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    Prologue




    BLOOD-RED POLISH glistened against pale flesh as she tightened her grip on the poor girl’s throat. “I find your answer unsatisfactory, Cassandra,” she chastised. She smiled at the strangled sounds made in response. Loosening her vise-like grip, she allowed the girl to speak.




    “Please, my Queen,” Cassandra gasped, her voice cracked and hoarse. “I live but to serve you. I tell you all I see!”




    The Queen cut her off by once again crushing her windpipe. “What good is a Seer who cannot see what I ask?” she said, her voice quiet as silk but sharp as a dagger.




    In the silence of the crowded room, her voice rang clear. In one swift movement, the Queen pulled the Seer off her feet and slammed her down on the large stone table centered in the square room. As her talons closed on the unfortunate Cassandra’s throat, small beads of dark crimson were added to the Queen’s glittering nails.




    “Poor Cassandra,” she whispered into the ear of her prey. “In mortality your family failed you by refusing to believe in your visions.” Reaching her free hand up, she pulled a slender wooden stick from the many used to hold her jet black hair. Cassandra’s eyes widened in panic and fear, but no sound could make its way to her lips.




    “Now your visions fail you, and you are left without purpose.” With the speed of lightning and the power of thunder, the Queen stabbed Cassandra straight through the heart. There was not a sound in the cement room as those assembled held their breath in fear of inadvertently catching a stray blow from the Queen’s fury. Cassandra lay motionless, her eyes staring up at nothing.




    “Time is running out,” the Queen said, turning her fierce violet eyes on her audience. Though no one moved, one could almost feel them cower before her gaze. “I can feel The Prophecy is upon me. I am Queen, Mother Eve to all Immortals. Should I fall, all would be lost.”




    Queen Eve stepped behind the table displaying Cassandra’s small frame, prone upon the stone. “Say it!” she cried.




    A cacophony of voices rose and echoed in the cement chamber. Several languages made hearing the words nearly impossible. Yet through the discord, a steady rhythm was felt as many voices of many nations repeated the same words. The words which, upon “invitation” to join the Queen in this room, they had written in their own blood on the stone floors and walls a thousand times, assuring they would indeed never forget them.




    “Let it be written that the Children of Adam will rise up against Eve, restoring all that has been lost. She shall not see them come, but shall know betrayal by her own blood. No sword can defend against my righteous vengeance. Though Eve shall rise and reign with violence, she shall be brought low with mercy.”




    “Know it,” Queen Eve commanded. “Find it.” Her penetrating gaze devoured each soul in its presence. “End it,” she finished in a whisper, stroking Cassandra’s hair softly. “You are my most trusted council, my Inner Court,” the Queen mused. “You alone, of all my children, know of The Prophecy and its danger to me, to our way of life.” Her hand trailed from the soft, silky strands of hair to the wooden shaft jutting out of the chest. “If you do not find the solution,” she warned, gripping the stake firmly, “I have no choice but to assume you are part of the problem,” she finished, twisting her hand sharply, causing the body to twitch once before again lying quite still.




    “My son Lazarus will be joining you in the world,” she said casually. A dark figure seemed to materialize and step away from the wall. Though the Queen called all her subjects her children, Lazarus shared her same raven hair and violet eyes. He also shared her passion for violence. The already tense atmosphere in the room jumped several notches. The fear of the Queen’s secret assassin was exceeded only by the fear of the Queen herself. “Report to him any suspicious behavior. He will deal with those threats he deems worthy.” She tenderly put a hand to his cheek, and he closed his eyes as he savored the contact. She then turned abruptly, leaving Lazarus leaning into the air. She crossed the room and stood over a stone podium, her back turned to them. Upon it lay an ancient page of script, The Prophecy.




    “We will reconvene at the appointed time next year,” she decreed. “I assume it will be to celebrate the end of this black cloud that threatens us. Until then, you are all dismissed.” The room emptied quickly and Queen Eve was left alone with Cassandra’s body and the page proclaiming her doom, blood still dripping from her fingernails.


  




  

    Chapter One




    IMMORTALITY IS A BORE. Years turn into decades, which turn into centuries, which turn into millennia, all of which blur together in a vast circle of sameness. Add to it self-sustained solitude and it’s incredible we don’t go mad. Though I suppose some of us have.




