door crashed open and a tall woman flew through it, looking deeply perturbed. She stopped abruptly, glancing from me to Lucas and back again. “Everything okay?” she inquired cheerfully.

      I nodded, stunned by her outlandish appearance. She was both eye-catching and extraordinary – wearing no make-up, her skin was translucent, her eyes the blue of a calm ocean on a summer day. Swirls of silver twinkled and shifted in her eyes as she smiled cheerfully, her lips pouty and full, though I doubted collagen was involved. Her lips were just perfectly formed and against the paleness of her skin, the color of crushed strawberries. Her hair was outrageous – gelled and styled into what I would probably describe as gothic punk – it was the darkest black imaginable with streaks of brilliant pink, which reminded me of vibrant flamingo feathers. She was wearing relatively normal black jeans, which skimmed her extra long legs, the denim artfully torn and ripped and she was barefoot, her nails painted the same shade of pink as her hair. Her shirt was tie-dyed, in iridescent blue, pink, and neon green. Somehow it all looked perfectly chic, if somewhat overpowering, to gaze at for any period.

      “Cool. Okay. I'm Marianne, by the way. It's a pleasure to meet you.” She glanced back to Lucas and grimaced beneath the thunderous expression in his eyes. “Sorry for the interruption. I'll catch you both later. See ya!” She disappeared as quickly as she had arrived, slipping out the door with a happy grin.

      “I wonder what that was about,” Lucas murmured. He took another few steps towards me and I reached out to him. He was at my side in an instant, clasping my hand in his. He continued to gaze at me for a minute, before realization crept into his eyes. “What were you thinking, just before Marianne arrived?”

      I looked away, blushing furiously. He caught my chin with his fingers, drawing my face up to meet his. “Please, tell me Charlotte. I need to know.”

      “I was thinking that… despite you wanting to bite me, I still want to be here with you.” I flushed a deeper red and he waited for me to continue. “I was thinking it was an impossible situation, I couldn't allow you to struggle with your… issue, not if it was going to hurt you so much to be near me.” I looked down at his hand intertwined with mine, his skin so white against my own, which had seemed quite pale until recently. It was difficult to speak about this, we barely knew one another, and yet I was drawn to him, as I had never been to another man. The very thought of admitting what I felt was enough to make me feel utterly pathetic. How needy was I?

      “Go on, please Charlotte.”

      The next words came out in a rush, and I cringed in embarrassment. “When I thought about not seeing you any more, I felt depressed and unhappy.” There. I'd said it. As pathetic as it was, I wanted to be with him. I felt certain he would laugh in my face and prepare to ship me off to the nearest hospital.

      He nodded thoughtfully, instead. “That explains Marianne's panic. I assume that was the exact moment in which your future disappeared.” He managed a grim smile. “She probably thought I'd lost the battle and bitten you.”

      I smiled weakly. “Is it so difficult? To be near me?”

      Lucas's jaw clenched and the muscle was clearly visible beneath his skin. “More difficult than you can possibly imagine,” he admitted huskily, squeezing my fingers. “It's a battle I intend to win, however. I will get used to it, I promise you. There is no other solution, I have tried staying away from you and couldn't bear it. That was almost more painful.”

      We sat wordlessly for a minute and I savored the words he'd spoken. Did they mean what I wanted them to? Did he care for me? Was it even possible, for a vampire and a human to like one another? I closed my eyes, thinking through everything we'd discussed and concentrated on his cool fingers rubbing the back of my hand, his thumb tracing circles against my skin.

      There was another knock at the door and Ben entered the room. “My apologies for interrupting, but Marianne informs me Charlotte is in need of pain relief. Without it, she's going to endure a terrible night.”

      I raised an eyebrow at Lucas. “I thought you said Marianne couldn't read humans.”

      Lucas seemed intrigued. “Where you are concerned, she seems to be remarkably accurate. For what reason, I don't know.”

      Ben began to prepare a syringe of fluid and I eyed it anxiously. “I'm really okay,” I muttered, but my face apparently gave me away. The pain had steadily increased while I talked with Lucas and I'd ignored it, wanting to continue our discussion. Now it hurt to take the smallest breath and aches were springing up all over my body.

      Ben carefully inserted the needle into my arm, his technique so skillful that it was virtually painless. “Jerome will be furious if I don't follow his orders. I'm giving you some morphine, Charlotte. It will reduce the pain to a more tolerable level and allow you to rest.”

      I nodded sleepily, my eyes beginning to close of their own accord as the morphine entered my bloodstream.

      Lucas patted my hand. “I'll leave you to rest.”

      “No, please stay here with me,” I mumbled. I clutched at his hand and he sat down in the chair beside me.

      “Alright. I'll stay here with you, I promise. I will be here for you, as long as you want,” Lucas said huskily.

      I smiled, then the morphine overwhelmed me and I slept.
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      When I opened my eyes again, it was apparent that Lucas's promise to stay had cost him greatly. I didn't know how long I'd slept, but judging by the strain in his face, it had been a long time.

      His handsome features were tense, the skin around his eyes tinged purple and bruised-looking. Despite how terrible he appeared, he was still carefully holding my hand in his and I began to comprehend just how much it must torture him to be in close proximity to me.

      He was staring towards the window when I awoke, his entire body motionless. He looked like a carving, dressed in human clothes. I squeezed his fingers gently to let him know I was awake and he turned towards me, managing a tender smile.

      “How do you feel?” he questioned softly.

      “Better than you look,” I said huskily. “I'm so sorry, I didn't think. I shouldn't have asked you to stay.”

      “I wanted to.” His voice was louder, clear and determined.

      “Go… and do what you need to do,” I pressed. I couldn't bring myself to say the word 'hunt' – the thought of what he needed to do to survive troubled me.

      “I'm okay,” he insisted.

      “Please, Lucas, I'll be fine,” I pleaded.

      He smiled and despite the torment he clearly suffered, he was incredibly attractive. He studied me for a second, his eyes becoming somber before he leaned over, moving closer until his scent overwhelmed me. I was only aware of him being right above me, his face inches from mine. My heartbeat accelerated and I was caught between desire and panic as I wondered what he would do. His cool breath wafted across my skin, his breathing shallow as he came closer still. I closed my eyes, a split second before the cool pressure of his lips brushed against mine. When I opened my eyes again, he had straightened up and was grinning broadly.

      I grinned back, knowing it had been a monumental trial for him to be so close to me and delighted that he'd kissed me.

      “I will be back soon,” he assured me with a wink, making my heart stumble over itself again. “I'll let Ben and Rowena know you are awake.”

      Gazing after him as he left the room, my heart still fluttered wildly in my chest. It took a minute or two to compose myself and I glanced around the room with interest, seeing it in daylight for the first time. The curtains had been drawn back and the view was superb, the windows revealing a view of the river and beyond it, the forest. It was striking, the trees covered in snow and weak sunlight filtering through the clouds. The river swirled and eddied as it passed by the house, bordered by ancient trees with gnarled and primeval branches.

      I cautiously attempted to ease into a sitting position, discovering hastily that the pain in my chest was excruciating. My arm and foot didn't throb nearly as much as before and I was grateful for the small mercy.

      Rowena and Ben walked through the open door, offering me a warm greeting. Rowena carried another tray and I could smell cinnamon. My mouth watered instantly, my stomach rumbling with hunger.

      “How are you feeling this morning?” Ben questioned.

      “Better,” I agreed easily.

      “That's excellent news. You've been sleeping for about twenty-eight hours. Jerome assures me sleep is the best treatment for recovery.”

      “Now I understand why Lucas looked terrible.”

      “He was determined to stay,” Rowena said. “We offered to sit with you, but he was adamant he wouldn't leave.” She placed the tray on the table and smiled warmly, her expression friendly. “Cinnamon Rolls and coffee this morning. I convinced Jerome you would need something more substantial when you woke up next.”

      Ben glanced at me, rolling his eyes and I stifled a giggle that threatened to erupt from my throat. He popped a thermometer into my mouth and both he and Rowena assisted in helping me to sit upright. Admittedly, it was easier this time, but still left me gasping with pain. I waited patiently until Ben removed the thermometer from my mouth, then snatched up a cinnamon roll and took a big bite.

      “You see, Ben, I knew she'd be hungry,” Rowena scolded, but I could see the twinkle in her eye as their gazes connected. It was astounding to think they were vampires – to all intents and purposes; they looked like a happily married couple and certainly nothing like the movie versions of vampires I'd seen.

      “Everything looks fine,” Ben assured me, completely ignoring his wife's chiding. “Your temperature is exactly what Jerome said it should be. I'm sure you'd like a shower by now, and a change of clothes. Why don't you finish your breakfast and Rowena and Marianne will help you? You won't be able to manage on your own.”

      I agreed to the suggestion, knowing there was no realistic way of showering without some support. Between the ankle and the ribs, I doubted I would be able to stand for long. Ben kissed Rowena tenderly before he left the room and she sat beside me, crossing her legs gracefully at the ankle. This morning she was wearing a tailored shirt in pale lemon, teamed with white woolen slacks and she'd left her hair down, letting it fall down her back in loose waves.

      “It is lovely having someone to look after,” Rowena admitted happily, watching me start on a second roll. “Having you stay here is quite delightful.”

      “Thank you,” I responded shyly. I was really beginning to like this woman; she was so friendly and seemed genuinely caring. I hadn't had that in a very long time and it made me… happy. I marveled at the emotion, for happiness had eluded me for a few years now.

      “Lucas says you have no family in the area – is there anyone we should contact on your behalf? Family who will wonder where you are?” Rowena queried.

      I shook my head, trying to hide the sadness I was certain would show in my expression. “No. No-one.”

      Rowena seemed disturbed by this admission. “You have no family?”

      Picking up the coffee cup, I sipped slowly, giving myself time to compose an answer. “No. My— Mom died a couple of years back. I haven't seen my father since I was a child,” I explained cautiously, not wanting to reveal too much. I didn't want to answer questions about my family, couldn't speak about what had happened, to bring me to this point in my life.

      Rowena's eyes filled with sympathy. “That's such a shame, Charlotte. I'm so sorry.” She brightened a little. “I wondered if we might bring you downstairs for Christmas tomorrow? Lucas could carry you down easily. What do you think?”

      I stared at her in dismay. “Tomorrow is Christmas?” It was shocking to discover four days had passed since the attack, and I'd lost track of time. Sadness swamped me as I recalled my former life and the reasons for my many suicide attempts. I'd been so beleaguered with my current circumstances, I hadn't thought about it since the attack. A blanket of gloom descended over me as I thought about it now.

      Rowena reached out, placing her cold hand on my arm. “Would you like to talk about it, Charlotte?”

      Shaking my head, I tried to compose myself enough to speak. Tears were brimming against my eyelashes, threatening to fall and I couldn't allow it to happen. If I cried, I might never regain control. “I don't think I can.” The words came out in a whisper, as if anything louder would break the fragile dam holding my tears at bay.

      “It must be something dreadful, for you to feel this way,” Rowena fretted. “We're all aware there is something difficult in your past. I can feel your pain, the wretchedness you're enduring when I touch your arm. It's overwhelming for you.”

      “You… can feel it?”

      Rowena nodded. “I'm empathic, but only through touch. It allows me to tap into other's psyche, take their emotional temperature, if you will.” She gave me a sympathetic smile. “Your emotional health is poorly, Charlotte. Whatever it is which hurts you so, it's killing you slowly, from the inside out.”

      I lay back on the pillows, feeling utterly miserable. I hated keeping secrets from Rowena when she'd been so compassionate to me, and asked for nothing in return. Except for the one thing I couldn't give, not without the possibility of destroying myself.

      Marianne strolled into the room, settling gracefully onto the edge of the bed. “Charlotte, this really must stop,” she announced nonchalantly, brushing her fingers through her bright pink spikes of hair. “Your future just disappeared again.”

      “I'm sorry,” I muttered. The cinnamon roll had been discarded, my appetite disappearing along with my future, it seemed. I looked up, first at Rowena and then Marianne. My bottom lip trembled as I struggled to keep my emotions in check. “I know you don't understand why I'm like this. I wish it was something I could tell you about.” I paused, considering my predicament and turning it over in my mind before I continued. “I'm terrified that if I let go and talk about it, I'll never recover. I'll lose myself entirely and not be able to stop myself from falling into the abyss.”

      Marianne reached across and caught my hand in hers. “I've worked out the connections in your future, if it's any help.”

      “How's that?” I questioned dully.

      “It seems when you're with Lucas, you see yourself having a future. Every time you think about a future without him, it disappears.” She smiled gleefully, silver sparkling mischievously in her eyes. “So all I have to do is ensure a happy ending with Lucas. Given the level of devotion he's demonstrating currently, that shouldn't be difficult.”

      “Marianne, you are utterly terrible. Do try to behave,” Rowena chided gently.

      I relaxed a little, the idea of a future with Lucas— tempting. Very tempting.

      Marianne gazed into the distance, her eyes unfocused for a second, as she seemed to concentrate on something that wasn't in the room with us. Then she looked down at me and grinned. “There is it. Your future is back again.”

      I was tempted to ask her what the future included, but decided against it. For now, I was content to live in a moment that included Lucas. Managing a weak smile, I decided I was hungry after all, and picked up the discarded Cinnamon Roll to munch on.
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      By the time Lucas returned, I'd been showered and was dressed in a pretty white negligee that Marianne provided. She and Rowena had made a run to my cottage earlier, collecting some of my belongings, and Marianne had been appalled by the tragic state of my normal bedroom attire of sweatpants and t-shirts, insisting her lingerie was much nicer. My hair had been washed and thoroughly brushed by Rowena and after cleaning my teeth, I felt like a new woman. Albeit an uncomfortable one, as the exercise made everything throb again. I smoothed my fingers across the negligee's lacy sleeve, wondering about the enigma of Marianne. It seemed so unlike anything I'd seen her wear so far, which at best could be described as chic grunge, and yet she apparently adored this sort of silky and elegant nightwear.

      Lucas was in the doorway when I glanced up, his skin showing a hint of color and the dark circles under his eyes had vanished. He'd showered and changed, wearing faded blue jeans and a crisp blue shirt with white pinstripes, the sleeves rolled up to reveal his toned forearms. His hair was still damp, appearing darker than I'd seen it before and increasing the brilliance of his midnight blue eyes.

      “Keep this up and I will have to hunt more often,” he teased with a wicked smile and I flushed as he appraised the negligee with undisguised admiration. “Do you feel up to visitors? I would like to introduce you to a couple of my friends.”

      I agreed eagerly, curious to meet others who lived here with Lucas. Would they accept me, as readily as Ben, Rowena, and Marianne had?

      Lucas entered the room, closely followed by two other men. “Charlotte, I would like to introduce you to Ripley Wadworth and Striker.”

      Ripley Wadworth stepped forward and extended his hand. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Miss Duncan.” When I took his hand he didn't shake, instead he bowed and pressed a kiss against my knuckles, his lips cold against my skin. “I trust you are feeling better?” He spoke with an elegant drawl, his accent sounding distinctly British.

      “Yes, thank you.” I glanced at Lucas, saw him smile, and tried to loosen up the anxiety in my chest. If Lucas thought I was safe – I was safe. He wouldn't let these men hurt me. Ripley settled at one side of the bed. He was wearing a formal suit of dark grey with a waistcoat beneath the jacket and a crisp white shirt with a neat navy tie at his throat. He was perhaps a few inches taller than me and thin, but the subtle shift of muscle beneath the sleeves of his jacket assured me he was more powerful than he appeared. His face was slender, with a square jaw line and he had almond shaped eyes. I suspected he was possibly in his early thirties. His hair was golden brown, pulled back from his face in a short ponytail, which he'd tied with a leather strap at the nape of his neck.

      The second man was exceptionally tall, with long blonde hair falling down over his shoulders and reaching halfway down his back. He was a mountain of muscle, the polo shirt he wore displaying the sleek ridges of sinew and muscle in his shoulders, chest, and abdomen. His thighs were ripped beneath faded blue jeans and I recognized him as one of the men who'd restrained Ambrose. “I'm Striker,” he growled.

      “Striker, do try and show some degree of civility,” Ripley suggested with a tinge of sarcasm in his voice. “Don't frighten the girl.”

      I watched the heavyset man smile, and found it more intimidating, than comforting. He didn't look much more than my age, but the hardness in his eyes made him seem much older. “My name is Striker,” he repeated. “Hello.”

      “Oh, that's so much better,” Ripley said, with a sarcastic roll of his brown eyes. “We need to work on your people skills.”

      “My people skills are just fine,” Striker protested with a growl.

      “Your skills are terrible. It's no wonder we all cringe when you suggest going into town. It's hard to keep our secret, when you act like such a vampire.”

      “Gentlemen,” Lucas said quietly.

      Ripley sighed heavily and turned his attention back to me, any sign of humor disappearing. “Lucas says you will keep our secret, however, I need to reassure myself of your integrity. Can we trust you?”

      I nodded, watching him wordlessly.

      His expression was serious and he studied my face intently for a minute or two, until I wanted to squirm beneath his penetrating gaze. “Are you certain we can trust you, Miss Duncan?”

      Inhaling deeply, I met his eyes. “I guess you're as certain you can trust me to keep your secret, as I'm certain that I can trust you not to bite me.”

      For a moment, there was a charged silence and then, to my surprise, Striker chuckled. “Nice one, human girl.”

      “Striker, do try and behave,” Lucas groaned.

      Striker grinned, a more open smile than his first attempt and I wondered if he'd been deliberately trying to intimidate me. Not that he'd have to work too hard at it; the whole Striker package was intimidating. “I am behaving. I haven't tried to bite her yet, have I?” He glanced down at my shocked face and grimaced. “Just kidding. Hope you're feeling better soon.”

      I swallowed heavily, providing much-needed lubrication to my suddenly dry throat. “Thank you. I hope so too.”

      Striker turned and left the room, leaving me with Lucas and Ripley, who was still watching me with a slight frown. “I myself have little faith in humanity, but I will defer to Lucas's judgment for now. Adieu, Miss Duncan.” With a small bow, Ripley strode from the room and Lucas sat down beside the bed.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I'm fine,” I agreed.

      “You handled that very well. You're not frightened?” he inquired mildly.

      “No. Although if I met Striker in a dark alley, I might be a little intimidated.”

      A roar of laughter erupted from elsewhere in the house and I stared at Lucas, perplexed by the sudden sound.

      “Our hearing is extremely acute,” Lucas reminded me wryly.

      “Oh.” I flushed with embarrassment again, wondering if I could ever make sense of this.

      “Don't worry. Most of the time we try to respect one another's privacy. You learn to tune out and not listen,” Lucas explained. “Striker doesn't have as much control as the rest of us, in that regard.”

      I heard Striker yell out an apology and grinned despite myself. “Is Striker his real name?”

      Lucas nodded. “It's his surname. He doesn't ever use his first name, absolutely loathes it.”

      I played with the sheet, rolling the edge between my thumb and forefinger. “I don't think Ripley likes me.”

      “Ripley doesn't understand you. He can't read you, and it is frustrating him.”

      I glanced up. “Excuse me?”

      Lucas rubbed a hand across his chin. “Ripley has the ability to read minds. He can hear thoughts, get an idea of what people are thinking and planning. For reasons unknown, he is struggling to reach your thoughts.”

      “Seriously?” I raised my eyebrows in question. “He can read anybody's thoughts?”

      “Only if he specifically chooses to tunes in, and the person is a good broadcaster. In your case, he can't get a good reading and it bothers him.”

      I thought for a minute or two. I didn't like the idea of anyone being able to read my thoughts, and certainly didn't want Ripley to gain access to them. My thoughts were my own, a private hell which I didn't want anyone knowing. I was relieved Ripley couldn't read me, but could appreciate why he found it frustrating. “So he doesn't know whether he can trust me.”

      “That's correct.”

      “I don't want him to read my thoughts,” I announced adamantly. The very thought of him having access to my mind was appalling.

      “None of us particularly want our thoughts read, Charlotte. But it is Ripley's gift and something he treats with a great deal of respect. He deliberately avoids getting into other people's minds.”

      “But he'd like to deliberately get into mine?” I snapped.

      Lucas exhaled heavily. “You can't blame him, Charlotte. We are placing our very existence in your hands. If you tell someone about what you've learned, it could destroy us.”

      “Nobody would believe me.”

      “But they might,” Lucas countered.

      Silence stretched between us as I considered their concern. They were taking a risk by letting me stay here – not knowing me, how could they be expected to believe I would keep my mouth shut? Of course, it was a two-way street; I was placing faith in their ability to control their need for blood. It seemed both sides had issues to overcome.

      Lucas captured my hand in his and squeezed my fingers gently. “You look much better.”

      “I feel better.” Lucas smiled warmly and I was confident he trusted me, even if the others didn't. But there were still many things I didn't understand, subjects we hadn't broached, which needed discussion.

      “You have more questions?”

      “How do you know?” I voiced my surprise aloud. “I haven't said anything.”

      Lucas leaned forward, pushing the curls away from my face. “I can tell by the look in your eyes. They are very expressive.”

      I was flummoxed and it took a few seconds to regain my composure. “I do have some questions.”

      “Go ahead.” Lucas leaned back in the chair, holding my hand between his.

      “When you… hunt… how often do you need to do that? Do you have to eat… or is it drink… every day?”

      Lucas rubbed the pads of his thumbs over my hand, a little smile tugging at his lips. “No. Generally once every week or two is enough to sustain us.” He sighed heavily. “Right now, it is far more regularly for me. Being near you causes my craving for blood to intensify. Since I met you, I'm hunting at least two to three times a week. Sometimes more.”

      I pondered his response for a minute, keeping my face composed, although my heart was pounding a little faster. The extra hunting was needed to stop him from killing me, and although I had a measure of trust in him, his desire to drink my blood was deeply disturbing.

      “Charlotte, it's okay to tell me what you are thinking. I hear your heart racing; I know you must find this alarming.”

      “You can hear my heart?”

      “Constantly. I hear its tempo change when you are frightened by something I've said.” He offered me a sultry smile and grazed his fingers across my cheek. “I heard it increase dramatically when I kissed you this morning.”

      Blushing furiously, I looked away, trying to regain my composure at his mention of our kiss. I knew he'd be able to hear the flutter of my heart as I recalled the touch of his lips against mine. It took a few seconds before I regained enough composure to speak. “How did you all come to live here?”

      “We drifted together over the years. Ripley joined me first, then Ben and Rowena. Striker and Marianne arrived sometime after them, followed by Acenith, who was acquainted with Ripley in the past. Holden, who is away right now, joined us in the late seventies. Gwynn and her partner William were the last to join the group.”

      As Lucas explained, I recalled the conversation I'd overheard a few days ago, when I'd feigned unconsciousness. Gwynn was the one who didn't want me here. Did she want to kill me?

      “Charlotte?” Lucas interrupted my thought process and I looked up, found him watching me intently. “What's the matter?”

      Screwing up my nose, I knew I'd have to admit to eavesdropping again. “I heard you mention Gwynn once before. When I woke up… and pretended to still be—”

      “Asleep.” Lucas finished for me. He thought for a second, and then repeated the conversation I'd heard, word for word. “Marianne, you think she's better here with us. Gwynn has made her attitude about Charlotte being here very clear.”

      “How did you do that?”

      “One of my gifts. I recall every conversation I've ever had.” He brought my fingers to his lips, kissing my knuckles. “Gwynn will come around, she's worried.”

      “That she's going to attack me?” I voiced the anxiety without thinking.

      “What? No, not at all.” He rubbed his hand over my arm, a reassuring gesture. “Gwynn is terrified you will reveal our secret. Probably more apprehensive than Ripley.”

      “I won't. I promised I won't, and I meant it,” I reassured him. “I'll never tell anyone about you.”

      “I believe you. Gwynn is not easily convinced however, and she is quite jealous.”

      “Jealous.” I repeated. What could possibly make her jealous? I was a suicidal, depressed scrap of humanity, who had, until recent days, only wished to die.

      “She is jealous because you retain your humanity,” Lucas stated quietly. “Gwynn chose to become vampire and it's a decision she has regretted many times in the ensuing years.” He squeezed my fingers. “Don't worry about Gwynn. I want you to concentrate on regaining your health. What else would you like to know?”

      “When you… bite. Does it hurt the animal you're biting?”

      Lucas chewed his lip thoughtfully before he responded. “Our fangs contain a paralytic agent, to stop our prey moving when we feed. It keeps the pain they experience to a minimum.”

      “But they know,” I persisted quietly. “They know what's happening to them?” My thoughts weren't entirely focused on the animals. It was the humans he'd admitted to killing, who were uppermost in my mind. Had they been terrified when he'd attacked them, draining their lives through their veins? Had they known their deaths were imminent?

      His expression hardened and he lifted his chin defiantly. “It's what I am, Charlotte. I cannot change what I've done in the past, nor can I seek redemption for it. I have murdered many people and it's not something I'm proud of, but you have a choice. You can either accept me, for who I am, or you can't and we stop this now.” His voice was hard and cold and he watched me impassively, waiting for a response.

      I took a deep breath, wincing from the effort and struggling to compose an answer.

      “Let's leave this subject for now,” Lucas said, and his deep voice softened as he took pity on me. “You need to rest and I will not be responsible for giving you nightmares about my past.”

      “You won't give me nightmares.”

      Lucas arched one eyebrow, eyeing me skeptically. “You astound me, Charlotte. I know you must be terrified, yet you chose to stay here. You listen to the appalling things I've done and don't scream at me to leave you alone.”

      “I trust you,” I replied simply. For what reason, I couldn't say. Whether I was overly confident of his ability to control his actions – or if his compassion was clouding my judgment, I didn't know.

      For a long time, I lay back against the pillows and Lucas traced lazy patterns on the back of my arm with his fingers. For the moment, we didn't need words and it gave me a little time to mull over what we'd discussed. For every answer Lucas supplied, there were a dozen questions I suspected I should ask. I wondered why I wasn't scared. Was it because of the disbelief that stemmed from what he was? Would I be frightened when the reality sank in about the strange situation I'd found myself in? I knew the answer even as I thought about it – I already trusted Lucas to protect me, was certain he would do nothing to harm me. He'd done everything in his power to keep me alive.

      When I opened my eyes, I found Lucas watching me, his expression solemn. “You are so beautiful,” he whispered softly.

      I rolled my eyes at the compliment. “I'm not.” I'd never considered myself anything remotely approaching beautiful, at most I could be considered pleasingly average. Nothing more, nothing less.

      “You underestimate yourself, Charlotte,” he chided softly. “To me, you are the most wondrous woman I've ever had the pleasure of meeting.” He turned my hand over, brushing his fingertips over the scars on the back of my wrist. “Rowena said you were distressed this morning, when she talked about Christmas. I won't force you, but I'd certainly like you to join us for the festivities.”

      I scowled. “Christmas isn't my favorite time of the year. I'd rather not be involved.”

      Lucas's tone remained even, no trace of emotion evident when he spoke. “Alright. If you prefer, we'll spend the day here in your bedroom. I'm sure they'll understand. They will be disappointed of course; Rowena has been busy decorating, to make it special for you.”

      I groaned. “Lucas, don't try and guilt me into this. I don't even like Christmas.”

      “Why?” He pressed quietly.

      “I don't want to talk about it.”

      He studied my expression, a small frown creasing his forehead. “Okay. No Christmas.”

      Guilt overwhelmed me and I looked away pensively. Not liking Christmas was an understatement, I hated Christmas with a passion. I'd studiously ignored it for the past two years and would gladly avoid it forever. I peeked up at his face and found he was still watching me, expressionless. He was giving nothing away with his demeanor, but the guilt niggled at me. I hated that Rowena had gone to any trouble – it just made me feel worse.

      “You don't understand, Lucas. Christmas is the worst time of the year for me,” I announced abruptly. “I would spoil it for them.”

      “I won't force you.” He brushed his fingers though my hair, pushing it back from my face. “But I would like to understand why you dislike Christmas so much.”

      I inhaled deeply, immediately regretting the action as pain pierced my ribcage. Lucas was on his feet at once, his concern obvious. “I'm alright,” I gasped, gritting my teeth.

      He settled back on the chair, taking my hand in his and watched me, his face tranquil. I knew I owed him some sort of explanation. After all, he'd been completely open with me, now it was my turn to be truthful with him. No matter what it cost.
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      “I've spent the past two years trying to escape from my past,” I began. “Events happened which depressed me and I've spent a long time unable to see a viable reason to continue living.” I paused for a couple of seconds, wondering if I could admit the truth to him about my intentions, wondering how he would react. Despite my shame, I knew I should own up. “You were right - I've tried to kill myself any number of times, but I've failed every time.”

      “For which I will be eternally grateful,” Lucas responded swiftly.

      I managed a weak smile. “You asked me about my family, and I told you I had no-one. That's true, but it's only in the past two years that I've been alone.” Memories washed over me and tears brimmed against my eyelashes.

      “Charlotte, you don't have to do this. If it causes you such intense pain, we don't have to discuss it,” Lucas offered, discomfort visible in his expression. “It was wrong of me to press you on the subject.”

      “It's only fair that I tell you, you've been honest with me.”

      “I mean it, Charlotte,” he pointed out grimly. “I won't pressure you again; I won't bring up the subject. I promised I would do nothing to hurt you, and I intend to keep my word.”

      “I need to tell you, Lucas.” Working hard to centre myself, I reached out to Lucas – the first time I'd done so. Keeping my movements slow and deliberate, I stroked his cheek and he placing his hand over mine, nuzzling against my palm. I shut my eyes, thinking it would be easier to explain when I couldn't see him studying me with so much compassion.

      “Two years ago, my life was fairly ordinary. Mom was my best friend; she and Dad split up when I was two, and I've never seen my father since - I don't even know what he looks like. It didn't matter though, because Mom was always available and we were happy together. Mom and Dad were young when they got married, Mom was just seventeen when I was born, and I think my Dad was nineteen. I learned later, that Dad freaked out after I arrived and started drinking heavily, he couldn't cope with the responsibility of having a wife and kid, so he dumped us and left for who-knows-where. Mom and I never heard from him again. When I was fourteen, Mom met Pete Hurst.” The trembling started up when I voiced his name aloud, and Lucas tightened his grip on my hand.

      Biting my lip nervously, I forged on, needing to give Lucas the entire account before I lost my courage. “Mom was lonely, it had been me and her for twelve years and I couldn't blame her for falling for a guy, she was only thirty one and had years ahead of her. I couldn't understand what she saw in him, but I accepted it because she loved him.” I shrugged, shaking my head at the memory. “If I'd known how bad things could get, I would have made her see how wrong he was for her, for us.”

      “You couldn't have known, you were only a child,” Lucas protested.

      “I was only a child, but I should have trusted my instincts,” I muttered fiercely. “There was something about him, the way he treated Mom, his arrogance,” I tugged at my lower lip with my teeth, wishing I could turn back time. “I knew there was something about him which I didn't like, but I couldn't put a finger on it.”

      “You can't blame yourself, Charlotte.”

      “Pete moved in and a couple of months later, Mom fell pregnant. We were so excited and I couldn't wait to have a new little brother or sister. Mom had a little girl and they called her Alexis. Even while Mom was pregnant, her relationship with Pete began to deteriorate; he drank heavily and got abusive. Mom got the crap beaten out of her, more than once. She denied it was happening, tried to convince me she'd fallen over, or run into a door; but I knew the truth. Even though I was only fourteen or fifteen, I could see the signs, heard him yelling abuse at her.” The muscle in Lucas's jaw tensed beneath my fingers. Uncertain if it was a reaction to my story, or my close proximity, I tried to draw away from his face. He tightened his grip, keeping my hand pressed to his smooth cheek.

      “It's okay, Charlotte,” he murmured quietly, “I like your touch.”

      I closed my eyes again; I didn't want to see his reaction – or worse – see pity in his eyes. “Alexis was eighteen months old when Mom gave birth to my second sister, Georgia. They were the cutest little girls and I loved them both dearly. I couldn't wait for them to grow up a little, so I could dress them up and introduce them to make-up and dolls. I loved playing with them, helping to care for them after school and on weekends. As time went on and Pete's abuse escalated, I became a surrogate mother to them because Mom found it difficult to cope. Half the time she was nursing one injury or another, that he'd inflicted.” The memories washed over me like a tidal wave; the rage and fear I'd felt in those times, the helplessness of a situation out of my control. It was painful to remember, and yet sharing it was surprisingly cathartic. I'd hidden the memories for so long, kept them shut away – but now I allowed myself to remember my sisters, their innocence, and their sweet little faces. Pain stabbed into my chest like a knife, but I found I wanted to tell someone, to unburden myself of the guilt that had overwhelmed me for such a long time.

      Lucas patiently waited for me to continue, he offered no comments, and asked no questions. He allowed me to decide my own pace, to choose how much I was willing to share. “Pete was drunk a lot, controlling of Mom, jealous of anyone she had contact with and continuously angry. A few months after Georgia was born, Mom discovered she was pregnant again.” Tears brimmed against my eyelashes. “It wasn't a happy pregnancy, she never admitted it, but I'm convinced Pete forced himself on her – by then they were barely on speaking terms. I know the pregnancy was an accident, Mom didn't want another baby – who would, given the circumstances?” I sighed heavily, wishing again that I'd handled things differently, convinced her to leave. “In the meantime, I graduated from high school. I did okay at school, despite a miserable home life and I was accepted at a couple of colleges. But I couldn't leave Mom, not when she was pregnant and would be alone with him.” I gritted my teeth as I recalled the memory. “So I stayed in South Carolina, got a job at one of the local department stores. I figured I'd go to college later on; I was only eighteen, there was plenty of time. I deferred, thinking I would find a way to get rid of Pete; that things would get better. I was a fool,” I admitted, shaking my head sadly. “Mom had the baby in September; he was the sweetest little thing, the brother I'd longed for. They named him Henry, and he had green eyes and dark curly hair, just like Mom and me.”

      I stopped abruptly – the wave of memories was swamping my battered soul, like a tsunami crashing into shore, destroying everything in its path. The tears I'd suppressed for so many months could be held back no longer and I sobbed brokenly.

      Lucas captured my face between his hands and pressed a kiss against my forehead. “It's alright, Charlotte. Stop now. Don't relive this when it causes you such intense pain. I can imagine what happened; don't hurt yourself more, by continuing.”

      “I need to,” I sobbed brokenly, gripping his shoulders, holding on to something tangible. “I want you to understand why I was so desperate to die.”

      He sat on the side of the bed and held me against his chest while I cried. I felt other cool hands gripping my shoulder, and a sense of tranquility began to seep into my skin where the hands touched, giving the impression that I was steadily being covered by a warm blanket. Glancing up, I discovered Striker standing at my side, his expression somber and beside him, a woman. She smiled softly, her eyes focused on mine and I was captivated by the unusually bright green of her eyes. I would have suspected she wore colored contacts, but bronze shards glowed and shifted within them. Both Striker and the woman were holding their fingers against my skin, their faces filled with concentration.

      “Do you feel better?” Marianne was standing at the end of the bed, watching me sympathetically. “Striker and Acenith have the ability to calm people's emotions. They want to help.”

      My head did seem calmer and I nodded, capable of thinking clearly again. Lucas smiled compassionately, still holding me in his arms. “I meant what I said, Charlotte. You don't have to explain anything to us.”

      It took a second or two to find my voice again. “I want you to know.” I sniffled, drawing a shallow breath before I continued. “The situation with Mom and Pete deteriorated rapidly after Henry's birth. The violence escalated, Pete's temper worsened. I tried to get Mom to leave, but she wouldn't listen, wouldn't stop believing it was somehow her fault. I didn't understand at the time, but in hindsight, I realize she was suffering from Battered Wives Syndrome. She honestly believed she deserved everything he did to her, thought she was responsible for his angry rages.” I spat the last words out and Marianne nodded imperceptibly to Striker and Acenith. The blanket of calm immediately grew heavier and warmer, settling my shattered nerves to a tolerable level.

      “I was eighteen – I didn't understand the complexities of what was going on. All I knew was that I couldn't live there any longer; I didn't want to stay and watch him destroy her. A week before Christmas, Mom and I had a massive argument – I told her she needed to leave him and she refused. I couldn't take it any longer, couldn't deal with the constant anxiety, the fights, the beatings. I did the only thing I could think of doing at the time.” I gulped down air, ignoring the searing pain in my chest. “I walked out.”

      Images clarified behind my closed eyelids and I could see what happened, as clearly, as if it was occurring as I spoke. “I packed my gear and left Mom alone with the babies and him. I didn't want to, but I couldn't stand it any longer, I couldn't stay and watch her destroying her life. I drove down to Georgia and spent a few days sleeping in my car, trying to figure out a way to get Mom to see sense and leave him. It only took a couple of days to decide I needed to go back. I couldn't understand why Mom wouldn't leave, but I knew she couldn't survive without my help.”

      My heart thumped and I tried to control my breathing, but it grew more erratic as I bordered on hyperventilating. “I drove home and went into the house, looking for Mom and the babies. It was so quiet, unnaturally silent. I walked down the hall into Mom's bedroom—” It became difficult to speak, recalling the event was almost like reliving it, all over again. “Mom was lying on the bed. Covered in blood – I've never seen so much blood – it was everywhere.” Covering my eyes with my hands, I tried to escape the image I'd suppressed for so long. “I found out later, he'd stabbed her forty eight times.”

      “Oh my God,” Marianne breathed weakly. She slumped heavily on the edge of the bed, rubbing my leg beneath the blanket.

      Tears fell in earnest and I breathed heavily, ignoring the wracking pain as I continued more calmly, almost mechanically. “I thought he'd taken the babies, but I had to check to be certain.” Drawing a shuddering lungful of air, I was aware that despite Striker and Acenith's strange ability, my descent into misery was spiraling out of control. “I found Alexis and Georgia in their beds, they were both dead, he'd slit their throats. The sheets were soaked in blood… such a lot of blood. I think they were asleep when he did it – I don't know for sure, but I have to hope they were. And little Henry – he was only twelve weeks old – I thought he was still alive, he was lying so peacefully in his crib and there was no blood. Pete hadn't stabbed him and I prayed so hard for him to be okay.” I shuddered. “Until I touched him, and his little face was so cold. The police told me later that Pete had smothered him with a pillow.”

      Staring up at the ceiling, agony washed over me in ever-increasing waves. I saw every aspect of those rooms in my mind, seeing everything, as plainly, as if I stood in them again. Lucas rubbed my arm in a soothing gesture, but I couldn't look at him, couldn't bear to see my agony reflected in his eyes.

      “I didn't know what to do next; I guess I was in shock, because I just sat on the stoop until one of our neighbors came over to see what was wrong. She called the police and I was taken to the precinct to make a statement. Not that it was much help; I couldn't string a worthwhile sentence together. I just sat in the interview room, trying to comprehend the enormity of what he'd done. They located him, and he told the police I'd murdered them. He said Mom and I had been fighting a lot lately, that I'd grown violent and regularly lost my temper. Told them some bullshit, about how I'd always been unstable and he'd been worried about bruises he'd seen on Mom and thought I'd hurt her in the past—”

      The grip around my shoulders tightened painfully and I looked at Lucas, alarmed by the sheer fury in his expression. I carried on hurriedly. “It turns out Pete was a bigger fool than even I'd imagined. The police questioned me, obviously, they had to, once the accusation had been made – but the forensic evidence was already being collected and tested. And it all led directly back to Pete. I knew he was stupid, but he hadn't attempted to hide his tracks at all. The police could only speculate, because Pete never did give his reasons, but they think after Mom and I fought, Mom finally got up the courage to tell him she was leaving. Pete was more than likely drunk, and lost his temper, killing them, rather than let Mom leave.”

      Marianne rubbed her hand across my leg, the touch soothing. “I'm so very sorry, Charlotte. What a horrifying nightmare for you to endure.”

      “What. Happened. To. Him?” Lucas breathed angrily. His eyes were filled with such intense fury; I could only imagine the murderous thoughts flowing through his mind.

      The soothing blanket Striker and Acenith were somehow creating shifted and warmed again, allowing me to speak calmly. “He'd been released whilst they questioned me, but when the forensic evidence confirmed his guilt, the police put out a warrant to arrest him on sight. I had the advantage in that regard. I already knew where he hung out, his favorite local haunts. I found him at one of the local bars he loved so much, perched on a barstool and clearly smug because he'd gotten away with murdering my family. Or so he thought.” Despite their best efforts, it was becoming evident that Striker and Acenith were struggling to keep my emotions composed. The effort they were making was apparent in their faces, almost as if they were drawing my anger, my sorrow and desolation into their own bodies. They remained focused on me, but pain was visible in their eyes as they battled to soothe me.

      “I had Pete's gun, one he kept in a locked box in his bedroom. He didn't know I'd learned the combination, knew how to get into the gun and access the ammunition he had supposedly secured. I went to the bar, walked straight up to him, and shot him. Six times. Two bullets in his chest, and four in his head. I wanted him dead before he hit the floor.” I ground my teeth together, remembering the desperate rage I'd suffered, the grim satisfaction that had followed the shooting, knowing I'd killed the man who'd taken everything from me.

      “I thought I'd go to jail, I deserved to go to jail, for not protecting Mom and my siblings when they needed me most. I wanted to be sent to jail, find someone to provoke into killing me. I needed to end the misery; I didn't want to go on.” I took another deep breath and didn't care when the pain ripped through my broken ribs. I wished my chest would collapse in on itself, and let me escape the wretchedness that smothered me so completely.

      “There was one thing I didn't allow for. The judge took into consideration the circumstances leading me to murder him. 'Justifiable Homicide' – that's what they call it. I received a two year suspended jail sentence and a good behavior bond for five years. The judge and my attorney thought they were doing me a favor – they couldn't see that I didn't want to live.”

      Leaning back against the pillow, I squeezed my eyes shut.

      “We can't control this for much longer,” Striker growled, his voice strained. “Marianne, go and find out if Ben's back.”

      Marianne patted my leg and disappeared, her movements barely visible to the human eye as she flashed from the room.

      I looked up at Lucas, biting my lip before I spoke again. “So now you know. Why I didn't want to go on with living. Why I couldn't go on with my life. I've tried any number of ways to kill myself, but I'm a spectacular failure. I slit my wrists, but I couldn't cut deep enough, because I'm scared of pain. I tried swallowing pills, but all they did was make me sleepy, and vomit. I thought the day you hit me might be the end of the torture.” I grimaced, at the futility of my hopes. “Trust me to get hit by a vampire – who naturally has lightning-fast reflexes. And of course, you guessed about that day at the falls. If you hadn't turned up, I had every intention of jumping.”

      Doctor Harding appeared at my side, Ben beside him. The Doctor's brow was deeply furrowed as he drew some liquid from a tiny bottle into a syringe. “This will help, Charlotte.” He inserted the needle into my arm, dropping the syringe onto the table before he grasped my fingers in his. “Try to relax, now. It's over now, Charlotte, relax, and sleep.”

      “We're losing her,” Acenith warned. She was gripping Striker's shoulder with her free hand and they both continued to focus intently on my eyes.

      I sighed deeply, completely spent. “It's okay. You can let go now.”

      Striker and Acenith both battled for a second longer, then released their hands from my shoulder, apparently ending the tenuous link they'd held to my mind. Acenith stumbled heavily and Striker steadied her slim body against his.