    I’ve had my doubts about Jenny’s sanity, certainly. But she was one of the small group of Immortals I could tolerate interacting with more than once a year. She was currently trying to hack me to pieces on the roof of my warehouse. There was no chance she’d ever land a blow, but that didn’t stop her from trying.




    Even at my medium height of five feet, ten inches, I towered over her small frame, which she’d repeatedly insisted was five foot even. Again, I had my doubts, but didn’t care enough to argue. My slender build was far stronger, but her svelte little body had the reflexes of a cat. Her short, deep red hair and sultry brown eyes pointed more precisely towards a fox.




    And so, to be fair, I tested her with my speed instead of my muscle. It was never a challenge, but entertaining enough that I didn’t mind the occasional spar. Jenny took it very seriously. Being prepared to fight was one of her obsessions.




    “You need a haircut,” she said, interrupting what had been an hour of silence broken only by the ringing of steel blades. “It’s distracting to have you leering at me from behind bangs with those cold green eyes.”




    She was probably right. My brown hair was shoulder length with a few layers to keep it lying mostly flat, and it was just starting to curl at the ends. Not that I was going to agree with her.




    “I was under the impression you thought my eyes were penetrating,” I answered, but ran my free hand through my hair to move it out of the way. No sense giving her an excuse to complain, though she would surely find another.




    “That was a long time ago, Gregory,” she said, continuing to dance in and out of my sword’s range. “Though we could always get reacquainted after we finish this.”




    “I think not.” While Jenny was pleasant to look at, and highly skilled, I had learned her “acquaintance” wasn’t worth having her around that long, or that often.




    “Your loss,” she said, unaffected. Jenny was nothing if not resilient. “I told Rob I would come over later anyway.”




    “Tell him I’m taking another class,” I said, stepping neatly away from her flashing blade. “I found one that is studying two of my personas at once—‘Classic Literature and Its Influence on Modern Prose.’”




    “I thought you were through with all of that,” she replied. “Especially after your last little stunt.”




    “An author’s pen can never be stilled,” I said nobly. “His voice never silenced.”




    She gave me a scathing look and an especially nasty jab, which I blocked.




    “While I understand the need for diversions,” she said with a knowing look, “you crossed the line. Getting famous and dying off as an author every century or so is one thing. Getting famous for writing vampire books borders on the insane.”




    She had a point. Bringing attention to ourselves was viewed with very little tolerance. Bringing attention to our “condition” was usually met with a swift death, in the best case scenario.




    “You’re lucky you weren’t executed,” she went on.




    I simply looked at her. The truth was I’d been half-hoping for that exact reaction. I had long ago lost any zest for life, but suicide for an Immortal was…complicated, and therefore entirely too much trouble.




    Jenny stopped sparring to stare at me. “That’s what you were hoping for, wasn’t it?”




    I didn’t answer her.




    “You would so easily throw your life away?”




    When I still didn’t respond, she stepped back and returned her blade to its scabbard. Under her trendy cardigan wrap, it almost disappeared, looking like nothing more than a fashionable belt. She and Lance were constantly harping on me that it only took a little creativity to conceal a decent sized sword.




    Stalking away in disgust, she paused to turn around. “If you find Immortality a bore, Gregory, perhaps it is because you are boring.” She stepped off the roof and disappeared from view. I could hear her motorcycle rev and peel off before I reached the door.




    I entered my loft apartment, if you chose to call it that; I had refurbished half of the top floor of an old warehouse. There was a large main room that contained a few comfortable leather chairs I used for reading, a large desk for my writing, and my bed. The walls were lined with books. I only kept the ones I really liked to read, but I had been around long enough that the collection was still vast. Aside from these few furnishings, the room was sparse.




    I had spent a great deal of time and money on the architecture of my room. I shut the door behind me and held my breath. The result was absolute blackness accompanied by the sweet music of utter silence. I savored the abyss for a moment, and then reached over to flick on the light.




    Walking over to my desk, I retrieved a soft cloth and oil. I proceeded to clean and care for my sword, slowly wiping along its blade with my long fingers. Unlike the rest of my fleeting possessions, I had not bought or stolen it. It was one of a pair, a daishō—“the big and small.” They had been a gift, the only one I’d received in my very long life.




    I’d had to replace the hilts a few times over the centuries, but I’d done so with great care and exactness to detail. The blades were in the tradition of the samurai and were nearly five hundred years old. Their age, no doubt, made them a valuable artifact. I smirked at that thought. When I’d received the swords, they had been new. I had thought them priceless then. Though my age was greater than even these swords’, by millennia even, I was pretty sure no one thought of me as priceless. Tolerable maybe, entertaining perhaps, but not so important.




    I shook my head at my melancholy thoughts. It wasn’t as though I felt any different about the world than it felt about me. I sighed as I slid the sword into its sheath and returned it to its mount above my bed. Most Immortals felt as Jenny and Lance did, keeping themselves armed at all times, or at least like Rob, keeping a blade within arm’s reach for protection. My blades, however, had taken up permanent residence on display.




    I stood gazing at the beautiful tribute to death it made. While my peers thought my choice about personal armament either foolhardy or over-confident, I actually had very solid reasons for choosing not to carry. In fact, they correlated directly with the reasons most had to carry. The first reason for a sword is offense. I didn’t care enough about the thoughts or opinions of anyone else to take offense and didn’t interact with enough of my kind to create offense. The second reason would be defense. I happened to be faster, stronger, and smarter than everyone I know. That was not conceit talking, it was just fact. Adding a weapon to that just makes things ridiculous.




    The only Immortal that could really do me damage is Queen Eve herself, and she seemed to have some kind of mental block when it came to me. She never spoke to me, unless absolutely necessary. In fact, she generally ignored my existence and expected those around her to do the same, which is most likely why I’d gotten away with the vampire books. The only thing more irritating than her lack of response when I’d been published was the response I got from her at the next Immortal Gathering. She had broken her own precedent by making eye contact with me from her throne. She gave me a look similar to that of a parent gazing upon a favored child who was acting impudently. It was confusing and belittling at the same moment. If I was so careless with my own life, gambling recklessly with it for mere entertainment, what could there possibly be worth protecting? And so the swords became decoration.




    I turned away from them with a deep sigh. It was more in defeat than fatigue, but I decided to sleep for a while. The day was only now beginning to dawn, and my class didn’t start until tonight. I didn’t own a clock, and no light could get through the lined windows, but my body kept track of the passing time like a metronome. It would be good to rest my hyper-aware senses before I went out again.




    I undressed so my body would have no distracting clothing rubbing against it and turned off the light. I lay down upon the king-sized waterbed attaining a certain degree of weightlessness. While some of my kind actually submersed themselves in water, I preferred the dry softness of lying on silk sheets. I closed my eyelids, resting them as well.




    The seal that kept out light and sound was also airtight, so I had eight hours to rest before I would have to turn on the air conditioner and circulate fresh air into the room. My body could go much longer essentially holding my breath, but it would be uncomfortable and that would defeat the purpose.




    My body relaxed as the strain of responding to so much stimuli was eased. I lay perfectly still for a few hours, not wanting even the soft rustle of the sheet to interrupt my perfect solitude. But even when there is no light, no sound, nothing to smell, nothing to taste, no movement to feel, the brain will find stimuli. As my physical senses shut down to rest, my mind came alive. I never lost consciousness, but rather, detached myself from reality.




    Many Immortals used this time to sift through memories, organizing them as humans would a box of photos. I had lived so many memories, so many minutes and seconds, that I had long ago given up on keeping track of any but the most recent. So my mind had come up with a new way to entertain itself while I rested—I began to dream. My dreams were always the same. They came in variations, but the central theme remained.




    Darkness. I was still as I listened to my prey. Its heartbeat was alone. It knew I was dangerous and that it stood no chance of survival on its own. We began to run, pressing through the wet, hot plants, making a terrible noise in our frantic race and startling other animals, including the birds that fled screeching into the sky above the dense forest. This brought our chase up into the trees, but there was no escape, and I could hear my large paws cracking branches as I closed in on my kill. Suddenly there was silence. I was alone in the dark, hot, green damp. Then I heard the roar and was bathed in blood, my fangs and claws drenched, satisfying my need and thirst. I bellowed again, claiming my prize and announcing my victory. But there were no ears left to hear. I was alone as it began again to rain.