      The colossal waves of sorrow and misery hit me, swallowing me up in an abyss, in which I would surely drown. Struggling to suck air into my lungs, I felt unbearable pressure against my ribs and tears flowed freely, pouring down my cheeks in silent streams.

      The last thing I recalled was Doctor Harding slipping an oxygen mask over my face and the anguish in Lucas's eyes before I was swallowed by darkness.
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      I don't know how long I fought against the ocean, it seemed like an eternity, and I was so very tired. There was no land to be seen, water surrounded me as far as the eye could see and choppy waves beat against my body endlessly, I could barely catch my breath between them. The temptation to sink, to stop fighting against the forces and plunge to the depths was overwhelming. I could give up, allow the waves to take me, and never have to think or feel again.

      Two things stopped me. Mom appeared, as she had so often in the past, begging me to continue. Beseeching me to live, to move on, and find happiness again. She pleaded with me to carry on. I argued with her, tried repeatedly to tell her I didn't want to be alone any longer. She smiled and replied that I didn't need to be on my own now. She told me to be happy; there would be time for us to be together again, once I'd lived my life – but not to give in now. She didn't want me to give up on my life, because of what had happened to her and my siblings. She held Henry in her arms and my sisters stood beside her, holding hands. All of them were whole and perfect, floating just about the swirling currents that entrapped me.

      I reached for them, pleading that they take me with them. Mom shook her head.

      She and my sisters glanced to their left, as if they'd heard someone coming and I saw the second thing that would stop me. It was Lucas, but he was different. Like a movie incarnation of a vampire, he wore a black silk cape and when he smiled, I felt safe and comforted. His eyes were filled with kindness as he held his hands out to help me. I reached towards him, but hesitated, suddenly uncertain. He beckoned to me again, but when he smiled this time, his fangs glimmered in the darkness. I screamed, as he grew larger and took on a terrifying appearance, his face morphing and changing into something inhuman and his fangs plunged into my throat, tearing into my tender skin as he growled inhumanely—

      “Lucas!” I sat bolt upright, eyes wide with terror and immediately regretted the act as fiery pain throbbed incessantly through my chest.

      “Charlotte! Oh, thank the Lord. You're awake! We've been frantic,” Rowena cried. She clutched me to her chest, wrapping her arms around me and rubbing my back.

      “What happened?” My throat was dry and scratchy, my tongue thick against the roof of my mouth.

      Rowena released her grip and picked up a glass of water from the bedside table, holding it while I sucked gratefully at the straw. “You've been unconscious for five days. Jerome was alarmed; he couldn't snap you out of it. He said you were catatonic, he thinks it was your mind's way of coping with what you'd been through.” She settled me back against the pillows, fussing with them before covering me carefully with the blankets.

      Doctor Harding appeared in the doorway, closely followed by Marianne who greeted me with a delighted hug before Striker walked in. “You gave us a scare, Charlotte,” he announced nonchalantly.

      Ripley came in, and behind him, Acenith, the one who'd helped calm me. She and Ripley stood to one side, allowing Doctor Harding to check me over, but Acenith smiled warmly. She was slender, with small breasts and slim hips, and wore a pale blue t-shirt and blue jeans. Her hair was honey golden, lying against her back and reached her waist. “Hello, Charlotte. We weren't introduced properly before. I'm Acenith De Bourgain. I've heard a lot about you.”

      “And none of it was good,” Striker grunted.

      Marianne swatted Striker, the sound reverberating like a small thunder strike. “Striker, will you ever learn to think before you speak?”

      “What?” Striker protested. “Lottie knows I'm joking.”

      I wasn't certain I did, but decided to give him the benefit of the doubt. Ripley was watching me and I recalled Lucas saying he could read minds. It was unsettling to think he might be doing just that, and I glanced away, wary of the thought. Although, in all honesty, my history was out in the open. There was nothing left to hide. Well, maybe there were a couple of things. “Where's Lucas?” I asked, suddenly aware of his absence.

      “Hunting with Ben. We convinced him to go further afield when you remained unconscious for so long. They've been away since yesterday,” Striker explained.

      Doctor Harding was checking an IV drip, which hung from a pole beside the bed, the line running from a bag and into a hypodermic needle inserted into the back of my hand. “I needed to keep your fluid intake up, it's a saline solution to keep you hydrated,” he murmured softly.

      “The only way to persuade Lucas to go, was to assure him we would take turns sitting with you,” Marianne added. She was dressed more demurely than I'd seen before, wearing pale grey woolen trousers and a pink cashmere twinset, which matched the color in her hair perfectly.

      “Which we have done,” Ripley added. “By the way, Miss Duncan, you snore quite dreadfully.” He winked at me, softening the comment.

      I rolled my eyes and turned to Rowena. It seemed Ripley had put his concerns about me to one side for now. “Is Lucas okay?”

      “Struggling a little,” Rowena admitted.

      “William has gone to find them,” Marianne added helpfully.

      “William?” I questioned vacantly. I didn't remember a William.

      “Gwynn's husband,” Marianne prompted, reminding me that Lucas had mentioned him. It seemed he and Gwynn were the only two I hadn't met, besides the other vampire who was overseas.

      Doctor Harding turned towards the group that had congregated. “You've seen for yourselves that she's awake. Could I ask you to leave the room now, so I can examine my patient?”

      He waited for them to leave and turned back to me. “I'd like to look at those ribs, if I may. You caused some damage when you got so distressed and your recovery has been delayed by a week or so. It's only fair to tell you that Lucas has told me the entire story. I insisted when I arrived, and saw the state you were in.” He probed my ribs gently, satisfying himself that all was well before he pulled the covers back up.

      “What happened?” I questioned when he'd finished his examination and seemed satisfied.

      Doctor Harding sighed, running his fingers through his unruly grey hair. “I'm not a qualified psychiatrist, so I can't be quoted on my observations. You weren't truly unconscious and yet, you weren't awake. I'm assuming the intense stress caused your brain to shut down, until it felt prepared to deal with the information you'd recalled. I've heard of people reacting in that way, but to see it happen myself was disturbing. I'm very pleased you're awake now – another twenty four hours and I was going to have no choice, but to transfer you to hospital.”

      “I imagine that would have been difficult to explain,” I suggested dryly.

      Doctor Harding smirked. “We were struggling to come up with a suitable explanation, that's certainly true.” He paused, choosing his words carefully before he spoke again. “You should also know, Ripley and Striker checked into your story, Charlotte, to determine the full details. I seemed to remember hearing of the death of your mother and siblings in the news, they confirmed it through newspaper reports.” He watched me cautiously, waiting for a response.

      “I guess that isn't surprising, they probably needed to confirm I was telling the truth.”

      “Sadly, you were. The newspapers confirmed the story, how you were arrested and charged with the murder of your stepfather, after he murdered your family.” He squeezed my shoulder gently and offered me a compassionate smile. “You were very fortunate at the trial, it seems almost as many wanted you to be incarcerated, as did those who insisted you should be freed.”

      “One of the reasons I started moving around so much, to escape the gossip and people's opinions,” I admitted. “For every person who believed in me, there was another who thought I'd gotten away with murder.”

      “Difficult to cope with, no doubt,” Dr. Harding suggested.

      “Particularly as I was convinced of my own guilt,” I agreed quietly. “I really thought I should be sent to prison. I failed Mom, my family. I deserved to spend the rest of my life in prison for what I did to them.”

      “I don't believe that, Charlotte, not for one minute.” Rowena appeared unexpectedly and sat on the edge of the bed, her expression fierce. “You didn't kill your family, Peter Hurst did. You didn't destroy your mother's self-esteem. He did. All you are truly guilty of is the crime of loving your mother enough, to want something better for her. Ridding the world of scum like Peter Hurst is not a crime in my books.”

      I smile halfheartedly, warmed by her obvious concern and her determination to make me see things in a different light. In many ways, Rowena was right. I'd done everything in my power to try to convince Mom to leave, but in the end she had so lacked in belief in herself, she was rendered immobile by her own fears. In hindsight, I'd done everything I could do, to help Mom. It just hadn't been enough to save her or my siblings.

      “I'm afraid I must make one more confession, Charlotte, to add to what Jerome has already told you. I have approached the local police chief, and confirmed you are staying with us for the moment. You are on parole; it seemed prudent to confirm your residential address with him, to ensure he wasn't likely to visit and arrest you for breaking your parole conditions.” Rowena had the good grace to appear uncomfortable as she made this confession.

      “Sheriff Davis?” I'd met Clinton Davis when I first arrived in Puckhaber Falls, as was required by my probation. He was a laid-back man in his mid-forties and he'd treated me kindly and with great respect. We'd seen each other a few times since my first official visit to the Sheriff's office and he'd always been very pleasant. He'd made it patently clear with a few obtuse sentences, that he believed I had a right to be free and had been supportive of my staying in Puckhaber. I'd even shared coffee with him a couple of times in Hank's store. “Clint's a nice guy.”

      Dr. Harding grinned, obviously amused. “Indeed, he is, a very pleasant man. He seemed genuinely pleased you were staying here with Lucas and sends his best wishes.”

      “He knows what happened to me?” I questioned doubtfully.

      “No, not at all. But with a little tweak of his mind, he believes you had a skiing accident over the Christmas break, that you are dating Lucas, and naturally, Lucas and his friends wanted to look after you whilst you recover from your broken arm and ankle,” Rowena explained, her eyes twinkling with mischief.

      I couldn't stop myself from grinning back at her, an open, honest smile that I would never have believed I was capable of after the past two years. “A little tweak?” I queried mildly.

      Rowena chuckled. “Besides being able to convince people our eyes are exceedingly normal, we can tell them something and place a suggestion in their mind that they have no need to question what they've been told. Whilst I've never had to use it on Sheriff Davis before, I found he was extremely receptive.”

      The mention of Lucas reminded me of the last time I'd seen him – when he'd been deeply upset over what I'd revealed. “Are you sure Lucas is alright?”

      Dr. Harding sighed, leaning heavily on his good leg. “I believe so, though certainly he's finding the situation difficult and blames himself for your breakdown. I've explained it was healthy for you to vocalize what you were feeling. Holding all those memories in was putting enormous strain on you, Charlotte.”

      “A problem shared is a problem halved,” I agreed quietly. It was an analogy used by my Grandmother regularly, and I could hear her calm voice in my mind, as soothing and loving as I remembered. It reminded me of oatmeal cookies and warm milk, listening to stories in bed as Gran lulled me to sleep when I stayed with her. She'd died about six years ago, and I missed her every day.

      Doctor Harding nodded. “Exactly. Given what you've been through, I'm surprised you've survived for as long as you have. Holding it all inside wasn't healthy.”

      “I had no-one to share with.”

      “You've proven yourself to be a strong young woman,” Doctor Harding remarked with a note of satisfaction in his voice. “You're recovering well. Your blood pressure is back to normal, after being elevated for the past few days.” He sat on the chair beside my bed, studying my face astutely. “Did anyone suggest you seek help after your family died? There are a number of extremely good psychologists and therapists who may have helped you through the grieving process.”

      I frowned, shaking my head firmly. “They offered, but I didn't want any help. When it happened, I was so angry, so full of rage. It took over my every waking moment; all I could think about was vengeance. Afterwards, I—” I stopped, struggling to vocalize the fact that I had murdered someone in cold blood. “When he was dead, the anger slipped away and was replaced with grief. My whole world was desolate, a wasteland with nothing and no one in it. I didn't want to think about Mom, or my siblings. I didn't want to think about anything, except dying. I'm not sure anyone could have helped me through that.”

      Rowena watched me for a few seconds, her expression serene as she searched my eyes. “How do you feel now?”

      I examined the memories, which had been carefully shut away for so long. It had become a habit to avoid them – I had an imaginary box where the most horrendous of my thoughts were kept. Anything I couldn't – or wouldn't – think about was placed in the box and locked away. Imagining now that the box was open, memories inundated my mind. It was surprising to discover they didn't feel so intensely painful now. Picking through them, examining each one, didn't make me feel I would collapse in agony. It still hurt, but somehow it was better. “I feel calmer than I have in a very long time.”

      Doctor Harding nodded thoughtfully and smiled, his eyes lit with satisfaction. “That's good to hear. You've been through an enormous ordeal, Charlotte and there will be effects for considerable time to come. Whilst you've faced your demons and handled them better than I would ever have expected, there will still be highs and lows, days when you'll feel unhappy and down in the dumps. I'd like to prescribe anti-depressants for you, after I've consulted with an associate of mine who specializes in the field. Would you consider taking them?”

      I nodded. “If you think they'll help.”

      He smiled approvingly. “Good girl. I would like you to speak with both Rowena and Marianne about your feelings. You seem to be developing a good rapport with both of them and they want to help as much as they possibly can. Use them as a sounding board for your emotional health; allow them to offer you friendship and a willing ear.”

      “Whenever you want to talk, Charlotte, I'll be more than happy to listen,” Rowena urged.

      The Doctor stood up and smoothed down the front of his shirt. “I'm sure Lucas will be relieved to hear you're feeling a little better. He's been beside himself with worry about you in the past few days.”

      “I'm sorry he's been worrying.”

      “Don't be.” Rowena's tone was reassuring. “He cares about you, Charlotte. It was natural for him to be worried.”

      It was delightful to hear Rowena suggest Lucas cared about me – although I suspected as much, hearing someone else say it was a validation that I wasn't just deluding myself.

      “I'll leave you girls to it,” Dr. Harding announced. “I'll be back to see you in the morning, Charlotte.” Rowena walked him to the doorway and they stood for a few minutes in deep discussion before she made her way back to the side of the bed, dropping gracefully onto the chair.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      Rowena smiled, the silver in her hazel eyes sparkling. “Of course, I'll answer what I can.”

      “How difficult is it for Lucas to be near me? He says he's coping, but is it as difficult as I imagine?”

      Rowena ran her fingers through her hair, considering my question for a few minutes. “I can't answer specifically for Lucas; I can only give you my perspective. All vampires thirst for human blood, Charlotte. Although I have learned to survive on animal blood, I can still smell human blood, but I make a conscious choice not to act on the scent. It's become second nature for me to do so.”

      “You can smell my blood?” The thought had never occurred to me. I'd assumed from what Lucas had said, the sound of my blood created the temptation.

      She smiled ruefully, clasping her hands together. “We can all smell your blood. Constantly. For myself, it isn't a huge issue; control came through many years of abstinence and taking care to ensure I feed regularly to keep the desire to a minimum.” She leaned forward, her countenance solemn. “For some of the others, it's a temptation.” She obviously caught the shocked expression that must have appeared in my eyes and hurriedly continued. “It's nothing to worry about, if we had any doubts at all, we would never have agreed when Lucas requested you stay here. It would be a different matter if your blood were spilled, because obviously the scent is heightened. But I don't believe any one of us would deliberately hurt you.”

      “But Lucas finds it more difficult.”

      Rowena inhaled heavily, considering her answer. “This is uncharted territory, Charlotte. It is impossible to know exactly how difficult this is for Lucas.”

      “Uncharted?” I wasn't sure what she meant, why she'd chosen that description.

      “Humans have only ever held a couple of values for vampires.” Her gaze was disconcerting, the way she was watching me suggested she was waiting for me to discover the implications for myself.

      It wasn't hard to guess the first one and I felt goose bumps rising against my skin. “Food.”

      “Humans are sustenance to vampires. Nothing more, nothing less. For the majority of vampires, humans are treated as nothing more than blood on the hoof,” Rowena explained matter-of-factly. “There are a number of reasons for it being that way, Charlotte. Not least of which, is because human blood is the perfect sustenance for us. What the others and myself are doing, while it is certainly a way to sustain our existence, it is not the norm for our kind. Most vampires feed from and kill humans without a second thought. But there are other reasons for my using the word 'uncharted' in regards to what is happening between you and Lucas.”

      Her gaze shifted towards the window and she was silent for a long time, contemplating the water running along the riverbed below us. When she spoke again, her eyes remained on the window. “The second value is by far the more troubling. To my knowledge, no vampire has attempted a relationship with a human.”

      “Ever?” The idea came as a shock. Surely, some vampire in the past had developed a romantic relationship with a human being. Were there that many vampires in the world, for them to participate only in vampire relationships?

      As if she could read my thoughts, Rowena continued. “A relationship with a human has almost – and I hate to say it – insurmountable obstacles against it. Our strength is one. All of us must remain constantly vigilant to the fact that we are capable of crushing a human. With you, we must all be on alert and remember that what to us would be a gentle pat on the shoulder, would be enough to kill you, at the very least, to break a bone. When you consider that in the perspective of a sexual relationship between a man and a woman, you can understand that the passions involved create a recipe for disaster. Sex involves any number of emotions and passions, all of which can too easily cause people to forget themselves, not concentrate on everything that is happening around them. Passion could lead to deadly consequences in the case of a vampire and a human.”

      I nodded, remembering the sound I'd heard when Marianne slapped Striker's arm earlier and the fight between Lucas and Ambrose out in the woods. The noise of their bodies colliding with one another had been incredible.

      “So you're saying it's impossible?”

      “No, not impossible. I can't suggest a situation is impossible, if it has never been tried before – there are no parameters for knowing if it could succeed or not. What I'm saying is that it will be difficult.” Rowena sighed heavily, her gaze focused on my face. “Charlotte, vampires have had sexual intercourse with humans countless times over the centuries, but that's all it has ever been. Sex, without emotion or commitment.”

      I blushed furiously, alarmed by the sudden turn of our discussion. I had never been involved with a man, had never had sex with anyone. To be talking about it now, with a relative stranger, was awkward at best, discomforting at worst.

      Rowena continued quietly, wisely deciding against mentioning my increasing discomfort. “Sex and feeding are closely intertwined for vampires. The physical orgasm is usually entangled with feeding and… death, for the human involved. I know Lucas tried at one stage to have sex with human women without being overcome by the urge to kill – when he was trying to overcome the need to drain our victims – but it wasn't successful.”

      “He told me,” I responded in a low voice, stricken by the idea that any relationship with Lucas couldn't progress to anything more meaningful. “It's always that way?”

      “It's had to be, Charlotte, for many reasons. There are a number of issues, but many of them are things you and Lucas should discuss with one another.” She patted my leg reassuringly and straightened up, seemingly determined to end the conversation. “And many of them are things that can wait until you are better, and you and Lucas see where this attraction between you may be headed.” She glanced up towards the window. “William has found Ben and Lucas and they are on their way home.” She drew herself onto her feet, her movements graceful and unhurried. “Try not to worry too much, Charlotte. All I can tell you is that Lucas will control this; he has incredible strength of will. He cares for you deeply and I'm certain you will both find a way of overcoming the problems involved.”

      She left the room and I lay back against the pillows. Instead of concentrating on the disturbing conversation I'd had with Rowena, I tried to reflect on how I felt; now I'd opened up about my family. For the first time in nearly two years, I wasn't so convinced I wanted to die. I could see Mom again, examine her without the desire to shut her away and avoid the hurt. It was joyful to visualize her and see her in my mind, her beautiful green eyes so similar to my own. She wanted me to live, to be happy and move on from the horrors of the past and face the future.

      A strange sensation blossomed in my chest and I realized it wasn't the complete desolation, which had been part of my life for two years. I felt… peaceful. I could see my brother and my sisters, hear the girls' voices clamoring for attention and felt whole again. No, not whole – that was the wrong word. I lifted my hand to my chest, feeling the steady thump of my heart and knew that although I would not be the same person I once was there was a chance for me to go on. My heart was no longer wasted with guilt and recriminations; instead, it was filled with love and memories of my family. And affection for my new friends. Rowena, Ben, and Marianne – they'd embraced me with open arms and I would never forget their generosity, their willingness to accept me. Acenith, Striker, and Ripley – they seemed okay with me too. Their secret would remain safe with me.

      And Lucas. He was in my heart and I loved him. I loved many things about him and couldn't imagine a future without him being a part of it. Despite knowing him for such a short period, it didn't seem wrong to feel such a powerful attachment. And yet - could it possibly work? He was vampire – I was a human. Was it impossible? No. Not impossible – as Rowena had said – nothing was impossible if it had never been attempted before. Just… difficult.
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      Lucas entered the room in an indistinguishable blur, no longer having to hide his abilities, he ran to the bedside, only coming sharply into focus when he stopped beside me.

      He gazed at me for a long time, his eyes raking my face, his concern clear in his expression. I reached up to touch him and he closed his eyes, letting me run my fingers over his cheek and down to his jaw before he covered my hand with his. “Charlotte. I am so sorry—”

      I placed a finger against his lips, silencing him. “There's nothing to be sorry about,” I whispered. “I know now that I couldn't move forward, without acknowledging the past. You've helped me to do that. You've kept no secrets from me; it seems only fair for you to know my past.”

      He nodded thoughtfully, kissing my fingers before he curled them into his cool grasp. “No secrets,” he repeated thoughtfully. He lifted my hand to his mouth, kissing the scars on my wrist. “Are you really okay?”

      “I think so. I feel…” I probed my vocabulary for the right word, something that would explain the calmness of my thoughts, “relieved.” It wasn't the perfect word, but it would do. “I certainly don't think life will be uncomplicated now, but it will be more bearable. By holding it all in, and refusing to acknowledge it, I guess I've allowed the hurt and pain to grow until it consumed me. Now there's a chance I can face the future, without constantly wanting to end my life.” I flushed, embarrassed to admit my suicidal tendencies. It wasn't something I was proud to reveal.

      “I'm glad. I want to thank you, from the bottom of my heart.” He smiled tenderly, the silver streaks flaring in his eyes.

      “What for?”

      “For trusting me enough to tell me what happened. I understand how difficult it must have been for you.”

      “It wasn't easy,” I admitted. “I'd never thought it would be possible to tell anyone, but somehow, I needed to tell you. Needed to lay everything on the line. You'd been candid with me and I needed to be truthful with you.” Plucking at the sheet with my fingers, I glanced furtively at Lucas from beneath my eyelashes. “Do they all know?”

      Lucas nodded. “They were deeply concerned about what was happening. Jerome especially, needed to know what brought about your breakdown. It seemed impossible not to bring them all into the loop, and of course, they could all hear something was wrong. I hope you will forgive me for betraying your trust.”

      “You didn't betray my trust, you're right. It's only fair they have an explanation for my behavior, after they've agreed to have me stay here.” I managed a faint smile. “I hope they don't think any worse of me, knowing I murdered my step-father.”

      “That wasn't murder. He got no worse than he deserved,” Lucas responded curtly, his tone cold. “Probably far better than he deserved.”

      We gazed at one another for a long time, Lucas still gripping my hand gently. He leaned over, bringing his face closer to mine, his scent making my head spin. He edged closer until our lips touched – the coldness of his at odds with the warmth of my own. The effect of his kiss was electrifying. I wanted to touch him, hold him, have him kiss me, and more. Much more. I wrestled my fingers from his grip, running them through his thick hair and pulling him closer. Lucas groaned softly in his chest, brushing his tongue over my lips and when I moaned, he swept his way into my mouth, his tongue seeking my own and suckling against it gently. I dropped my hands from his hair, gripping his neck and holding him tightly against me.

      He captured my hand in his and gently unclasped my fingers, moving away. “I have to be careful with you,” he reminded me huskily. “I have to keep my desires in control.”

      The intense yearning was obvious in his eyes and it was apparent how difficult pulling back was for him, how hard he found it to release me. Lying back against the pillows, I could feel my heart racing and my nipples throbbed against the silky material covering them, leaving me wanting so much more.

      Lucas slumped into the chair next to the bed, still holding my hand. He grinned and I returned his smile. We were both keenly aware of how big an achievement it had been for him to release me, how much self-control he'd had to administer, to keep his natural instincts in check.

      To lighten the mood a little, I decided to distract him. “So, I have some more questions,” I began.

      “What would you like to know?”

      “Why do you smell so good?”

      “It's another aspect of being vampire; my scent is designed to entice my victims, to attract them.”

      “You don't always smell the same to me.”

      Lucas smiled. “Pheromones create the scent, something that will most appeal to the human I'm with at the time, dependent on what will lull them into relaxing.”

      “How do you know what will have the right effect?”

      “Years of instinct.”

      “It certainly works,” I pointed out.

      “It's pleasant to know that at least one of my evil powers works on you,” Lucas responded dryly.

      “I've seen some vampire movies in my time,” I continued, stealing a look at him to gauge his reaction. He remained impassive, although one dark eyebrow rose in question. “How come you don't wear the tuxedo and the black silk cape?”

      To my delight, it had exactly the effect I'd hoped it would. He burst into laughter, throwing his head back and chuckling. “It's a myth. Do I look like George Hamilton to you? It would be extremely ineffective when we are trying to be incognito in the community, don't you think?”

      His reaction encouraged me. “What happens to your fangs when you aren't using them?” Whenever he smiled, his teeth looked perfectly normal, there wasn't the slightest hint that they were in any way different to my own.

      “Retractable. Again, it would be exceedingly difficult to remain incognito, if our fangs were perpetually on display for all to see.”

      “Do you need to breathe?”

      “Not if I don't want to. We go through the motions, so we appear human.”

      “Really?”

      He smiled again. “Really.”

      “What about things which are supposed to repel vampires? Garlic?” He shook his head. “Crosses?”

      Another firm shake of his head followed, and he grinned at me, obviously amused by my naïve line of questioning. “All myths,” he announced firmly.

      “Silver?”

      “Why the sudden interest? Are you planning on killing me?” He questioned with an easy smile. “Another myth. Silver has no effect on us. In fact, Rowena prefers silver jewelry over gold, and wears it often.” He squeezed my fingers. “And before you ask, wooden stakes are an urban legend as well.”

      “They're all legends? How did that come about?”

      Lucas shrugged. “We needed ways to protect ourselves from humans. I have always assumed these myths were begun by vampires, thousands of years ago, a way to shield ourselves.”

      My curiosity was piqued and the next question I asked was no longer in jest. “What can kill you?”

      Lucas evidently understood the questioning had grown serious and paused to consider his answer. “Almost nothing.”

      I stared at him in disbelief. “Nothing?”

      “We are virtually indestructible. The only way to kill a vampire is to decapitate him, then destroy the head and body with fire. Probably a good thing, given we're immortal.”

      Ignoring the reminder of his killing Ambrose, I focused instead on the idea of immortality. This thought hadn't occurred to me before and I turned the idea around in my head, examining it from all sides. Recalling the conversation I'd had with Rowena, she'd told me she was born in 1852. I looked at Lucas. “How old are you – really?”

      His expression didn't alter, but the grip against my fingers tightened imperceptibly, as if he feared my reaction. “I was born in 1842, ten years before Rowena.”

      The lungful of air I'd been holding exhaled with a quiet whoosh, tugging sharply at my ribcage. “1842,” I repeated vacantly.

      “Yes.”

      A dozen thoughts crossed my mind, one after the other, as I digested this answer. His gaze never left mine while he waited for a reaction.

      “Okay.” It was all I could manage, even though it didn't even begin to cover the thoughts racing through my mind.

      He raised his eyebrows at my lukewarm reaction, his expression unfathomable. “I was born in Chicago in 1842, to Irish immigrants named Patrick and Mary Tine. I had four brothers and five sisters. We lived in the slums of Chicago, and when I was twenty-four, my younger sister Margaret contracted cholera. There was a mini epidemic in the United States in 1866, and one by one, my family contracted the disease. We had no idea we had gotten the disease by drinking contaminated water from the water pump we relied on – those sorts of things weren't understood at the time.” He paused briefly, the memory evidently troubling him. “It was a terrible disease, we suffered dismally from vomiting, and diarrhea and you got so dehydrated, all you wanted to do was drink; the thirst was terrible. Of course, we drank gallons of the water, which was contaminating us in the first place. My family died, every single one of them, until only I was left. I was alone and so very ill, there was no real treatment at the time and many people were sick. Dozens died across Chicago, every day.”

      “What happened?” I asked quietly.

      “I knew I was going to die. I waited for it, wished for it – but it didn't happen. After a few days, I crawled from the slum and out into the street below, desperate to find help, but I collapsed in the alley. That's where Florien found me.”

      I grasped what he was saying. “Florien? He was a vampire?”

      Lucas nodded and looked into my eyes, his expression soft. “He gave me a choice. He told me what he was and that he could attempt to save me, but only if he bit me. He couldn't guarantee he would be successful, warned me there was an extremely high chance he would lose control and drain me. I was weak, so incredibly desperate and I didn't want to die. I wanted to live. So I agreed, despite how little chance there was of survival.”

      I reached out to touch his face, wanting him to know I understood his decision. He captured my hand, kissing my fingers again. “Does it hurt?”

      “The bite was excruciating, even when the paralytic agent we employ began to work, I could still feel the pain.” He shuddered at the memory. “Then there was panic, as I felt my life slipping away. After that…” he shrugged a little, “there was nothing, until I woke beneath the ground and clawed my way out.”

      I lapsed into silence, considering what he'd told me, not wanting to hear what happened next. Trying to imagine what it had been like for him, to be so alone and choose this life, over dying. Wondering what it was like to live for so long.

      “What are you thinking, Charlotte?” Lucas demanded, keeping his voice low.

      I shook my head a little. “I don't know, I guess I'm trying to get my head around the fact you're over one hundred and sixty years old.”

      “Does it bother you?”

      “No!” The response came swiftly. “I don't care how old you are, it's only a number. It's so hard to comprehend though, when you look the way you do.”

      He ran his fingers through my hair; pulling at one dark curl and watching it spring back into shape. “My poor Charlotte. You've had a lot to comprehend in recent weeks.”

      “So you'll never get older?”

      “I've been exactly like this, since 1866,” he admitted. “I'll never get any older. At least, not in physical appearance.”

      “What do you do? How do you fill in all that time?”

      Lucas smiled warmly. “It hasn't been difficult. There's a whole world out there, Charlotte. I've visited many countries, learned new languages. I've served in wars, read books, learned to play musical instruments, and studied. I've learned about philosophy, history, politics, law, genetics, and medicine.”

      “Do you work in Billings?”

      He shook his head. “No, I don't work in Billings. It's a ruse, part of our multifaceted plan to keep people away. My main area of interest is law; I've worked as an attorney for many years in the past. Right now, I'm taking a sabbatical. I may go back to college again, when we move next.”

      “Again?” I repeated faintly. This sounded like a fantasy; nothing he was telling me seemed as if it could possibly be real. It felt as if I'd stepped into the twilight zone, or I'd become Alice and ended up in Wonderland.

      He dropped a gentle kiss against my wrist, brushing his lips tenderly over the scars. “Being twenty-four for many years has its advantages. I have degrees in any number of study areas, because I appear young enough to attend college repeatedly.” Sensing my obvious confusion, he explained more fully. “We have a range of ages we pretend to be. For me, I range between twenty and twenty-eight. It permits us a time settled in one area, then we have to move again, before people notice we're not aging. Ben tends to work between twenty-two and thirty-four, although he pushes the end of the spectrum at thirty-four. His physical age when he became vampire, was twenty-six.”

      “What about—” I blushed and stumbled over the words, wondering if I was being too forward with this line of questioning. “Relationships, people. Haven't you been lonely?”

      “I've had Ben and the others. We've been friends for many years and have come together and lived as we do now, on occasion. Not always, of course, because we are all very individual people and sometimes one or all of us will decide we want our own space. Particularly for those of us in relationships, sometimes they prefer to separate off as a couple and live that way for a while. Then when I am studying, I tend to embrace the college lifestyle, live on campus, and interact with the other students.” He leaned towards me, and I soaked up the tantalizing aroma of his skin. “As for relationships, there have been some in the past. But there has been no one for a considerable period. Until now.” He kissed me softly, but it was all too brief and he leaned back in the chair.

      Relaxing against the pillows, I cherished his last words. I wasn't sure where this was headed, or how we could possibly make it work, but right here and right now – it didn't matter.
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      Another full week passed before Dr. Harding announced I'd recovered enough to leave the bedroom, and with great fanfare, Marianne and Rowena arrived in my room, smiling when they were finally given the go-ahead to bring me downstairs. Rowena assisted with showering and washing my hair, drying it carefully before Marianne helped me put on another pretty negligee, this time with the addition of a silk dressing gown in the palest pink. I wondered where the luxurious sleepwear kept appearing from, but as it delighted Marianne to dress me up and I was enjoying a resurgence of desire to appear attractive, I didn't concern myself overly.

      There was a knock on the bathroom door as I finished brushing my hair and Marianne winked knowingly at me in the mirror's reflection. “Come in, Lucas.”

      “I'll see you downstairs.” Rowena pressed a kiss against my cheek and slipped out past Lucas, followed by Marianne who waggled her eyebrows knowingly.

      Sitting on a chair in front of the vanity, I blushed when Lucas appraised the elegant gown, his eyes tracing a burning path from head to toe. “You look stunning, Charlotte.”

      “Thanks.” The blush grew more heated.

      “Ready to come downstairs?”

      With a nod, I prepared to pull myself onto my feet, but Lucas was at my side immediately, lifting me into his arms.

      “I can walk, you know,” I muttered mutinously.

      “Of course you can, but I'm not taking any risks with the cast on your ankle,” Lucas answered smoothly. I didn't argue, his scent was already sweeping me away and I settled contentedly against his firm chest.

      Lucas carried me cautiously down the elegant wooden staircase and into his living room. He lowered me onto one of the couches and I was delighted when he sat beside me, placing an arm around my shoulders. I relaxed against his chest and looked around at his friends with undisguised interest while Marianne set pillows on the coffee table to rest my ankle on.

      “Are you comfortable?” Lucas murmured against my hair.

      “I'm fine. Are you comfortable?”

      “I'm improving at having you close,” he admitted. “In fact,” he tightened his grip around my shoulders, “I'm beginning to like it, very much.”

      I smiled at him wordlessly and he pressed his lips against my forehead in a tender kiss.

      The entire group was waiting to greet me and I was suddenly apprehensive. As used to being around them as I was, this was the first time I'd been with them en masse and it was a little daunting. Oddly enough, it wasn't because they were vampires, it was more because I felt shy and weird out of my normal surroundings. Spending time with one, or two of them was normal. This definitely wasn't.

      There were new people, too. A couple sat on the couch opposite Lucas and me. The woman was curvaceous; her heart shaped face was accentuated by luminescent pale blue eyes, streaked with silver. Her hair was copper-red and fell in glossy waves halfway down her back. I could only imagine this was Gwynn, whom I'd heard so much about. A man sat beside her, his dark hair closely cropped and his clear grey eyes glittered with silver. Marianne made the introductions. “Lottie, this is William Blackheath and his wife, Gwynn.”

      “Hi,” I greeted them with a nervous little smile.

      “It's a pleasure to meet you, Lottie. Marianne has told us much about you.” His voice was deep and melodious, his grey eyes serious as he gazed at me. “I'm sorry we haven't visited before now. My… capacity for control is not as… well developed. I haven't been vampire for very long.”

      “I understand.” Whilst William seemed friendly enough, Gwynn barely looked at me and I worried she already disliked me.

      Lucas squeezed my shoulder and I glanced up at him, thankful he was sitting so close. I wondered what constituted 'very long' for a vampire. Something I should ask Lucas when we were alone again, because I was certain it wouldn't be polite to question it now.

      Ben strolled in with a little girl in his arms, startling me. She looked to be about five years old, with dark hair and grey eyes and she was shrieking with delight as Ben dropped her down onto Gwynn's lap. In contrast to her previous coolness, Gwynn smiled warmly at the little girl and cuddled her close. Ben smiled at William and Gwynn. “Have we made introductions?”

      “Yes, we've met Charlotte,” William said. “Charlotte, this is my sister, Katie. She's visiting for the day.”

      “Hi Katie.” I was startled by this admission. If this little girl was William's sister, he hadn't been a vampire for very long at all. Her eyes were normal, no hint of the metallic streaks the others had, which marked them as vampires. Did that mean she was a human child? Surely, it was dangerous for her to be here with a bunch of vampires?

      The little girl looked at me with curiosity in her large gray eyes, and then wriggled on Gwynn's lap, wanting to be released. She scrambled down from the couch and came around the coffee table to stand beside me. “Hello.” With a glance, she took in the plaster casts. “You got hurt?”

      I nodded, enchanted by the little girl. She was such a sweet little thing and reminded me of my sisters. “I'm getting better now.”

      “You Lucas's girlfriend?”

      Blushing, I glanced at Lucas, hesitant to answer her question. Was my status that of girlfriend? We hadn't exactly gotten that far yet, had we?

      “Yes, Katie. Charlotte is my girlfriend,” Lucas said.

      Katie studied me for another minute, her keen gaze not missing a thing. “She's very pretty.”

      Lucas chuckled. “Yes, she is.”

      Seemingly, this discussion was enough for Katie to accept me; she climbed up on the couch beside us and curled her fingers around the cast on my left arm.

      “You've made a friend,” William announced with a warm smile.

      I didn't miss the fact that Gwynn looked as if she'd just sucked a particularly bitter lemon.

      “So, Lott. You managed to avoid Christmas altogether,” Striker announced with a devilish grin, “but it seems that was your plan. Not to worry though, because we kept your presents until you were feeling better.”

      Blushing furiously, I began to protest. “You don't need to give me anything—”

      “Nonsense,” Rowena said. “Lucas is family, and you are with Lucas, which makes you family, too.”

      “We couldn't let Christmas go by without giving you a gift,” William added. He reached across the coffee table, handing me a small rectangular box and I accepted it silently. “This is from Gwynn and me.”

      “I— thank you.” I pulled the lid from the box, discovering it held a gift voucher for an extravagant amount of money, to be used at a dress boutique in Billings. I looked at Gwynn and William, overwhelmed by their generosity when they barely knew me.

      “Marianne seems to be appalled by the state of your wardrobe,” Gwynn said dryly. “She suggested a gift voucher.”

      “Thank you, Gwynn, William,” I responded quietly.

      Rowena stood up and handed me a large box, which had been sitting on the floor by her feet. “This is from Ben and me.”

      “Thank you.” Lucas took the box and balanced it on his lap, while I pulled the lid off. It was filled with art supplies, new tubes of paints in every color and shade, new brushes made of the finest Kolinsky sable; all the equipment I often coveted in the stores but could rarely afford. Tears filled my eyes as I looked first to Rowena and then to Ben. “Thank you so much. I— I really don't know what to say.”

      Rowena leaned over and kissed my forehead, brushing her hand over my head. “You're very welcome. Lucas told us how much you love painting and he thought you could use some new supplies.”

      I peeked back into the box, absolutely delighted and itching to begin using the paints. I hadn't painted since before the attack, and my heart yearned to start a fresh canvas. I brushed my fingers over the shiny new tubes, practically drooled over the sable brushes. “I can't tell you how much I appreciate your generosity. I'm so grateful.”

      “Can I paint?” Katie questioned.

      I glanced at Gwynn and William before I answered, to ascertain their reaction to Katie's question. Gwynn's face looked pinched, while William was nodding amenably. “If your brother and Gwynn say you can, I'll be happy to let you paint with me.”

      Acenith stood up, handing me another package. “A little something from me.”

      I tore the paper and ribbon from the elegantly wrapped gift and discovered a book about the Louvre Museum in Paris, documenting the artwork in their exquisite collection and the history of each piece. “Thank you, Acenith. It's wonderful.”

      Acenith hugged me and I returned the embrace, wrapping my arms around her neck. “Perhaps one day you will be able to go there and see them in person,” she suggested.

      “I'd like that.”

      Ripley approached next, the gift in his hands wrapped in bright red wrapping, decorated with garish cartoon characters. “A small gift from myself, Miss Duncan.” I took it from him, swallowing a smile at the most un-Ripley like wrapping paper. “My apologies for the atrocious wrapping,” Ripley announced with a sniff, eyeing the offending paper with distaste, “I was delayed returning to the house this afternoon, and foolishly requested Striker prepare your gift. I didn't realize he would go out of his way, to find the most appalling wrapping in the State of Montana.”

      A glance at Striker confirmed he was grinning wickedly, and when he saw me watching him he offered me a mischievous wink.

      Holding back a giggle, I returned my attention to Ripley. “It's lovely, Ripley. Thank you.”

      “You are most welcome, Miss Duncan.”

      It didn't matter what I did, I couldn't convince Ripley to call me Lottie. Not even Charlotte. He was rigidly formal in his conduct and wouldn't be convinced otherwise. I lifted the lid from the box and was utterly delighted by the contents. Inside lay leather bound editions of the most famous of the Brontè sisters' novels – Jane Eyre; Wuthering Heights; Agnes Gray and The Tenant of Wildfell Hall. They were some of my favorite books and these made my old copies look shabby by comparison. I traced across the spine of Jane Eyre and the fragrant scent of the leather bindings wafted across my nostrils. “Thank you. They're just amazing.”

      Ripley bowed. “You are welcome, Miss Duncan. It was a pleasure to select them for you.”

      “Okay, it's our turn,” Striker announced, ignoring the filthy look Ripley sent him. He stood up and in a blur took the dozen or so steps from where he'd been sitting to reach my side. “C'mon.” He held out his hands, waggling his fingers at me.

      I looked up at him in confusion, uncertain as to exactly what he wanted me to do.

      “Your gift from Marianne and me is outside, Lott.”

      “Be gentle with her,” Lucas warned quietly. “Don't break any more of her ribs.”

      I looked at Lucas in alarm. Striker still intimidated me almost daily, although he was certainly trying to tone down his gruff exterior and doing his best to put me at ease.

      “Of course I'll be gentle,” Striker grumbled. He leaned over to pick me up and I squeezed my eyes shut. Those concerns were unfounded though, when Striker lifted me carefully into his arms, as if I were a delicate flower, and cradled me against his broad chest. It was like being carried by a lump of stone as he strode to the front door, which Ripley pulled open for us. I noticed everyone was trailing along behind and wondered what my gift could possibly be, and why it was outside.

      On the gravel beside the house was my Volkswagen – at least, it looked vaguely similar to my Volkswagen.

      Blinking once or twice, I was certain I must have been seeing things. This Volkswagen was shiny, with a bright red paint job and chromed wheel rims. It looked brand new, as though it had just been purchased from the showroom floor, in 1968. I couldn't believe what I was seeing.

      “We wanted to buy you a new car, but Lucas thinks you are rather attached to this one,” Marianne said from beside me.

      “It's fantastic,” I breathed.

      Striker took the comment as a positive sign, and carried me down the steps to the car. He opened the door and cautiously eased me onto the seat, before sprinting to the other side to join me. He proudly pointed out the improvement he'd made, the brand new leather upholstery, new carpets, a CD player, and seatbelts.

      “You've done an amazing job,” I murmured, my attention flickering from one improvement to the next. I was thrilled, I'd always loved my Volkswagen but it was true, she'd seen much better days. In the past twelve months or so, I'd been aware she was only running on a wing and a prayer, with more weird and wonderful sounds being generated by the engine each week.

      “Start her up, Lott.” The keys hung in the ignition and I leaned forward to turn the key. The car roared into life, purring smoothly and I traced my fingers over the dashboard, delighting in my rejuvenated car.

      “Do you wanna take her for a spin?” Striker asked enthusiastically.

      “I don't think Charlotte is ready for that, quite yet,” Ben interjected hurriedly. “A plaster cast and a stick shift hardly seem a good combination.”

      “Yeah, guess you're right, Ben,” Striker said sulkily. He was clearly itching to go for a drive, almost as much as I was.

      “Don't even think about it, young lady.” Lucas leaned into the car and drew me into his arms. “You are not driving your car, despite how fabulous you may think it is. Not until those casts come off.” His voice was a growl, but his blue eyes twinkled.