    I opened my eyes in the darkness, taking a deep breath, and shook my head, trying to rid myself of the lingering feelings the dreams brought. I didn’t mind so much seeing myself as a predator bathed in blood. Although I was a much tidier killer, I was otherwise no different than the beast in my dream. I lived on blood and had no regrets about it. The strong preyed on the weak. Immortals preyed on man. It was the way of things.




    What bothered me was the absolute reality of the sensations in the dream. It was as though my nose remembered the damp smell, my hands and feet remembered the dark, fertile earth, my lungs remembered the heavy air, my ears remembered the jungle sounds. But I had no access to the actual memories. With each dream it felt as though my body was trying to remind me of something I had lost, something I should be searching for.




    It was a disturbing feeling because, while I had limitless memories of my Immortal life, I had none of being human. This seemed a unique phenomenon among my kind. While most eventually forgot much of their human memories over the centuries, they still had lingering, yet vivid recollections of what it was to be mortal. For me, there was nothing before my Immortality.




    I rose from my bed. It would still be light and I would have to travel at mortal speed to avoid attracting attention. That left me with a walk that would take a few hours to get to the college campus. I didn’t have a car. I had never seen the need for one. I quite literally had all the time in the world. I was never in a rush to get anywhere. I had gone through a phase a long time ago in which I fought against time as it eroded and decayed everything, stubbornly leaving me alone. Then I had come to embrace it, realizing it was the only thing I would be left with in the end. So now I used it as I saw fit, and today it was fitting to walk for a few hours.




    Entering the vast closet that led to the bathroom, I pulled out some silk boxers and a pair of comfortable jeans. I would usually go for a lighter pair of cotton or linen slacks, but it would be cool this evening as I walked home. With the same thought, I pulled on a tan cashmere sweater. It was a little warm for it now, but I would be glad for it later, and it was also softer than any of my T-shirts. It wasn’t as though the heat or cold could actually hurt me in any way, but my sensitive skin could definitely feel it, and it could make me very uncomfortable.




    I chose a pair of sandals for my feet, since, apparently, my toes preferred breathing to warmth. I don’t analyze why I dress the way I do, I just wear whatever is comfortable against my skin. There were no mirrors in my loft as I had looked exactly the same for a few millennia now and didn’t need one. I simply ran my hands through my hair and left, knowing the door alarm would lock behind me.




    I walked down the abandoned street in front of my warehouse. The air was stale, as though even the wind had forgotten this neighborhood. Too soon, however, I came around a corner teeming with human life. My nostrils were instantly bombarded with the smell. Rotting corpses walking around. How they could stand to live with dead skin clinging to their bodies, I would never understand. The smell of their sweat, their breath bringing with it remnants of what they had last eaten. It was a wonder we could feed on them at all. Occasionally, one would walk by that had managed to mask the stink of death that naturally surrounds all mortals. However, the perfume or cologne mixed with countless sprays and lotions was just as overpowering, if not quite as unpleasant. The younger ones were always easier to be around, but the infantile ones were annoying.




    And yet, as a whole, they were fascinating. Though I avoided contact with any of them, touching or otherwise, I couldn’t help but watch. It was like observing an ant farm from the inside. The mortals ran every which way trying to live their short lives as fast as possible. To them, life is full of choices. Every day these mortals make choices about everything from what they will wear, to where they will live, to whom they will marry. Some believe the choices they make are important, life altering. They spend a lot of time choosing carefully. They believe that, while life is full of choices, there is but one right choice. Such is the belief of idiots. In fact, they are so foolish, they have it backwards. There is only one choice: Life or Death. Nothing else matters. Yet after having chosen life for so long, I can’t really say it’s the better choice.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    WHEN I ARRIVED at the college building, I chose a seat near the back of the small classroom. I was here mainly for observation. There were several empty chairs around me, which was no great surprise as humans tended to shy away from people like me. They could unconsciously sense my “differentness.” I spoke too softly, moved too gracefully, stared just a little too long. Added to this natural aversion was the request of the professor to “scoot” as close together and to the front as possible.




    “Get comfy and get familiar,” he had said with a sappy smile. “We’re about to embark on a fantastic trip, and it’s no fun to travel alone.” I had almost smiled at that one, but instead there was a small twitch at the corner of my lips. I had also ignored his request. Then he had insisted that everyone call him Tony instead of Professor Pierce. It was an attempt to be hip for the younger students. With his fifty-plus years behind it, it had come off as sad and pitiful.