      Reaching out to Marianne, I pulled her into an awkward hug, kissing her cheek. “Thank you, Marianne, it's wonderful, and I love it.”

      “I'd like to take all the praise, but Striker did the work,” Marianne admitted with a grin.

      Lucas carried me back into the house and settled me on the couch, taking up his position with his arm around my shoulder. Settling contentedly against his chest, I was gratified not only with my wonderful gifts, but by the thought that this amazing man liked me. It was overwhelming, and I still didn't understand what he could possibly see in me, but the emotion readily visible in his eyes confirmed he cared. My heart stumbled happily and he squeezed my shoulder. I knew he could hear my heart bursting with joy, the emotion bubbling up through my bloodstream.

      Glancing around each member of the group, I found it hard to believe my good fortune in meeting them. “I want to thank you so much,” I finally managed quietly, “you've been so kind, shared your home with me and I can't tell you how much I appreciate all you've done.” I paused, grouping my thoughts into order. “I wish I had something for each of you, though I don't think anything would possibly make up for what you've given me in the past few weeks. I was lost and alone. More alone than most people ever feel in their lifetimes. I thought I had no hope and then Lucas came into my life and with him, all of you. I feel so blessed to have met you all.”

      Lucas kissed me tenderly. “It is I who was blessed in finding you, my Charlotte.”

      I looked at him, chewing my bottom lip thoughtfully before I glanced back at his friends seated around the living room. “There is one thing I can give you all.” I glanced once more into Lucas's startled eyes and took a deep breath. “I have one more secret I haven't told you.”
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      They were uniformly silent for a few seconds, digesting my announcement before Striker broke the silence. “What sort of secret?” he growled, the tenor of his voice confirming he was instantly suspicious.

      “Now Striker, give her a chance,” Rowena warned.

      “I knew this was dangerous,” Ripley groaned, eyeing me with unconcealed contempt. “It was dangerous to trust you.”

      Gwynn was enraged as she stood up, her eyes blazing fire as she glared at Lucas. “This is what I was concerned about! We don't even know this girl, and yet you've allowed her to come in here and threaten our existence!”

      “Enough! Gwynn, remember whom you're speaking to. Sit down and give her a chance to explain,” Lucas ordered coldly, his tone tolerating no arguments and I was reminded that he was their leader. There was a tangible anger in the room, the tension level ratcheted up considerably in the past few minutes. I could feel the stiffness in Lucas's body, as if he was teetering on the edge of physically attacking Gwynn.

      For a long moment, Gwynn stared furiously at me, before she allowed William to tug her down onto the couch beside him. She held her arms out to Katie. “Come here, Katie.”

      “I wanna stay with Charlotte and Lucas,” Katie announced and I suspected Gwynn was going to have apoplexy. With a gentle brush of my fingers across Katie's hair, I inclined my head towards William. “You should do as Gwynn asked, please, Katie.” With a little huff of annoyance, Katie wriggled down off the couch and stomped around to William, letting him lift her onto his lap. She pointedly ignored Gwynn and I knew that if Gwynn hadn't hated me before, she most certainly did now. Ripley glared at me with barely concealed fury and Striker gripped his huge hands reflexively into fists. Even Acenith looked perturbed, her glorious green eyes filled with worry, and I rushed to reassure them I meant no harm.

      “I promise you, this has nothing to do with your secret. I would never tell anyone about you.” I glanced at Katie, wondering how much she knew about her brother and the others. Did she know they were vampires? It seemed as if I was treading on eggshells and I silently cursed myself, for even suggesting I could offer them a gift of my own. It had been a stupid mistake.

      The words didn't have the effect I'd hoped for and they continued to watch me silently. There was a tension amongst them, which hadn't been there before and I took a deep breath, trying to weave my tangled thoughts into a flow of coherency. “This secret is something I've always kept very private. Although my grandmother knew there was something, she didn't say anything, didn't approach me about it. I guess it could be a hereditary thing, but I've never had any proof. Mom couldn't do it.” Flushing with embarrassment, I glanced around at them, wrinkling my nose when I guessed what a mess I was making of this discussion. “Sorry – I know I'm not making any sense.”

      “It's okay, Charlotte. Take your time,” Rowena urged. It seemed she was the only one willing to show any faith in me, the only one willing to reserve judgment until I'd had an opportunity to explain. Even Ben looked concerned; sitting back in an armchair, he was holding his thumb and forefinger to the bridge of his nose, as if expecting imminent disaster.

      Taking a deep breath, I began again. “This is something I've kept to myself, because people would probably think I was some sort of freak if they knew. I guess…” I peeked around at them, “given that I'm sitting in a room…” I glanced at Katie anxiously, found her watching me with big grey eyes and stumbled to a halt, glancing up at Lucas uncertainly.

      “Katie knows what we are, Charlotte.”

      “They is vampires,” Katie announced happily. “But I has to keep it secret.”

      Okay— something else I would need to discuss with Lucas later, if I survived this current situation. Inhaling heavily, I continued. “Given that I'm sitting in a room filled with vampires and some of you have such amazing… abilities, you probably won't think this is as freaky as most people would.” I dropped my gaze to my hands, unable to bear the distrust in their eyes. Whilst I'd thought I was building a friendly relationship with them, it seemed the level of trust we'd achieved wasn't high. “I have some sort of – psychic ability. It's been there all of my life, but I've ignored it most of the time. Dead people communicate with me – and some of them have messages to give to you.” I looked around anxiously, expecting them to burst into laughter, or tell me I was crazy; but they were all quiet, watching me with collectively solemn expressions. Lucas's arm tightened imperceptibly around my shoulders and when I glanced up, I found his expression unreadable. It was apparent they were still suspicious, worried about what I was alluding to. I needed to show them, but how did I go about it? The voices were always in the background of my consciousness, whispering and murmuring, but I'd spent the vast majority of my life ignoring them, wishing they'd just go away. I'd never willingly attempted to listen to them before.

      Closing my eyes, I took another steadying breath, ignoring the sharp tug on my ribs. The voices were dissonant and I responded to them, firmly and silently. “If you want me to listen, you have to speak one at a time. I can't make sense of what you're saying, if you all speak at once.”

      Some of the hubbub died down and I was able to select one thread of conversation and concentrate on that alone. With it came an image –clear and well defined, I could see the speakers as if they stood before me. A man dressed in a formal suit of heavy grey serge, with a neatly buttoned waistcoat beneath the jacket and highly polished shoes on his feet. The neck of his crisply starched shirt was adorned with a black silk cravat, and a gold watch chain hung from the waistcoat. He sported a dark brown goatee and slicked back hair, parted with precision to one side. He had a woman at his side; dressed in a demure gown of pale green silk, her waist was tightly corseted and her back impossibly straight. Her long blonde hair was piled into an elaborate arrangement on the top of her head and she watched me with clear hazel eyes and an encouraging smile. The man and woman were holding hands, their fingers intertwined. Standing beside them was a younger man, perhaps in his late twenties. Whilst not classically handsome, his features were appealing and his body long and lean. His sky-blue eyes stood out in stark contrast against his dark brown hair, which fell across his collar in gentle waves. His dress suggested he was of a lower class than the couple; he wore a white shirt, which lay open at the neckline to reveal heavily tanned skin, coarse woolen trousers, and heavily scuffed boots. Despite the obvious social differences between him and the couple, it was evident they were a group who belonged with each other. Listening carefully to their words for a few minutes, I opened my eyes and located Rowena. She had settled onto the edge of the armchair Ben occupied, watching me inquisitively. I was comforted to find no sign of distrust in her gaze, but her curiosity was abundant.

      “I can see your parents, Mungo and Elizabeth.” I gave a brief description of each one, along with the second man, who had identified himself as Duncan Taylor. “Mungo wants you to know, he's deeply regretful about your enforced betrothal to Finchley. His decision was mandated by the times you lived in, when it was required that a daughter marry someone of her own class. He honestly believed the betrothal to be a good match, Finchley held his own estate near your father's in Auchintoul, and he came with the highest recommendations from London society. Mungo and your mother knew you were in love with Duncan, but he was a gardener on your Estate, making it impossible for you to marry him, without causing a scandal which would have affected the entire family.” I listened carefully for another minute or two as Rowena's mother spoke, her hands clutched together at her waist. “Elizabeth wants you to know she tried so hard to convince your father to call off the betrothal, but it was a situation which your father couldn't control without repercussions for both you and your family. He apologizes that he didn't have the courage to make that choice, he wishes he could change the decision he made and should have allowed you to marry for love.”

      Rowena intertwined her fingers, a multitude of emotions crossing her exquisite features. Ben placed his hand on her thigh and they shared a meaningful look, before Rowena turned back to me, her eyes filled with expectation.

      “Duncan is sorry he couldn't protect you from Finchley. He'd suspected Finchley was something— abnormal, even before you both tried to run away from Auchintoul. It wasn't until after Finchley had murdered Duncan that he became aware of the truth of what happened. Your father's footman had taken a bribe from Finchley, and told him the direction you were travelling. Duncan wishes he'd been strong enough to stop Finchley. After his death, when he reached the— other side… he discovered Finchley was a vampire and it was only then when he understood he could never have stopped Finchley from taking you, from turning you to vampire. He says Finchley had an obsessive desire for you, which Duncan could never have overcome. Duncan has watched over you since his death – when you were trapped on Finchley's estate, Duncan was there with you. Every time you caught the scent of freesias wafting through the house; that was Duncan. He was delighted when Finchley was destroyed, and you were finally free. He only wishes it hadn't taken a decade. He wants you to know he felt your desperation and sorrow when you were turned, and knew how sad you were, because you were never able to contact your family again. Mungo and Elizabeth were stunned to discover what happened after they died, they'd mourned your loss for many years, and wish there had been some way for you to keep in touch with them. They have accepted what you have become and love you unconditionally. Duncan and your parents are so glad you met Ben; they know you are soul mates and trust Ben to love you always and keep you safe. Duncan is very happy you found love again, and wants you to know, he will adore you always.”

      The voices and images faded and I peeked at Rowena, anxious as to how she would react. Her eyes were bright and she held her hands to her cheeks, her expression filled with wonder. “Charlotte, thank you. I've always wondered, but this is the most incredible gift I've ever received.” She gazed at Ben and he squeezed her fingers gently, leaning forward to kiss her tenderly.

      “This is your secret?” Striker asked. The anger wasn't simmering in his eyes now and his stance had relaxed.

      “Yes.”

      “You can talk to our families?” Ben was rubbing his hand against Rowena's thigh, offering her comfort. His voice was laced with incredulity.

      “Yes.” Listening to the voices again, I had to ask them to stop clamoring for attention a second time. It seemed every spirit was wrangling for their opportunity to speak, after being ignored for so long. Pulling a second thread towards me, a new image appeared. Who this memory belonged to was immediately recognizable, the resemblance uncanny. I turned to Marianne. “I'm talking to your grandmother, who tells me her name is Margaret. She wants you to know how happy she was when she met your Grandpa again, after her death. She's so proud of the woman you've become. She and your parents missed you desperately when you disappeared. They'd always accepted that you were a free spirit, and intended to travel the world, but when they didn't hear from you for so long, they grew very worried. With the war going on, there was no way to get any information, or to have someone search for you in Europe. When Germany capitulated, your father and brother travelled to Europe to search, but things were so chaotic and they couldn't find any records to suggest what had happened to you.”

      A couple walked into the mental picture and introduced themselves as Marianne's parents, Alexander and Ann Cooper. They were dressed in clothing that reminded me of films such as The Maltese Falcon, and Casablanca; her father was immaculately clad in military uniform, her mother wore a floral dress, her dark hair pulled back from her pretty features with elaborately decorated combs. “Your parents are with me now. Your Mom, Ann, says she had a feeling,” I smiled across at Marianne, “very much like the feelings you have about the future, and she knew almost from the beginning that you were gone forever.”

      Marianne's offered me a delighted smile, her entire face joyful. “My mother always had a sixth sense about future events.”

      Returning to Marianne's family, I listened to their words. “They thought you'd been killed in Europe. They were very worried when they discovered what had happened to you, how you'd become vampire after being attacked in Berlin. But they love you and see how you love your friends and they're delighted about your engagement to Striker.” Marianne grinned; her eyes filled with pleasure as she turned to Striker and pressed a kiss against his mouth. “Your sister Annabeth, and your brother Philip, say hello. Annabeth thinks Striker is…” I almost laughed aloud and averted my gaze, unable to meet Striker's eyes, “… a real dish.”

      “Thanks, Charlotte,” Marianne announced happily. “And Annabeth is right.” She glanced up at Striker and leaned forward to kiss him, in an unabashed show of adoration.

      Staring down at my hands, I was pleased for the first time that I could do this. It had alarmed me in the past and I'd continually ignored the voices, often yelling for them to go away and leave me alone. For a long time, I'd been convinced I was going insane and the voices and visions had terrified me. Now, I could see there was some good to come from this strange talent. Lucas trailed his fingertips over my arm and I looked up, wondering what he was making of this. The soft expression in his eyes was wonderful and I knew he accepted me, exactly as I was. It was comforting, made even more encouraging when he leaned down unexpectedly and brushed his lips across mine.

      I returned to the voices, surprised when Marianne's mother spoke to me again. I listened carefully, nodding in response to her question, and then blushing as it occurred to me that I was nodding to someone only I could see. “Yes, I think I could do that. You'd have to appear for me again. Yes, I think Marianne would like it, very much.”

      “What did you see, Charlotte?” Rowena asked eagerly.

      My eyes came to rest on Marianne. “Your mother asked if I would paint a portrait of them for you. She says money was tight before you left home, and they didn't have any family photos. I promised I would paint a portrait of your family for you.”

      Marianne leaped up from the couch and whooped with delight, before swamping me in a hug. “That would be outstanding!” she announced with a happy squeal.

      “Remember to be gentle, Marianne,” Lucas warned her. “If you break her other arm, how will she paint?”

      “Good point,” Marianne agreed, easing off on the bear hug.

      “Do you… is there a message for me?” Gwynn asked timidly. She was perched on the very edge of the couch, William clasping her shoulder and it was apparent she was desperate for anything I could tell her.

      I shut my eyes, searching through the voices. If I concentrated hard enough, I discovered I was able to mute the individual voices, one after the other as I worked through them, lowering the clamor in my head. At last, I heard what I was searching for and an image appeared. A couple stood together, the woman very beautiful. Almost as beautiful as her daughter. The man standing beside her was formally dressed in a pinstriped suit, with a heavily starched collar and neatly knotted tie. The woman spoke rapidly, twisting her hands together nervously as she related a story that had me cringing internally. The man beside her placed his arm around her shoulder, providing her with physical comfort.

      “Your mom, Sarah, is speaking to me,” I said, turning to Gwynn. “She is so very sorry… for what happened after she divorced your father. She wants you to know she fought as hard as she could, but your father was wealthy and she didn't have the funds to fight for custody after their divorce.” I chewed my lip anxiously, listening to Gwynn's mother and trying to sanitize what I was hearing before I spoke. I knew so little about Gwynn and I didn't know how much the others in the room knew about her history. “She never stopped loving you, Gwynn. Two years after she left, she remarried and her new husband, Thomas Gregory, is with her now. As soon as they married, they tried to gain custody of you through the courts… but your father insisted you'd died, and provided them with a forged death certificate.”

      Gwynn covered her face with her hands and William drew her into his arms, hugging her against his chest. Katie placed her hand in Gwynn's, apparently over her little snit about being made to go and sit with William. “She says if she'd known you were still alive, she would never, ever, have stopped searching for you. She only discovered what had happened… after she passed away.” I managed a wavering smile. “She's pleased you… finally escaped your father's home and made your way to San Francisco, and met Eugene. She believes you made the right choice in becoming a vampire, knows you thought it was the only way to keep yourself safe. She doesn't condemn the choices you made, and says she's glad you have such a good friend in Eugene… and knows he didn't made the decision to create you lightly. She wants me to thank William for loving you so deeply, she's happy you've made such a perfect match and found happiness. She loves you deeply, as much as she did the day she left. She never abandoned you, Gwynn; she wants you to know that. She's been watching over you all these years and she's proud of how special you are.” The image faded and I smiled encouragingly at Gwynn. She smiled back, an openly brilliant smile and I was encouraged that perhaps our relationship wasn't in complete tatters.

      My head was beginning to ache mildly; I'd never realized how much concentration would be needed to do this, to communicate with the spirits. The emotional drain was huge – all those people, all those voices calling out to be heard.

      Lucas drew me tighter against his chest and caught my chin, lifting my face to his. “Are you alright?” he asked huskily.

      “I want to do this, Lucas. It's something I can repay, for everything you've given me.”

      “You haven't eaten in a while. Do you want anything?” They were all very aware of my human weaknesses.

      “No. I'm thirsty though, I would like a drink.”

      Marianne flew from her chair and an instant later was at my side, a can of Coke in her hand. I accepted it gratefully, sipping the icy cold liquid and enjoying the coolness on my throat. Marianne had discovered Coca Cola was one of my addictions – I loved the stuff.

      The tension in the room was tangible, everyone seemed hopeful of a message from their own loved ones. Taking another sip of Coke, I closed my eyes, searching the voices again. I picked out the loudest strand, recognizing it as a voice which was exceptionally dominant and determined that I listen. I looked directly at Ben and he blanched visibly, becoming even paler than normal. “Ben, your brother Galen is speaking. He wants me to tell you how apologetic he is, for what your father asked you to do. He wishes he could have gone in your place, but he was destined for the church and you were always stronger and braver than he was. When you were sent—” My eyes widened as I heard Galen's next words, finding it difficult to believe what he was saying. “To the Crusades, he prayed for your safety day and night. He knew you were a strong and noble knight and he prayed to God for your safe deliverance from the holy war against the… Saracens?” I hadn't heard the word before and I looked to Ben, seeking confirmation.

      “The Muslims,” he explained quietly. “That's what we called them in 1189, when we set out for the Holy Land under King Richard's leadership, to fight Saladin.”

      It took a minute to recover my composure. If what Ben and his brother had said was true, the man sitting opposite me was born nearly nine hundred years ago. Shaking my head in disbelief, I returned to listening to his brother's words. “He wants you to know he's watched you throughout the years, and he was wrong about vampires. He told you they were Satan's spawn, condemned by God and destined to walk the depths of Hell for all eternity. He knows now that was wrong. He understands you were created without your consent, that when you were injured and nearly killed in the Siege of Acre, you were in no position to stop… Bathbesa from taking you. He understands you intrigued her, a Christian knight in a foreign world, and he's grateful she cared for you when the transformation was complete.” I frowned, mentally asking Galen to repeat what he'd said. “Galen believes you have truly proven your worth, and he believes God loves you and there is promise of an afterlife.” The image faded and I frowned, not sure that what I'd been asked to repeat made sense. It obviously made perfect sense to Ben – he was leaning forward, hands clasped together in front of his face as if he were praying. Rowena was rubbing his back when he looked up at me, flashing a grateful smile that was stunningly beautiful in its intensity.

      Lucas apparently sensed my confusion and leaned forward to whisper against my ear. “Vampires throughout history have been unwavering in our belief that we have no soul. We are under the impression we are destined to wander through eternity, with no hope of heaven or an afterlife. What you have just shared with Ben, has given him hope there is something else for us.”

      “Oh,” I breathed.

      The more I used the ability, the easier it was to control. I'd been completely fearful before and avoided it at all costs – now it seemed more of a gift, than a curse. Trawling through the voices again, I located another strand. It was a large group of people, more than I'd had in any other vision. They all spoke together, competing for attention and I had to warn them sharply that only one person could speak. An elderly woman stepped forward, and the others disappeared into the grey mist behind her where they continued to mutter indistinguishably. She spoke rapidly with a strong Southern accent and I turned to Striker.

      “Striker, your Mom is with me,” I grinned, “and about a dozen of your siblings.” Striker returned the grin, his eyes lit up and for the first time since I'd met him, he seemed completely friendly. “Your Mom's… yelling at me. She's asking why you insist on being known by your surname, when you have such a lovely given name, and don't you know how proud you should be? You were named after your Great-Granddaddy and he was responsible for bringing the family to America from Norway, and you should be… damned proud of your background, you fool boy.” I chewed my lip, realizing that in repeating his mother's words, I was actually beginning to mimic her articulation. When his mother told me his given name, I couldn't stop a giggle escaping from my lips, although I chose not to repeat it aloud. Did the others know he'd been saddled with such an unfortunate name? He certainly didn't look like a Hiram.

      “What?” Hiram growled suspiciously. Had he guessed what his mother had told me?

      “Nothing.” I paused, concentrating on the woman whose rapid speech made my head spin. She said something so quickly; I didn't understand it and asked her to repeat the words. When she did, I burst into laughter, taking a full minute to recover my composure.

      “What did she say?” Striker demanded.

      “She says you won't take any notice of her, but she's watched you… hunt, sees you taking on full-grown Grizzlies. She knows you're immortal and all, but asks you to please stop giving your poor Momma kittens, and maybe go after something a little less ferocious.” I giggled, before I could finish relaying her message. “She wonders if you might consider hunting deer… or squirrels.”

      The room erupted in laughter, Striker joining in. “Ate enough god-damn squirrels when I was a kid, growing up in Arkansas,” he muttered. He winked at me and I knew there was no way a man built like him would possibly consider hunting anything as mundane as a squirrel. I hoped his Mom wasn't going to nag me, if he refused to take her advice.

      Sipping the Coke, I picked through the voices again. Finding the one I was searching for, I listened carefully for a minute or two. I'd been watching Acenith from the corner of my eye; seen the look of apprehension in her eyes. She seemed almost frightened of any memories I might have for her. I didn't know why and didn't want to hurt her with anything I might reveal. “Acenith, your family is here with me.” I couldn't place the clothing they wore; only that it was very old, possibly even medieval. “They are sorry you were treated so badly. They didn't understand your ability, your capacity to help people with medicinal herbs and the placing of your hands to soothe and calm those who were in poor health. Witchcraft was feared, and they believed you were a witch and were frightened both for you, and of you.” Acenith watched me intently, her fingers gripped so tightly, I could see every tendon in her hands. “They understand now, that your ability wasn't harmful and they're apologizing for the trials you were put through.”

      Acenith was trembling; she gripped her arms around her waist as if she was trying to hold herself in one piece. Behind her, Ripley placed his hands on her shoulders and Rowena stood up hurriedly, walking across to wrap her arms around her friend.

      “Your mother, Odette, is very grateful Ripley had already noticed you, and was aware of your talents. They thank the Lord every day that he was there to save you and help you escape, when you were accused of witchcraft and sentenced to… trial by ordeal?”

      “A barbaric practice,” Ripley spat. “Medieval nonsense.”

      Inhaling a deep breath, I listened to Acenith's mother again. Behind her was a man who'd identified himself as Acenith's father, Alexandre, and Acenith's sister stood beside them. “Your sister… Marguerite,” I glanced at Acenith, unable to prevent tears filling my eyes and running slowly down my cheeks, “your sister begs your forgiveness for accusing you of witchcraft. She never stopped loving you.”

      “Can they hear me?” Acenith sobbed, her turmoil evident.

      I shook my head. “I don't know— I'm not sure.” I spoke to her family for a few seconds, trying to get a handle on what could and couldn't be done with this strange ability, now that I was embracing it. “They can't hear you, but I can give them your message.”

      Acenith closed her eyes for a long moment, as if she physically needed to draw on her courage before she spoke. “Tell Marguerite she is forgiven. I love her, and she is forgiven.”

      I repeated her words to Marguerite, watching as the young woman dropped to her knees, sobbing hysterically.

      “Did you tell her?” Acenith demanded.

      “Yes.” I shut my eyes tightly; overwhelmed by the pain both Acenith and her family had suffered. Once again, the spirits forms disappeared into a grey haze and I sighed heavily, rubbing my temples to ease the pressured ache.

      “I think you've had enough,” Lucas warned.

      “Not yet, Lucas, please.” The voices were diminishing, although a number of people still shared my head. It was easier to locate the strands and I selected the next one, listening to the voice. I didn't have to close my eyes now, could do this with less concentration than before. “Ripley, I have your mother, Lady Caroline with me. She has the most beautiful grey eyes. She wants to thank Lucas for saving you.” I lifted my gaze to Lucas; saw he was watching me curiously. “Ripley's mother knew he was beginning to lose hope after so long trailing through the world with no sense of family, no sense of hope after becoming a vampire. He had lost everyone he'd ever loved and she knew you would be Ripley's salvation, that you would accept him and offer him the support and love he needed. She thanks you for saving her son.” I turned back to Ripley, catching the open inquisitiveness in his gaze. I wondered if he could read my mind when I did this, after he'd had so much trouble getting into my head.

      “Yes, I can hear them,” Ripley confirmed, glancing around at his friends. “It's the first time I've gotten a clear voice from Miss Duncan's head, and I can hear our families, as she hears them. I can hear my mother speaking, as clearly as if she were standing in the room with me.” He brought his gaze to me, his expression apologetic. “I was beginning to believe you were schizophrenic – your head seemed to be the equivalent of Grand Central Station in rush hour. So many voices, no way of searching your mind for your own thoughts amongst so much traffic. Now I can understand why. Please, go on.”

      “She wants you to know how much she and your father loved you. She knew they were going to die, after being accused of treason; you were all going to the gallows. When they heard you had died in prison, she thought her heart had broken. It was only after—” I swallowed deeply. “After they'd been executed, they discovered Wallace had saved you, by creating you as a vampire within your cell. He made it seem as if you had died of natural causes, before the guards had the opportunity to execute you. Wallace arranged for your body to be transported away from the prison and buried, allowing him to oversee your rising three days later.”

      Ripley nodded. “Lord Stuyvesant saved my life that night.”

      “Your mother and your father, Earl Ripley, couldn't be prouder of the man you have become, and what you have worked so hard to achieve in your life. They are pleased by your decision to try and control your bloodlust, your willingness to make your existence a better thing.” Once again, the vision slowly faded and I leaned against Lucas's chest, my head aching in earnest now. This was proving to be a drain, involving so much emotion, and so many voices.

      “Miss Duncan.” When Ripley spoke, his voice was filled with genuine emotion. “Charlotte. Thank you. I don't believe I can ever repay you, for what you've shared with me this evening.”

      I smiled. “You're welcome.”

      “Charlotte.”

      I turned to William, saw discomfort etched into his striking features, and he let his eyes flicker down to Katie before returning his gaze to mine. “I think I would prefer not to hear any memories.”

      “Of course. But any time, if you should change your mind.”

      He smiled grimly, the muscle in his jaw clenched. I couldn't imagine why he didn't want to contact his family, although if he'd only been a vampire for a short period, maybe they were still alive. Which still didn't explain why Katie was here with him. If a four-year-old child was being kept in the loop, what had happened to other members of his family? I decided to listen for his ancestors later, and see if they were available to me, but for now, I was happy to abide by his wishes.

      I felt Lucas press a gentle kiss against my neck and I smiled up at him. Nothing would be a surprise here; I already knew what to expect, having met these particular people more than once in recent weeks. I pulled the strand towards me and saw the faces clearly in my mind. Lucas resembled his father, with the same dark hair and broad shoulders. “Your parents, Patrick and Mary are here, they're happy to have the opportunity to talk to me and they… like me, and think you and I are two halves that make a whole. They are very proud of the man you have become, and they were pleased that Florien created you, because it meant one member of the Tine family survived. They are all happy and together in the afterlife. Margaret apologizes for getting sick in the first place… she suffers guilt because she brought the illness into your home, and I don't think she understands that it was something she had no control over.” I smiled. “I'll have to talk to her about that.”

      Lucas pulled me closer, wrapping me in his arms and I gazed into his eyes. “And Charlotte is here, she wishes you could have stayed with her. She wants you to know she had a happy life, she married, and had four children, three boys and one girl, but she never forgot about you.” I paused for a moment, watching surprise blossom in his eyes. “She's happy that you found me, and wishes us a very happy future together.” I raised my hand to touch his cheek, brushing my fingers across his jaw. “She sends you her love, and she wants you to know that she had a very long, very happy life.”

      The image faded and there was a stunned silence for a minute. Lucas continued to gaze at me, his focus intense.

      Striker was the first to speak. “So I'm confused. What was the part about Charlotte? Who's Charlotte?”

      Lost in my own thoughts, I was too drained to speak and it was Lucas, who answered Striker's question.

      “Charlotte was my fiancée, before my creation. When I met this Charlotte,” he touched my cheek with exquisite gentleness, “I thought perhaps her sharing the same name was destiny, in some way. Now I'm quite sure of it.” He looked down at me, his eyes softening. “How long have you known?”

      “For the past few weeks,” I admitted quietly. “She's come to me quite a lot, it started when I moved into the cottage, but since I've been here, she's been talking to me regularly.”

      “Charlotte,” Ben spoke. I hadn't heard him move, but he'd knelt beside us, taking my hands in his. “From every one of us, we thank you for the gift you have given us. We have lived so long without our families; to have them express their thoughts through you was probably the most extraordinary gift we have ever received. On behalf of us all, I thank you.”
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      After my disclosures, everyone discussed the shared memories my visions had inspired. I remained silent, lying against Lucas's chest with immense satisfaction and extreme tiredness coursing through my body, in equal proportions. Lucas held me close and I worried about how he was coping when he'd been so close to me for such an extended period. Thinking he might be finding the proximity uncomfortable, I tried to wriggle away, but Lucas held me against him with an iron grip.

      “I'm coping, my Charlotte,” he whispered, his cool breath against my ear making my skin break out in delicious goose bumps.

      Soon afterwards, my stomach made itself known by grumbling, at a noise level loud enough for everyone to hear. Rowena vanished into the kitchen and delicious smells began to waft through to the living room a short time later. My mouth started watering long before it arrived, and by the time Rowena appeared and handed me the tray, I was ravenous. She'd fried a steak, and it was accompanied by a pile of freshly steamed vegetables and a baked potato and I wolfed it down swiftly, despite the potato being slightly undercooked and the steak being slightly overcooked. Rowena was doing her best to cook, despite her inexperience, and I would never dream of hurting her feelings.

      “We obviously aren't feeding the human often enough,” Striker observed. “Maybe I should go and hunt up a whole cow for her.”

      I screwed up my nose in revulsion. “Thanks, Striker, but no thanks. I'm full. If you're peckish though, why don't you go rustle up a squirrel?”

      There was a moment of stunned silence, and then everyone burst into laughter. Striker looked non-plussed for only a few seconds, before he grinned.

      “It seems Charlotte has quite the sense of humor when her health is improved,” Ben announced, amusement clear in his deep voice.

      Marianne left the room and was back within seconds, handing me a fresh can of Coke. I accepted it gratefully, taking a long swig.

      “You know, out of all the things we give up when we become vampire, that's one thing I wish I could taste again,” William said quietly, eyeing the soda.

      I was still struggling to comprehend the eating thing. Ben had explained vampires didn't eat human food, or drink human liquids. They could swallow it down at a push, but it held no appeal for them. The only time they ate human food, was to keep their secret from being discovered and even then, they literally had to choke up whatever they'd eaten, as none of the normal human digestive tract worked after they had been created. While they viewed my love of human food as something to reminisce over, almost treating my requirements for nourishment with doting indulgence, I couldn't understand how drinking blood could possibly appeal to anyone. But still, to each his own. I sucked Coke through the straw happily and snuggled against Lucas.

      It surprised me, how calmly I was accepting this state of affairs. I was sitting in a room filled with vampires and most people would be running for the hills right now. Yet I felt no fear, no concern. Maybe I was insane.

      From the corner of my eye, I saw Ripley shake his head imperceptibly and I flushed. Of course – he was reading my mind. It seemed now he had been given the opportunity to get inside my head, he could do so more easily and that would take some getting used to. Some things I thought about weren't subjects I wanted anyone to know - Lucas being one of them. I peeked at Ripley and saw a tiny smile playing on his lips. Damn. I needed to get my thoughts under control when Ripley was around and that would be… problematic. Like most people, my mind tended to wander and thoughts popped up at any given minute of the day - it was human nature. Trying to control what I thought would be difficult.

      Nestled against Lucas I listened to the casual discussion around me. They all seemed so normal. Striker and William were playing poker at the kitchen bench and Marianne was working on a laptop, her brow furrowed in concentration. Rowena was sitting on the floor in front of the couch, brushing her fingers through a sleeping Katie's hair.

      Gwynn was sitting at the piano, playing soft tunes and Acenith was beside Ripley on the couch, flicking through a magazine, her legs crossed delicately at the knee. Ripley was sitting motionless, his focus on the windows overlooking the river and I wondered what he was thinking about. I'd never seen people sit so perfectly still as these did, when they weren't doing something, they were as still as statues. Ben was sitting in an armchair, reading a book and occasionally adding something to the conversation that ebbed and flowed sporadically.

      I woke abruptly when Lucas lifted me into his strong arms. I'd been so relaxed; I hadn't realized I'd fallen asleep. “Time for bed, Charlotte,” he murmured quietly against my hair.

      He carried me upstairs, along the hall we'd passed through hours ago. I heard the others calling goodnight and called back to them. I didn't have my bearings in this huge house, but I was certain he'd passed the blue room I'd been sleeping in. “Where are we going?”

      “Jerome believes you have recovered enough to no longer need the hospital bed. I'm taking you to your new room.” He strode along a wide hallway and I speculated about how big this house really was. I'd only seen it from the front when we came upon it from the river, it looked big then, but the appearance had been deceiving. From the little I'd seen even today, it was enormous. Lucas turned and walked down another hall, coming to a door at the end that he pushed open, still cradling me in his arms. “This is your new room.”

      It was still a large room, but seemed cozier than the others I'd seen. As my eyes grew accustomed to the darkness, I saw a large window looked out onto the forest that surrounded the house. The room was decorated with elegantly carved oak furniture, the enormous bed draped in luxurious red silk with a draped canopy overhead. It was covered in an enticingly thick quilt and huge fluffy pillows graced the headboard. Every amenity was available; widescreen TV, a DVD player, an iPod with a docking station. The room looked exceptionally lived in, and I mentioned this fact to Lucas.

      “It's my room, Charlotte.” He saw my mouth open to argue and continued. “I will share a room with Ripley, while you recover. I want you to be comfortable and I will accept no argument to the contrary.” He pulled back the quilt and sheet masterfully with one hand, before setting me down on the bed.

      He sat beside me and I grinned sheepishly. “I need to brush my teeth.”

      A sigh. “Of course you do.” Lucas picked me up again, carrying me carefully down the hallway and into a sumptuously appointed bathroom. “Do you need any help?” he queried.

      “Uh, no. I think I can handle this on my own.”

      “I'll wait outside.” He closed the door silently and I stared at my reflection in the mirror. The haunted look was fading, replaced with an expression that looked almost… blissful. My belongings had been moved into here and I picked up my toothbrush, brushed my teeth, and pulled the hairbrush through my hair. Returning to my reflection in the mirror, I sighed. I was never going to be gorgeous like them. I was plain. Boring, even. A trickle of doubt crept into my mind. What on earth would make Lucas want me?

      There was a soft knock at the door. “Is everything alright?”

      Poking my tongue out at my reflection, I answered. “You can come in.”

      Lucas pushed open the door and stepped into the bathroom. “Ready now?”

      With my nod of agreement, he lifted me into his arms again. Wrapping my arms around his neck, I kissed his cheek softly as he carried me back along the hall.

      “What was that for?” he asked huskily and the intoxicating scent of his breath washed over me.

      “Just because you're you and I'm grateful you accept me for me.”

      He shook his head a little, his eyebrows lifting in amusement. “Of course I accept you. How could I not? You are the most wonderful thing in my existence.”

      I was thoughtful as he put me down on the bed again, allowing him to tuck me in before I spoke. “I don't understand.”

      “Understand what?” He sat on the bed beside me, his eyes intense.

      “I don't understand why you would be interested in me. I'm nothing special.”

      He leaned towards me, his face only inches from mine. “Charlotte, you are beautiful. Why can't you see that? You are my whole world now. There is nothing that I would not do for you.” He kissed me and my warm lips molded to his cooler ones. Familiar tingling zapped through my body as the electric current of desire smoldered through my entire being, centering down to a point low in my groin. Snaking my arms up to his head I ran my fingers through his silky dark hair, pulling him towards me and pressing deeper into the kiss. He captured my hands in his, extricating them from his hair before gently pushing me away. “Easy, my love.”

      I pouted. “I don't want you to stop kissing me.”

      Another sigh greeted this announcement. “I don't want to stop kissing you, either. Is that what you think? That I don't want this as much as you do?”

      I nodded, feeling ridiculous for my insecurities, but unable to stop myself from experiencing them. He raised one eyebrow mockingly. “How can you think I don't want to keep kissing you? It's all I think of. The feel of your skin against mine, the feel of your lips on my own. But I cannot afford to lose my concentration, Charlotte. My control when it comes to you is tenuous at best. Admittedly, it is getting a little easier, having spent so much time with you in the past three weeks – it seems I am getting used to your aroma and the craving is easier to manage. That's all I'm doing though – managing it. I haven't mastered it.”

      “Do you think you ever will?”

      He studied me for a long moment. “I don't know,” he admitted wearily. “Our emotions… are different to yours. More acute. We live so long with no change in our existence. When something comes along that turns our world upside down,” he raised his hand and rubbed his fingers across my cheek, “it's harder to control, because the emotions are so overwhelming.”

      We sat in silence, staring into one another's eyes before Lucas spoke again. “Don't you want to know what my Christmas gift is?”

      “The thought crossed my mind earlier. Then I realized all those gifts came from you.” I smiled to myself, the memory of the paints, the books, my car – only Lucas could have known my favorite things so completely. “I've no doubt your suggestions were behind all the gifts I received.”

      Lucas smiled tenderly. “You are easy to read, I will admit that.” He reached into the pocket of his trousers and retrieved a small velvet box, which he held on the open palm of his hand. “They were only gifts I could recommend the others give you. This is a gift from me, a gift from my heart.”

      He extended his palm towards me and I stared wordlessly at the small black box. Looking up, I saw an array of emotions flickering in his blue eyes. I lifted the box hesitantly and opened it. Nestled against the black velvet was a gold ring, so delicate and fragile it took my breath away. The gold was twisted into a plaited design, the ends coming together in a simple filigree heart.

      “Lucas, it's beautiful.” I fingered the gold, so strong and sturdy, yet looking impossibly fragile in this elegant ring.

      Lucas took the box, removing the ring and lifting my right hand to place it on my ring finger. “It was my grandmother's. She wore this when she married my grandfather in the eighteen century. I know we haven't known each other long – in human years, the briefest of times. But I want you to have this, to wear and remember that wherever you go, whatever you choose to do in your life, you will always have my heart. I will never stop you from doing what you want to do. I will never stop you from leaving, if you choose to do so. I only want what makes you happy, which in turn will make me happy.”

      I stared at the delicate ring, watching how the bedside lamp caught the gold, glancing across it so it shimmered. I'd never seen anything so stunning and couldn't believe he wanted to give it to me. It seemed like a promise of a future together and I knew in my heart, this was what I wanted. This is what my endless travelling for the past two years had been bringing me to. I was home.

      When I looked up, I was aware my feelings were reflected in the green of my eyes. It was simple to say the words, effortless to say what my heart was bursting with. I reached up to touch his face and he shut his eyes. When I ran my fingers down the side of his face, he captured my hand within his and kissed my fingers.

      “I love you.”

      His eyes snapped open and he gazed at me for the longest time, sheer delight in his expression as he absorbed those three words.

      “As I do you, my Charlotte. I love you. You will have my heart for an eternity and beyond.” He leaned forward, cupping my face between his hands and lowered his lips to mine again with a cool hard pressure that made my head spin. I pressed my palms against his chest, savoring the hard muscle concealed beneath the thin cotton of his shirt. I wanted more, needed to feel him, hold him against my body, and let him make love to me. The material between us was too much and it frustrated. I lifted my hands to his shoulders, wanting to hold him against me, needing nothing more than to hold him and have him touch me. I ran my tongue across the seam of his lips and he groaned, giving me the opportunity to slip into his mouth. For a few, brief seconds he allowed this exploration of his mouth and I savored every facet, running my tongue across his teeth as my hands wandered down to rub tentatively across his broad chest and lower to his abdomen. I had no idea what I was doing but I knew I wanted him, all of him. He inhaled sharply and pulled away, catching my arms to shove me away.

      In a split-second, he was standing by the large window, wrenching it open. His eyes were wild and I was horrified when I noticed his fangs had extended, pressing sharply against his lower lip. “Charlotte, you are driving me out of my mind,” he snarled angrily. He rubbed his hands harshly over his face and took a deep breath of the frosty air as I slumped back against the pillows, my heart pumping violently. With stark clarity, I understood I'd pushed too far and immediately swore to myself that I wouldn't put him under this level of duress again. I had to learn to control my responses, as he was learning to control his primal response to my blood.

      “I'm sorry, Lucas. I didn't mean to… do that,” I offered contritely.

      He stood with his back to me, hands clutching against the open window frame and he took another deep breath of the icy cold air. I shivered a little, my thin negligee and dressing gown inappropriate for the rush of arctic air flowing into the room. I pulled the quilt higher so it covered my shoulders and waited in silence for him to regain control.

      He dropped one hand from the window frame and yanked it roughly through his hair, emitting a string of curses that made me cringe. I saw him take more deep breaths, one, two, and then three, before he dropped his other hand from the frame and his shoulders slumped. It was another full minute before he turned to face me and distress was apparent in his eyes, although I was relieved to see his fangs had retracted. “It is I who should apologize, Charlotte. I told you I was learning to manage my craving, but it seems I was ridiculously overconfident. I cope when we are sitting together but… kissing you is a different matter entirely.” He dropped his gaze, shamefaced and I held my hand out, silently willing him to come back to the bed. He hesitated, his long thick eyelashes hiding his eyes from me.

      “Please.” I didn't know what to do, what to say to make this better.

      With a groan, he walked to the bed and dropped down on the edge, keeping his gaze averted from mine.

      “Explain it to me. What happens when we kiss? I need to understand,” I requested quietly.

      He sighed unhappily, running his hand through his dark hair so it was even more disheveled. “I can hear your heart beating, pumping your blood around your body. It's normal for me to hear that – but when I kiss you, your heartbeat increases in tempo and the sound of your blood travelling through your veins is so much louder… far more tempting.” He dropped his head into his hands, his remorse overwhelming. “I hear your pulse beating in your throat and I'm terrified of losing control.”

      It took maybe a full thirty seconds before I could respond. “I trust you, Lucas. I know you can manage this.”

      He spoke through gritted teeth. “You shouldn't trust me, Charlotte! You know what I am; you know what I am capable of!” He wrenched away from me, standing abruptly to pace backwards and forwards across the room, his movement jerky with the anger he was barely able to suppress. “This is an impossible situation! I should have stayed far away from you – it was the right thing to do.”

      “No!” The thought of being without him was the very worst thing I could imagine. Tears stung my eyes and ran down my cheeks and I swiped at them unhappily. The idea of losing what I'd only found a few weeks ago was unthinkable.

      Lucas was immediately repentant and slumped back onto the bed, pulling me into his arms. He used the pads of his thumbs to wipe the tears from my cheeks and settled back against the bed head, settling me against his chest. I cried until there were no tears left, the front of his shirt soaked. He soothed me softly with kind words, rubbing my back in a reassuring gesture.