    As “Tony” droned on about the syllabus and testing schedules, I studied my fellow students. The combination of my classic romance author persona, Martha Vinegross, and my urbanely gothic author persona, Jerry Mack, had brought together a wide range of humans. There were older “alternative” students who preferred the classics, but probably wanted to understand their kids, or grandkids even. There were the young kids themselves, fresh from high school, wanting to look sophisticated, so they took a literature class. But they didn’t want to be bored to death, so they had chosen one featuring a newly popular author. And there were a few students nearing graduation, who were mature, yet young and comparatively bright. These students would provide the most interesting views on my works. I nearly smiled again. They were invariably wrong, but still the most interesting.




    Twenty minutes into the class I remembered why I never came the first day. It was all business, rules, and formats for essays. I should have skipped the Tuesday class and come Thursday instead. I began counting the stitches on the elbow patches of Tony’s tweed jacket and contemplating making an early departure. It was just entertaining enough, with him swinging his arms around constantly so I could almost never keep his elbows in my direct sight. The door behind me opened, sending a fresh sea breeze through the stuffy room. Some frat boy or soccer mom was running late. A moment later my peripheral vision caught a young woman sitting down in the chair right next to me. Obviously she was flustered about being late and had simply sat in the first available chair she saw. I didn’t let her distract me from my studious inventory of stitches on leather.




    “What did I miss?” she asked in a soft voice.




    I glanced at her, annoyed and determined not to lose count. I was startled by her round face, as it was mere inches from mine. Nothing had surprised me in a very long time. It must have been the counting. I had been distracted and hadn’t felt her lean in so close. The hair falling over her shoulders was nearly touching my desk. I stared at her without answering. Finally she gave up, withdrew, and turned her attention to Tony. A few minutes later, I too returned my attention to the aging professor. But I had most certainly lost count. I had also lost the desire to start again. I was still disturbed that she had surprised me. No one surprised me, most especially not a mortal. They were all alike. Completely predictable.




    “Apparently, I didn’t miss much, just the regular first day drudgery.” Her clear voice came to me again.




    I turned to her in disbelief that she would speak directly to me again. I instinctively leaned back as she was, again, only inches away from me. As I eyed her derisively, she smiled at me and leaned back slightly.




    “Sorry,” she apologized. “I have notoriously little personal space. But yours seems to make up for it.” She laughed quietly to avoid Tony’s attention.




    The small sound was packed with mirth. I stared at her, again bewildered by her behavior.




    “I’m Nikki,” she said, sticking out her hand with such earnest vigor, I had no choice but to take it. “Nicole, actually, but my friends call me Nikki, and that’s pretty much everyone.” She continued shaking my hand with enthusiasm.




    I blinked at her. She laughed again.




    “Didn’t your mother ever tell you it’s not polite to stare?” she asked. With no memory of a mother, I had no response. She smiled, finally released my hand, and turned her eyes back to the front of class.




    I continued staring at her, trying to analyze her every movement. She was otherwise an utterly normal human. Her heart rate was normal. The pace of her breathing was normal. She smelled like a human, of sweat and blood and decay. She even had normal human habits, like tapping her pencil against her lips, and bouncing one leg up and down to create movement while sitting still. There was absolutely nothing to differentiate her from the rest of humanity. So why had her behavior toward me been so strange for a human? After twenty minutes of staring, I had gotten no closer to finding the reasoning behind her actions. Tony dismissed the class, and the girl went to the front to gather the papers she had missed from her late arrival.




    I stood and walked swiftly out into the brisk night air, breathing in the freshness after being trapped with the smell of death for so long. During my walk, I contemplated whether perhaps the endless parade of sameness that was my existence had finally begun to dull my senses. How else could a mortal have surprised me in any way? By the time I got home, however, I had dismissed such a ridiculous thought and forgotten about the girl entirely.




    When Thursday night came, I was expecting the class to be a little more entertaining. Tony would surely start to lecture, and I would find out just how ludicrous his ideas about my writing were. I already knew he was not the most insightful man, but perhaps some of his students would give me some sport.




    I arrived early and took the same seat in the back of the class. The humans all remembered Tony’s request and automatically sat front and center. I chuckled cynically at their sheep-like obedience and could almost hear them bleating to each other. Just before class started, the door opened, sending a breeze across my desk. The same insolent little blond girl sat in the chair next to me. I was incredulous.