      When I began to calm, he shuffled down on the bed and settled my head against his chest, the quilt providing a protective barrier between us.

      “You won't leave me, will you?” I whispered hoarsely. “Promise me. I'm begging you, Lucas, don't leave me.” It didn't matter if I sounded pathetic. I didn't care if I was needy and desperate. The idea of trying to continue without him was utterly inconceivable and I didn't care who knew it.

      He ran his fingers through my hair, pushing curls away from my tear-ravaged face. “I won't leave you,” he finally agreed heavily. “I promise.”

      I wanted to believe him, knew he meant what he said. But I could hear the despair in his voice.
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      The following morning I woke swiftly, the events of the previous night coming into sharp focus. My heart jolted painfully until I became aware that Lucas was still lying with me and my cheek was cool where it lay against his chest.

      Lucas drew his arms more tightly around me and I savored knowing that he'd slept beside me all night, albeit with a quilt between us.

      “Good morning,” he murmured against my hair, his voice deep in the early morning silence.

      Raising my head to look into his handsome face I smiled bashfully. He looked calm now, his lips curled into a half-smile. “Hi,” I mumbled.

      “How did you sleep?”

      “Great.” Lucas released his grip as I rolled cautiously onto my back, the ache from my still-healing ribs making my breath catch. It was the first time I'd slept on my side since the attack and my ribs were apparently unhappy with this turn of events. “How about you?”

      He stared for a few seconds, and then grinned, his eyes filling with undisguised amusement.

      “What?” I demanded grumpily.

      Lucas sat up and rolled his eyes at my naiveté. “I'm a vampire, Charlotte. I don't require sleep.”

      There was a very good chance I was gaping. “You don't sleep?”

      He shook his head and smiled wryly.

      “Why not?” I demanded. “Vampires are supposed to be unconscious through the day.”

      “You've seen me in the daytime, more than once,” he pointed out calmly.

      “Then you have to sleep at night,” I countered. Everybody needed to sleep. It was what kept us functional, able to think – without sleep, we couldn't survive.

      “We're not human, Charlotte.” He slipped off the bed and stood up, turning to face me as he straightened his shirt. “I thought you realized by now. When you asked me to stay with you in the other room. I assumed you knew I had no need to sleep. Humans sleep to replenish and recharge the body – vampires don't have that requirement. Our bodies work differently to humans.”

      “Why do you all have bedrooms then?”

      “There are other things to do in bed besides sleep, Charlotte.”

      Once again, he'd managed to astound me. As I looked into his eyes, caught the twinkle in them, I realized he enjoyed this constant element of surprise he had over me and I screwed my nose up at him, even as I blushed crimson. Although it was a childish response on my part, he laughed and leaned over to kiss me, a fleeting brush of his lips against my own.

      My stomach grumbled ominously and he chuckled again. “You are so human. Hungry again?”

      I nodded and eased the quilt from my legs, preparing to get out of bed. Before I'd even managed to push the covers halfway down, Lucas was picking me up in his arms.

      “I really think I could walk, you know,” I grumbled, as he flipped open the door handle and headed towards the stairs. I was still feeling a little tender about my human stupidity.

      Lucas inhaled a deep breath against the soft skin of my neck and I shivered. “And miss this?” he whispered. “I don't think so.”

      He stopped at the bathroom and dropped me onto my feet. “Call when you are ready.” He looked smug; obviously pleased he'd remembered my other human requirements this morning. I completed my morning toiletries with little delay, although I wasted some time trying to tame my wild curls into something vaguely decent. When I'd given up, I stepped slowly to the door and opened it. Lucas was waiting for me, leaning against the wall and lifted me easily into his arms again.

      We descended the stairs and he carried me over to the couch, dropping me down onto it. The room was quiet this morning, with nobody to be seen.

      “Where is everyone?”

      Lucas spent a moment listening before he answered. “Marianne is talking to Gwynn upstairs. William is in the library. Striker is tinkering with your car again. Acenith and Ripley left a few minutes ago to hunt and Rowena said she was going into town to pick up supplies. And I would assume given you are so much better and his nursing duties are no longer required, Ben has gone to work.

      He'd managed to astound me again. I honestly didn't think I would ever get used to this. “What does Ben do?”

      “Social worker. He provides guidance to disadvantaged teens in Billings.”

      “A vampire social worker?”

      Lucas smiled. “We all need something to fill in our endless time, Charlotte. Ben enjoys working with teenagers; he provides them with advice and assistance, finds places for them to live if they are homeless.”

      “You all have jobs?” The concept was a strange one, something else to comprehend.

      “We have to appear ordinary, Charlotte. If we were to sit around and do nothing, people would wonder how we survived financially.” He smiled ruefully. “We are tax-paying citizens and we all hold down jobs, at some stage or another.”

      I didn't get a chance to respond, my stomach did it for me, growling at an indecently loud level.

      “You are hungry,” Lucas stated the obvious. “What would you like for breakfast?”

      I eyed him suspiciously. “Do you even know how to make breakfast?”

      He shrugged nonchalantly. “I have degrees in everything from philosophy to genetics – I'm sure I can figure out something.”

      I couldn't help rolling my eyes. “Yes, philosophy and genetics have such a lot to do with cooking.” I held up my arms, knowing it was useless to suggest walking anywhere. “Why don't you take me through to the kitchen and I'll give you a cooking lesson?”

      Lucas did as I requested, settling me at the small breakfast nook and then he eyed me confidently, hands resting lightly on the bench. “What would you like?”

      I reluctantly drew my eyes away from the neck of his shirt, where I could see a glimpse of pale smooth skin and a smattering of dark hair. The man's entire body was a distraction. “How about we start with something simple? Have you ever made toast before?”

      “No. But I'm always willing to learn.”

      He located a toaster in one of the many cupboards and soon had bread placed in it, while I watched him put a pot of coffee on. “Why do you even have a kitchen?”

      Lucas shrugged, concentrating on spooning coffee into the machine. “It came with the house and besides, it would look odd if humans visited and we didn't have one.”

      “Do you get human visitors?”

      “Of course. To integrate successfully into the human world, we become associated with people. It's impossible not to.” He flicked on the coffee machine and watched attentively as the water began to drip through.

      It would explain how he could make coffee; he must have some basic skills so people would assume he was human. Despite his apparent skill with coffee, it seemed completely bizarre to be teaching a grown man how to make toast, one of the simplest things in the world. Not a man, I mentally reminded myself. A vampire.

      This internal conversation with myself reminded me of another subject I wanted to discuss. “Is Katie really William's sister? She's human, isn't she?”

      Lucas placed the toast on a plate and began to butter it carefully. He glanced up at me, his gaze curious. “Have you had contact with William's family?”

      “No, I haven't tried to reach them yet. I wondered if they were still alive, given Katie can only be about four at most.”

      He turned back to the toast. “Katie is completely human and she's not William's sister. It's a cover story we agreed on to make things easier for Katie to understand. She would struggle to comprehend the reality. They are related, but William was created during the Vietnam War. He'd left a wife and child behind in the States when he went overseas to fight, and he was attacked by a vampire. When the change was complete, William was alone, with no idea of what had happened to him. Usually the vampire responsible for creating the youngling stays by their side and teaches them our ways.”

      “I guess that didn't happen with William?”

      Lucas shook his head. “William found himself alone, deep within the Vietnam jungle. Without guidance, he was terrified and suffering from the extreme thirst which assaults us when we first rise.”

      I had the sense something terrible had happened and waited silently for Lucas to continue. He pushed the plate away, turning to the coffee pot and retrieving a mug from an overhead cupboard.

      “Unfortunately, William killed indiscriminately when he first awoke. He stumbled through the jungle, came across his own platoon, and slaughtered many of them before his thirst was sated. Horrified by what he'd done, William didn't care what happened to him. He stayed within the jungle for many months, slaughtering both Viet Cong and American military alike. By the time he began to gain some control over himself, finding a sense of the man he had once been, he felt he was beyond redemption.”

      Lucas placed the plate of buttered toast and a mug of coffee on the table before me and sat down.

      “What happened?” I questioned, the desire for breakfast forgotten. The knowledge of what happened to William; the agony he must have felt when he discovered what he'd done was breathtaking. How could he live with himself? How did he function each day, with those memories?

      “William had been listed as MIA for months, without his knowledge. When he walked into a platoon camp he'd stumbled across and tried to confess to what happened, the Military Police wouldn't listen. They believed he'd been taken as a prisoner of war and tortured – and the stress had caused a psychotic episode. No matter what he said, how many times he tried to make them believe him, they wouldn't. Instead he was classified as mentally ill and shipped back to the United States where he was placed in a military hospital for a number of months.”

      “How did he survive in a hospital? What about the need for blood?” The thought of William in a hospital and surrounded by injured service personnel was horrifying. They would be easy targets for a vampire and although I was curious about what Lucas would reveal, part of me cringed from the revelations he was making, didn't want to know what had happened.

      Lucas linked his fingers together on the table. “I don't believe even William himself could answer how he managed to remain there without killing anyone. He relied on stealing from the blood bank in the hospital to survive, and used sheer willpower to keep his desire for blood to a minimum.”

      “He said last night he didn't have his desire for blood under control,” I pointed out quietly.

      “He struggles with the need for blood, every day,” Lucas admitted. “William battles a two-fold war, not only wanting human blood, but he suffers from PTSD since Vietnam. Everyday occurrences can trigger a reaction which he struggles to control and his response is generally violent and something else to add to his guilt.”

      “Not surprising,” I muttered. How could he not suffer from stress after what he'd done? Killing your own compatriots in a war situation could only be unspeakable to recall. “Does he still… kill people?”

      Lucas maintained eye contact with me, swallowing nervously before he spoke again. “He hasn't killed a human since 1972.”

      “That's a good thing, isn't it?”

      I didn't understand the dark look in Lucas's eyes, the sheer magnitude of pain within them. What could have happened that was worse than what he'd already told me? The answer occurred to me abruptly, and even before I asked, I feared I knew the answer. “What happened to his wife and child?”

      “William was released from hospital in early 1974. His wife had been visiting him in hospital and William had learned to control the bloodlust. He thought he could manage it when he returned home.”

      Squeezing my eyes shut I chewed my lip, harshly enough to make it sting. “He killed them?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “I don't understand.” Opening my eyes again, I stared at him, confused by his words.

      “Jolene, William's wife, was working as a secretary. William wasn't stable enough to find a job and was still coming to terms with his condition. She came home from work early one day and discovered William with a bag of blood. He'd been stealing from the local hospital since he'd returned home, to keep his thirst under control.”

      “What happened?”

      “His wife was naturally horrified by what she saw. You can imagine what was going through her head – to come home and find her husband drinking human blood, to see his fangs extended. She fled before he could stop her, before he could try and explain.”

      “He hadn't told her what he'd become?”

      Lucas threw me a disbelieving look. “Do you imagine she could have understood, even if he'd attempted to explain?”

      “I did,” I countered.

      “You are the exception to the rule, Charlotte.” He lifted my hand and kissed my knuckles. “I imagine Jolene couldn't believe what she was seeing when she caught William drinking blood. She took off, before he could stop her. William waited for her to return home to no avail, contacting her parents, family, and friends – anyone he could think of to ask if they'd seen her. Hours later, the police arrived on his doorstep to give him the bad news. Jolene had been speeding in her haste to escape from William and lost control of her vehicle, she crashed off a bridge near their home and she and their son both drowned in the river.”

      Tears brimmed against my eyelashes as I learned what had happened to William's wife and child. “How did he survive such a terrible tragedy?”

      The shrug he gave me said everything and nothing. “How do any of us survive a tragedy? For a long time, I believe William didn't want to survive, didn't understand how he could. Despite everything that had eventuated, he adored Jolene and his son and I'm quite certain he would have never physically hurt them. He wasn't given the chance to find out however, and for many years afterwards, he wandered aimlessly around the world, searching for salvation, searching for peace. He only began to believe in himself again when he met Gwynn. She has gradually put the pieces of William back together, made him whole, and created the man you see today. He is still filled with self-doubt and recrimination, but he's functioning and with Gwynn's assistance he has found a peace he hasn't known for many years.”

      “So how does Katie fit in to the picture?”

      “Ah, Katie. Where this conversation began in the first place.” He pushed the forgotten plate of toast towards me. “Eat, Charlotte.”

      Diligently I picked up a slice of toast and took a bite.

      “William had refrained from having contact with his family after he lost Jolene and his son. He had realized – despite the lack of guidance from a mature vampire – that he would eventually have to leave because he couldn't hide the fact that he wasn't aging. For William, his self-loathing made him leave his family and wander for many years. It was only after he'd settled with Gwynn that he expressed a desire to know what had become of them. He traced down descendants, discovered the majority of them had died and there were very few left. His last remaining niece had problems with drugs and alcohol, had dabbled in prostitution to support her habits. She died about six months before William started looking for his family and Katie was already in the foster system – she was about eighteen months old at the time.”

      “What happened?”

      “William approached the Kiss, requested our assistance to retrieve Katie from the foster system and have her come live with Gwynn and him, here with us.” For a moment, Lucas's eyes clouded over and he looked deeply troubled. “As much as I wanted to give William his wish, it would be terribly dangerous for Katie to live with us permanently. Children are not mature enough to be constantly vigilant; they naturally fall over and scrape their knees and elbows, creating a risk of an accident because there is blood involved. I had to deny his request; it was a risk I couldn't accept for a tiny child.”

      “But she is here,” I pointed out, shivering inwardly at his casual mention of an 'accident'. An accident was falling over and scraping your knee, in my book. What he was eluding to was something else entirely, and the thought of little Katie being drained dry was too horrifying to contemplate.

      Lucas shrugged. “William was deeply distressed, as we all were, at the idea of Katie growing up in foster homes. We all spent time pondering the various ways in which we could make her life better, without putting her at undue risk. Marianne came up with the solution. She is naturally outgoing, and has made friends here in Puckhaber. One of them is an elderly lady on the other side of town, Cecilia Field. She was willing to have Katie live with her on a permanent basis. We provide for Katie financially and she is well loved and well looked after by Cecilia. We bring Katie over to visit with us regularly, for a few hours at a time, and of course, William and Gwynn visit with her.”

      “Does this Cecilia know what you are?”

      Lucas looked distinctly uncomfortable for a moment and I had the feeling he was keeping something from me. “Yes, she does.”

      “Is she a vampire, too?”

      Lucas shook his head firmly. “No. She isn't vampire.”

      “But Katie knows? That you're vampires. How do you get a four year old child to keep a secret like that?”

      “Katie is bright for her age; she knows why it must remain secret.” His voice was clipped as he spoke. “It was the best option we had at the time and we take each day as it comes. It is all we can do for now.” His blue eyes were carefully blank, his entire expression neutral and I had the impression this subject was one he no longer wished to discuss.

      I drained my coffee cup and sat back in the seat. “You did a good job of breakfast.” I wanted time to consider what Lucas had told me, mull it over more carefully in privacy. I still had the impression he was keeping something from me. It seemed after learning he was a vampire, there was nothing else to withhold. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe he had his reasons.

      “I'm glad it met with your approval. Now,” he leaned forward, crossing his arms on the table, “what would you like to do today?”

      I looked at him curiously. “I didn't think I'd be doing anything. You won't even let me walk around the house.”

      “You must be a little stir crazy by now. Would you like to go and sit outside, or we could go for a short drive somewhere?” He thought for a second. “We could go to your cottage, collect your art supplies and easel.”

      Mention of the cottage made me frown. “Damn.”

      Lucas raised an eyebrow. “What's the matter?”

      “I haven't thought about the cottage since I've been here. My rent will be late and Maude, Hank and Lonnie must be wondering where I am.”

      “The rent has been taken care of and I dropped in to see Hank. He thinks I've taken you skiing in Aspen as a Christmas gift.”

      “You paid my rent?” It made me uncomfortable, knowing he'd paid something that was my responsibility.

      “Yes, of course,” Lucas replied quietly. “You weren't in any fit state to do anything about it.”

      “Hank knows about you and I?”

      “He knows as much as he wants to know.” He leaned across the table to place his hand over mine. “Unlike you, the majority of Puckhaber Falls' residents find me intimidating. They don't know what it is, but they recognize I'm different.”

      I lapsed into a fit of giggles and Lucas stared blankly at me. “I'm sorry, but if you think you're intimidating to everyone in Puckhaber Falls, you're sadly mistaken.”

      “Explain, please.” Much to my amusement, he looked completely bewildered.

      “Lucas, have you ever looked at yourself in a mirror?” Suddenly I remembered another myth I'd heard. “Hang on a minute, a vampire can't…”

      He sighed. Deeply. “Myth. What were you going to tell me?”

      “Lucas, you're the most attractive man I've ever seen in my life. No. Attractive isn't the right word.” I thought for a few seconds, running through my vocabulary, searching for the correct word. “You are beyond beautiful. Devastatingly handsome – yes, that might just about cover it. I think every woman in Puckhaber Falls is in love with you.”

      He stared at me, a frown puckering his smooth forehead and drawing his eyebrows closer together. “You can't be serious.”

      I leaned forward to touch his face, smoothing out the frown that creased his perfect features. “I am serious. But it's okay, I'll pretend you're intimidating, if you want.”

      It did the trick. He blinked and his features smoothed out as he looked into my eyes with amusement twinkling in his.

      “Now, how about we do go for a drive to the cottage?”
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      Lucas drove cautiously down the gravel drive leading away from the house, restricting his speed to a snail's pace, to ensure my ribs weren't jarred by the experience.

      Once on the highway, it was a different story as he accelerated smoothly until the speedometer was reaching well over ninety. I gripped the seat edge anxiously and Lucas noticed, glancing across. “What is the matter?”

      I was recalling the very fast drive the last time he'd taken me to the cottage. “Do you always drive like a lunatic?”

      He reached across and caught my hand in his. “I have never had an accident in more than ninety years, Charlotte.” His tone was soft, reproachful even, as if he couldn't believe I would suggest there was a possibility of him being involved in an accident.

      “I've no doubt that's true,” I agreed. I couldn't dispute his driving skills, each turn and twist in the road was navigated with perfect precision. “However, it's making me very nervous. Could you slow down a little? Please?”

      He shook his head in disbelief. “Tell this girl I'm a vampire and she doesn't raise a sweat. Do a little bit of speed on the road and she's ready to have a heart attack,” he muttered beneath his breath. He eased the pressure on the accelerator and I watched the needle drop until we were cruising at a slightly more reasonable eighty.

      “Thank you.” I squeezed his fingers gratefully and settled back in the seat, relaxing to some extent.

      He slowed to a moderate cruise again when we reached the gravel drive to the cottage, pulling to a gentle stop and making it around to my door before I'd had a chance to unclip the seatbelt. Lifting me into his arms, he strode up the steps, dropping me carefully to my feet as he unlocked the door. He motioned to pick me up again but this time I was prepared, holding my hand up as warning. “Lucas. I can walk; Jerome said the cast is fine to stand on. I think I can walk around without danger, my place is barely the size of your kitchen.”

      Not waiting for a response, I slipped past him and limped slowly into the living room. Glancing around in dismay, I wondered how I'd lived like this for so long. The room was sparse, with only the tattered armchair from Goodwill and my precious easel to break up the starkness of the room. Wandering slowly through the kitchen, I ran my fingers idly across the bench. Knowing Rowena and Marianne had been here made me shudder, thinking how awful it was, in comparison to their elaborate home.

      I dragged a jar from the shelves, pulling out the cash I routinely put aside for groceries each week. Counting through it, I discovered eighty dollars and I went back into the living room and retrieved my purse. It was exactly where I'd left it, on the day I'd gone into the woods, and I rummaged for the envelope Hank had given me. Pulling the cash from the envelope, I bundled all the money together and offered it to Lucas. “This is what I owe you for rent.”

      Lucas narrowed his eyes as he stared down at me and I realized how tall he actually was. I reached about five feet five inches – he was at least ten inches taller. “I'm not taking your money, Charlotte,” he announced decisively.

      “You aren't going to pay my rent,” I argued. “That's my responsibility, not yours.”

      I held the cash out, but he continued to stare at me, blue eyes filled with obstinacy. “I'm not taking it.”

      “You have to,” I insisted. “I'm not a charity case.”

      He folded his arms over his chest. “Nobody is suggesting you are. I will not take your money; this is completely ridiculous. I don't need the money.” He glanced towards the door and I followed his gaze to the luxurious car parked outside. “Do you honestly think I need you to pay me back?” His gaze flickered around the tiny room, his face expressionless. “Keep it and buy yourself some furniture.”

      His words cut like a knife. I suddenly realized my current situation – staying with him – was tenuous at best. Eventually, I would move back here. The thought was depressing.

      It was abundantly clear I wasn't making any headway with Lucas – the tension in his jaw and the determined look in his eyes would bear no argument. With a sigh, I flung the crumpled notes into my purse and dropped it on the armchair before stomping through to the bedroom. Lucas followed behind, watching silently as I searched out extra clothing in the small wardrobe, which he then packed into a duffel bag he'd found in the living room.

      The longer I stayed, the darker my frame of mind became. I'd been happy before we'd left Lucas's home, my mood upbeat and I silently analyzed why it had changed. Lucas suggesting I buy new furniture had been the catalyst; obviously, he expected me to move back here – and why shouldn't he? We barely knew each other, naturally, his expectations would be for me to return to my own place, and then we would get to know one another like normal couples. It was the obvious way to proceed, so why was I so annoyed about the idea? The more I considered my situation, the more I began to understand what was happening. After the revelation of my background to Lucas and the others, I felt a connection to them, found myself opening up for the first time in years. Living on my own again wasn't something I wanted to consider, the very idea left me feeling lost and alone.

      Lucas took the bag to the car, placing it in the trunk before he collected the box of painting equipment and my easel. When I was satisfied I had everything, I locked the door and stepped slowly down the stairs.

      Lucas waited at the bottom and I didn't argue when he lifted me into his arms. Logic dictated my plaster cast and the muddy ground wouldn't be good for one another. Lucas clipped my seatbelt and strode around to take his place, starting the engine and gently pulling away from the cottage.

      I kept my attention on the side mirror, watching the cottage disappear behind the trees until it slid from view. Sorrow overwhelmed me – I missed my mom with a tangible ache in my chest and I bit my lip, trying to keep the tears from falling. Lucas remained quiet as we pulled out onto the highway, allowing me to examine my mood in peace. Oblivious to what speed he was doing, I lay back against the headrest, watching the diverse shades of green pass the window in a blur. The heavy snowfalls from Christmas had thawed, leaving the ground heavy with moisture. Rain had fallen for most of the morning, the sky overhead steel gray and oppressive. It matched my disposition.

      Perhaps I was suffering some form of posttraumatic stress – after all, only three weeks ago I'd nearly been murdered. Was I frightened to live on my own again? I dismissed the thought as hastily as it arrived. This wasn't fear; it was the cottage – and what it represented. The thought of going back to that life, living on my own with no company, wandering aimlessly with no objectives or goals was depressing. It wasn't fear of what could happen to me on my own – it was fear of being alone and lonely. Something that I'd accepted while thoughts of suicide dominated my every thought, now I wanted the company of Lucas and his friends. I didn't want to go back to being alone; I feared it would be all too easy to fall back into thoughts of suicide.

      “Charlotte.”

      I turned to find Lucas eyeing me, his brow puckered into a frown as he regarded me with undisguised concern. “Yes?”

      “What are you worrying about? What's wrong?” he demanded.

      “It's nothing.”

      He glanced back to the road for a split second, before turning to me again. “Please, Charlotte. Tell me what's wrong. I'm going to come to all the wrong conclusions if you don't tell me.”

      It was my turn to frown. “Wrong conclusions?” I repeated blankly.

      He ran his fingers through his hair. “You've been preoccupied since we arrived at the cottage and now, you seem desperately worried about something.” His expression was somber.

      “What?” Still sifting through my mood, although I was listening, I had barely comprehended what he was saying.

      He abruptly pulled the car to the side of the road, hitting the brake pedal so hard that the car skidded along the gravel shoulder and I gripped the dashboard in genuine terror. He skillfully controlled the car until it came to rest and turned off the ignition, turning to face me.

      “Charlotte. Please tell me if you want me to take you back to the cottage. I promise I will. If that's what you want, I will accept your wishes.” His voice was calm but his eyes betrayed his emotions as he gazed at me.

      I shook my head, suddenly grasping what he was saying. “I don't want to go back to the cottage. Why would you think that?”

      His brow furrowed, and his eyes filled with caution. “I was getting the distinct impression you were unhappy. I thought when you tried to force me to take the money – and now when you look so sad – I assumed you were having second thoughts and were tidying up loose ends.” He stopped speaking abruptly and clenched his hands on the steering wheel. “I completely understand if you decide against pursuing this, I have expected it. I keep waiting for when I say something that really does frighten you. It's not a matter of if it happens – it's when.”

      I put my fingers against his lips, stopping him. “Lucas, that won't happen. I love you.”

      Lucas leaned back in the seat, closing his eyes with relief. “Then would you please explain why you are so unhappy?”

      I wasn't sure how to explain. A glance at Lucas's troubled expression was enough to force an attempt. Thinking through my reactions, I tried to confirm exactly what prompted my suddenly glum mood. The sparseness of my cottage, the lack of… homeliness – it was overwhelming when I compared it to the camaraderie amongst Lucas and his friends. I'd enjoyed the time I spent with them, watching their interactions with one another, the genuine warmth and affection they held for each other. The friendship they had offered me, for the most part, was the first affection I'd accepted since Mom died and I craved it, more than I could ever have imagined.

      Turning in the seat to face Lucas, I pulled a face when my ribs jarred. How could I explain this to him, would he think I was being pathetic? In my own head, it sounded like the ramblings of a desperately lonely person. I didn't have an answer to my predicament, obviously, I couldn't live with them forever, and yet it was the closest thing I'd had to a family in a long time. Ben and Rowena had been so welcoming, almost to the point of feeling like surrogate parents. This was a completely impossible state of affairs, feeling at home with a group of vampires. Insane. Maybe I was suffering from PTSD and this was the way it was presenting – in a desire to latch on to something tangible, I'd decided to adopt vampires. Crazy.

      “Charlotte, I swear I will get on my knees and beg…”

      The struggle he was having with my silent ponderings was clear in Lucas's eyes. I smiled warmly, reaching over to caress his cheek. “It's alright, Lucas. I'm just not sure how to explain how I feel without sounding like an idiot.”

      He captured my hand and held it tightly. “Try. Please.”

      “I'm happy at your house. With all of you.”

      “Yes?”

      He searched my face and I knew he didn't understand. I sighed. “I'm really happy at your house. With you. Happier than I've been since my family were killed. I feel… safe there.” I risked a glimpse into his eyes, frightened of what I would see. He continued gazing at me, no sign of concerns that I was losing my mind. “When I went back to the cottage, I realized how sad and alone I've been. How much I've allowed my life to become a closed book. These past few weeks with you and your friends – I've felt alive again. When I started thinking about going back to the cottage, back to living by myself – it made me sad.”

      Comprehension reached Lucas's eyes and his brow relaxed. “I see.”

      “I'm sure I'll get over it,” I assured him hurriedly, blushing to the top of my hairline. “It's probably just a reaction to being alone for so long. Like a baby bird being born, I guess. I've cracked open the eggshell and imprinted on the first people I came across.”

      He chuckled. “Interesting analogy. A baby bird that has imprinted on a Kiss of vampires.” He leaned over and kissed my forehead.

      “I'm being pathetic.”

      “Your concerns are not pathetic, Charlotte,” Lucas assured me quietly. “And you will never be asked to leave my home. I very much want you there, with me.”

      I glanced up, surprised by this admission. “Really?”

      Lucas smiled warmly. “Really. Do you honestly think I want you to leave?” He brushed a kiss against my lips, pulling me into his arms as he whispered against my ear. “I have fallen in love with you, Charlotte. I want you with me, if that's what you want. You really are a crazy baby bird, if you think otherwise.”

      “A complete lunatic,” I agreed.

      With another soft kiss against my mouth, Lucas released me and turned the key in the ignition, pulling the car back onto the road to drive me home.

      
        
        ≈†◊◊†◊◊†◊◊†≈

      

      

      Rowena greeted me with a warm hug when Lucas carried me through the front door and I grinned happily in return.

      “Did you have some lunch?”

      I shook my head. “I can make something,” I volunteered.

      “No, I insist. I'm happy to make something for you. Would you like a sandwich? Or something more?”

      Agreeing that a sandwich would be perfect, I watched Rowena disappear into the kitchen whilst Lucas carried me through to the living room, dropping me lightly onto the couch. He kissed me and returned outside to collect my belongings. Leaning back against the couch, my heart bounced back to the level of happiness I'd grown accustomed to since being here.

      “Hey, Charlotte. How was the trip to your cottage? I had a vision of you smashing into a tree for a few seconds – presumably Lucas was driving too fast?” Marianne enquired, waltzing through the living room to sit daintily near my feet.

      “I did see my life flash before my eyes,” I admitted.

      Lucas deposited my painting supplies on the floor beside the piano. “She was always completely safe.” He raised an eyebrow at Marianne. “Don't let Marianne fool you, she drives as fast as I do.” He leaned over and kissed my forehead. “I would never do anything to put you in harm's way,” he whispered against my ear, his breath raising goose bumps on my skin.

      Rowena appeared with a tuna salad sandwich and a soda, and I munched through the sandwich, watching as Lucas set up the easel and organized my equipment so it was within easy reach. He brought me a sketchpad I requested and when I'd finished eating, I began making preliminary drawings for Marianne's portrait. Whilst portraits were one of my favorite styles, the thought of painting from memory made me apprehensive. Usually the subject posed, or I painted from a photograph, transforming it into artwork. To paint from an image in my head would be quite a challenge. It took only a few minutes to decide working from a memory wasn't going to succeed at all. The images were too hazy to create an accurate representation, and there was no way to clarify what I'd seen the night before into something tangible I could work with.

      Marianne pottered around the room, there were large vases of flowers on every available surface and she rearranged them, removing wilting blooms and refreshing the water. Each time she passed the couch, I knew she was trying to steal a glance at the sketchpad and I frowned, knowing I wasn't giving her very much to see.

      Rowena sat quietly in one of the armchairs, reading a book, and Ripley stood at the window, to all intents and purposes resembling a marble sculpture. I wondered absently what he could be thinking about, which would have him standing so motionless and gazing sightlessly out the window. This ability to stay so completely immobile fascinated me, vampires apparently had no need to fidget, didn't suffer the restlessness humans were known to experience.

      Music filled the room – Lucas had sat down at the piano, and was playing softly. The music was soothing, one of the Beethoven pieces he'd played when I'd spent the night at his house. I looked at him and he glanced up from the keys, sensing my gaze on him. He smiled and my heart skidded in my chest.

      Not helpful. Dragging my eyes away from his distracting presence, I listened to the music, letting the soft notes soothe my mind. Working from memory was definitely not proving successful. I shut my eyes, searching the strands in my mind until I located Marianne's parents. It was surprising to find it wasn't difficult, once I began to listen attentively, their voices sounded clear and well defined, and they stepped forward into my mind's eye. With astonishment, I realized they looked younger than they had when they'd appeared last night. I watched for a few minutes, appreciating exactly how much Marianne was like her mother. It occurred to me that they wanted to be painted this way – so Marianne would see them as they'd once been, before the strain of losing their daughter had prematurely aged them. Marianne's siblings, Philip and Annabeth appeared at their parents' side – they also looked younger, as they'd probably been before Marianne's 'death'. Their faces were happy, bright, and full of expectation.

      The most difficult part was talking to them. They could obviously hear me and initially I attempted to converse silently, but it wasn't as constructive as I'd hoped. A glance around the room, confirmed everyone was busy with their own projects and I decided speaking aloud was the only way, despite how ridiculous and self-conscious it would make me. I closed my eyes again. “Could you step forward, please, Mrs. Cooper?”

      Marianne's mother instantly moved closer, so her features filled my mind and I could see her clearly. I studied the image carefully in my head, opened my eyes, and began sketching.

      If anyone thought I was crazy, they remained exceptionally polite and refrained from making comment. Now I'd come across a workable solution, I spent the rest of the afternoon poring over the group in my head, transferring their likenesses to the sketchpad. Marianne's family was genuinely delighted to have contact with their beloved daughter and willing to do anything to help. The sketches mounted up as I captured them from every possible angle, ensuring I had the most accurate representations.

      When I had what I needed to make a good start, I thanked Marianne's family for their assistance and watched as they drifted back into the mist. I'd been concentrating so deeply, I hadn't realized Marianne had come to sit beside me. She was on her knees on the carpet, feet tucked neatly beneath her and her hands clasped in her lap. There was a desperate look in her brilliant eyes as I handed her the sketchpad with a smile. “They're very rough, but you're welcome to take a look.”

      With trembling hands, she took the sketchbook and Striker appeared behind her, crouching at her side, resting his hand on her back protectively. I hadn't even noticed him come into the room; I'd been so engrossed in sketching.

      Marianne flicked through the sketches slowly, lingering over each one and touching her family's faces, her fingers shaking a little. When she came to the last page, she looked up, her face aglow with delight. “They're wonderful,” she breathed happily.

      Striker glanced at me and smiled warmly. He seemed as delighted as Marianne did with the gift I could give her.

      Marianne handed the sketchpad back and I tore one of the first pages from it and handed it to her. “You keep that one. I have enough to work with.”

      She hugged the page to her chest and launched herself, wrapping her arms around my shoulders, and kissing my cheek. “You are… brilliant,” she breathed against my cheek.

      I lay back against the couch, tired after working all afternoon on the sketches. Combined with the trip to the cottage, it had been a busy day, far busier than I'd been used to in recent weeks. I woke to find Lucas hitching me into his arms and carrying me towards the staircase, with various people calling out their goodnights.

      “I should shower,” I mumbled sleepily against Lucas's chest.

      “It can wait till morning, Marianne will help you then.” He took me into the bathroom, leaving me to complete my human requirements before carrying me up to his bedroom.

      Lucas set me down on the edge of the bed, where yet another new negligee lay across the covers. Marianne's work, no doubt – I was beginning to think she had an endless supply of nightwear she was passing on to me.

      “I'll leave you to change your clothes,” Lucas announced. “Can you manage, or will I ask Marianne to come and assist you?”

      “I'll be okay.” Lucas shut the bedroom door and I glanced down at the clothing I wore. With Gwynn's morose assistance, I'd managed to get dressed this morning – a shirt and skirt, as jeans proved impossible to get over the cast on my ankle. I'd had to borrow a skirt of Gwynn's, as I didn't own any, and she and I were similar sizes. The skirt she'd lent me was beautiful, dark grey linen of the finest quality and tailored exquisitely. She'd volunteered the skirt begrudgingly – it seemed our truce from the day before was over and she was determined to ensure I knew she was only tolerating my presence.

      With a sigh, I shimmied until the button and zipper on the skirt were at the front and managed to undo it with my one operational hand. This was proving more difficult than I'd anticipated. The shirt was easier, undoing the buttons, I wrestled it off, but then I was left with a conundrum, when I couldn't remove my bra.

      “Is everything alright in there?” Lucas enquired from the other side of the door.

      “I'm fine,” I lied, slumping onto the bed in disgust.

      Apparently, the tone of my voice confirmed that something was wrong and I heard him call Marianne. In seconds, she was at the door and knocking and I offered her a glum look when she came into the room. “Sorry.”

      Marianne quickly unhooked the bra, then picked up the negligee and slipped it over my head. She smiled cheekily as she collected the discarded clothing, slinging them over her arm. “You should have let Lucas help,” she whispered. “I'm sure he would have enjoyed the opportunity.”

      Flushing with embarrassment, I watched her open the door and slip out, her laughter tinkling down the hallway. It didn't help to notice Lucas's little grin when he stepped into the room – confirming he'd heard Marianne's whispered aside – and when he looked at me, his eyes grazed over my skin in an open appraisal of the nightwear Marianne had selected.

      “I believe Marianne is trying to lead me into temptation,” he announced in a low growl.

      I glanced down at the sleepwear I wore. That wasn't the right description; this was a negligee in its truest form – white, sheer, and silky. It was tight across my chest and cinched at the waist, flaring out into a billowy skirt, which reached my toes. The only thing saving me from appearing completely nude was the extravagant amount of gathering in the fine material. I cringed with mortification and limped towards the bed, thinking of all the things I would do to that girl – once my arm, ribs, and ankle were fully healed. Nothing I was imagining would be enjoyable for Marianne.

      “Let me help,” Lucas was at my side in an instant and he pulled back the bedding, easing me down slowly, before he pulled the covers across my legs. I hitched them further up, so they covered my almost-naked chest.

      Lucas stood uneasily at the side of the bed – unusual for a man who was always impossibly in control. The embarrassed flush faded from my cheeks and I peeked at him from beneath my eyelashes. The expression on his face was disconcerting; with his eyes fixed on the window, he appeared to be struggling over something internally.

      “What's wrong?” His demeanor was alarming and I tried to think if I'd done something to trigger the desire he tried so hard to control. Thinking back through the last few minutes, I tried to pinpoint anything that could have awakened his constant thirst for my blood.

      The sound of my voice pulled him from his reverie and he walked around the bed, slow in comparison to his usual speed. He lay beside me, pulling me into his arms. “It's nothing,” he responded quietly.

      I turned to study his face. He was lying silently, staring at the ceiling. Watching his face carefully, I looked for some sign, a clue as to what was wrong. Why was he suddenly so… detached? Yes, that was the right word – as though he wasn't aware of me beside him – but was instead studying something in the darkest recesses of his mind.

      My alarm grew as the minutes passed. I could stand it no longer. “Lucas. You have to explain what I did. I want to help keep the temptation to a minimum, but if you don't explain what I did wrong, I don't know what to do to fix it.”

      He pushed me away a little, allowing him to roll onto his side. Resting his head against his fist, he was propped up on the pillow looking down at me. His blue eyes were incredulous. “You think this about my thirst?”

      I nodded, trying not to cringe at the terminology. “I want to help, but I need to know when I do something to make the temptation worse.”

      To my surprise, he grinned and leaned forward to kiss my forehead. “I can assure you, my Charlotte; this has absolutely nothing to do with my desire for your blood.” He dropped his eyes meaningfully towards my body, hidden beneath the thick eiderdown.

      “I… oh.” Heat spread rapidly through my body, rising up my face like a glass filling with water and I knew I was as red as a beetroot.

      Lucas was studying me when I recovered enough to peek at him, the same delighted smile ghosting over his lips. “I've been concentrating so hard on suppressing my thirst for your blood, I hadn't realized that other, more latent human desires were pushing their way to the forefront,” he explained huskily, tracing his fingertips across my face and down my throat. “Desires that I have been repressing for a number of years.” He leaned down and kissed my lips fleetingly. “It seems I have more than one battle to fight.”

      I wasn't certain I wanted there to be a battle over the second desire, and I reddened for a second time.

      “You are so very beautiful, when you do that.” He traced his fingers across the hot glow on my cheeks.

      “I'm not sure I actually do anything,” I grumbled. I was having trouble concentrating, the thought of his – latent desires was causing a flurry of butterflies, deep in my groin. I tried to control the rampant thoughts running through my head, aware of Ripley sitting downstairs and I wondered exactly how far his particular talent could reach. If he could read my thoughts from downstairs, I'd never be able to look him in the eye again.

      Lucas watched me, tracing patterns against my neck with his fingers. “What are you thinking?” he demanded softly.

      “I was wondering if… it's even possible. You know… the… intimacy without the… feeding…” I trailed off, self-conscious. Talking about sex wasn't one of my strong points.

      Lucas's expression was serious. “I don't know. Rowena told me she spoke to you briefly about our history. A vampire and a human have never attempted what we are doing now. I can't give you an answer. All I can tell you is that being around you requires complete concentration at all times, I have to think carefully every time I touch you. If I were to lose concentration for a split-second, I could snap one of your bones.” He ran his fingers through my hair, considering his next words. “I personally believe a sexual relationship is possible between us, but there are a number of desires and emotions involved, which for me, are extremely acute. I'm not certain I could maintain the concentration required to ensure your safety. And certainly not now,” he added ruefully, “when I'm having enough trouble controlling the thirst around you.”

      “I'm not sure that your… desire in that regard, could be much stronger than mine,” I admitted, blushing furiously again. “I've never felt like this with anyone before.”

      “Which would explain why you throw yourself at me with such abandon, every time I kiss you?” Lucas teased. He watched the pink flush cover my cheeks and leaned over to kiss the tip of my nose. When I'd recovered my composure, he spoke again. “I'm curious. Has there been someone else in your life, before me? I know things are very different nowadays to how they were when I was truly twenty four.”

      I shook my head bashfully.

      “No boyfriends?” His tone was inquisitive, his deep blue eyes studying me with calm composure.

      “No.” I wrinkled my nose delicately. “I've never been on a date.”

      “I find that very difficult to believe. You're a beautiful girl.”

      “You seem to think so, but you'd be the first,” I responded. “I never got into dating – the situation with Mom was so difficult, I spent all my time at home with her. And then— after they were murdered— starting a relationship was the last thing on my mind.”

      “I see.” He played with my curls, lightly pulling his fingers through them.

      We drifted into silence again and I mulled over our conversation. In some ways, I was relieved to know Lucas considered it possible for us to develop our relationship into something physical. It was clear from the discussion with him, and prior to that with Rowena, that vampires were intensely sexual beings. But that was the problem wasn't it? They were vampires, involved with other vampires. But Lucas and I – a human and a vampire? What would happen if I fell pregnant? Was it something we could even consider, if our relationship developed to that point? I daydreamed, wondering what it would be like to have Lucas close to me, his naked body against mine, without the quilt creating a barrier between us…

      “Charlotte, what are you thinking about now?” Lucas's voice interrupted my explicit fantasy. “You're blushing, and I haven't said a word.”

      It took a minute to recover my composure and Lucas waited, playing with the curls lying against my neck.

      “I was thinking it was nice to know you desire me, too,” I stammered, blushing furiously yet again. “I thought perhaps it was only my blood you were interested in.”

      He threw his head back and laughed. “You silly girl. Of course, I desire you. How could I not, when you are so stunning? And what you are wearing tonight – if I'd had any uncertainty about my desires, then that slip of material has ensured I am fully aware of what I am feeling.” He grinned, his blue eyes flashing with silver. “I may be vampire, Charlotte, but I react to a beautiful woman in exactly the same way as a human man.”

      “So you find me… physically attractive?”

      “Yes,” he growled softly. He brought his face over mine, so our lips were mere inches apart. “I find you extremely physically attractive.” His aroma made me dizzy, my heartbeat racing as I breathed it in. He leaned in and kissed me, a sensual and tender kiss, and his cool lips placed firm pressure on my own. He released my mouth and trailed a row of kisses across my cheek and neck, working his way across my collarbone. He licked the small indent above my collarbone, and then blew cool air across it, making me shiver.

      Rolling onto his back, he captured me in his arms and I rested my head against his muscular chest. “You should sleep now, my Charlotte.”

      Lying tranquilly against him, I waited for sleep to come, but my heart still pounded against my breast and I could still feel the coolness of his kiss on my lips.

      “Lucas?”

      “Yes?” He pressed another kiss against my hair.

      “Which desire are you having more trouble coping with?”

      He sighed heavily. “At this stage, it's a tie.”
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