    “I think we’re about ready to start, so let’s all get nice and cozy,” Tony began. There were only two people currently in the back of the room. He had to be talking to us. “Feel free to come forward, there’s plenty of room,” he continued. I, of course, ignored him and expected the girl to quickly move. Much to my surprise, however, she didn’t. She looked from me to Tony and stayed right where she was. I stared at her, wondering why she would act this way.




    Tony gave up on involving us and began class.




    “I hate when teachers use false kindness to manipulate impressionable students.” Her voice came to me quietly. I glanced at her, but her eyes were forward, not wanting to bring attention to her comment. I had to agree with her assessment of Tony. He wasn’t as interested in his students’ education as he was in their adoration. But I kept that agreement to myself. I turned my attention back to the aging professor.




    “We have only two authors on our itinerary this semester,” he began grandly. “Would anyone care to chance a guess as to why I chose them?” It was obvious his question was rhetorical and he was trying to gather momentum for some grand revelation. That didn’t stop the girl next to me from raising her hand, causing her curls to bounce gently.




    “Ah, so now you’d like to participate,” Tony said coolly. “And your name, Miss?”




    “Nikki,” she replied, “Nikki Christian.”




    “The famous Nikki Christian!” the professor exclaimed. I wondered briefly what he meant. “I’ve heard so much about you in the English department, Ms. Christian.” I didn’t particularly care for his tone of voice. “Please enlighten the class with your views.”




    It looked like she shared my opinion of his tone, but now she had little choice but to go on. “I thought, perhaps, that you chose these two authors for their striking similarities,” she offered. I turned my head to look at her.




    Tony kept his face a careful mask. “You find them similar?” he asked.




    The girl was a little embarrassed to be addressing the entire class, but was sure of her opinions. “Yes, very. They have a different genre and were written in different eras, but their style is much the same.”




    “Their style?” Tony asked.




    “Yes, it’s like…” She searched for words for a moment, her brow slightly creasing. Then her face lit up. “Have you ever watched a really bad movie on purpose?”




    “I’m afraid not,” Tony said with that same careful tone.




    “Oh, well you should,” she recommended. “My family and I sometimes rent a truly horrible film, just to make fun of it. It becomes less about the movie itself and more about how smart and funny you are with your commentary about it.”




    “Of course,” Tony said, with obvious disdain this time, but by now the girl was on a roll.




    “I get the feeling both of these authors have done just that, only instead of taking something really bad and mocking it, they created something beautiful and mocked it anyway.”




    I turned my head to stare at her. That was exactly what I had done. How could she know that? No mortal could be so observant.




    Then she continued, “In fact it feels to me like Mr. Mack is emulating Ms. Vinegross. He must have studied her for a long time in order to write with such a recognizably similar voice in such a different genre of work. If I didn’t know better, I would say he knew her, that they were perhaps even related.” As she finished, my hands were clenching the sides of my desk. This human girl had come far too close to the truth. And she was dangerously close to revealing it to a class full of other mortals. But before I had to do something drastic, Tony spoke up.




    “But you do know better, I would hope,” he said. “In fact, I would hope that the rest of this class would know better than to agree with your long and erroneous theories.”




    The girl lowered her head in embarrassment, but the squint in her eyes was from anger.




    “Is there anything else you would care to add?” Tony asked, sensing his victory in humiliating the girl.




    “No,” she said humbly, “but I do have one more question.”




    “By all means,” Tony gushed. “How may I enlighten you?”




    “Why did you ask me to go on and explain my theories if you assumed them to be wrong? It seems to me that a professor interested in teaching the truth would correct erroneous statements at once instead of encouraging students to prattle on and on about them,” she finished, looking Tony straight in the eye.




    I couldn’t help but be amused by her victory. Not only had she gotten the last word in what should have been an uneven fight, but she had called Tony out on his motivation. She had also warned the rest of the class not to cross him, and not to respect him.




    Tony decided to completely ignore her last comment and began lecturing as if the whole incident had never happened. The class went along with him, but it was obvious by the side glances the girl got that she had made an impression, some positive, most not.




    As Tony rambled on about the many differences between Ms. Vinegross and Mr. Mack, I continued to stare at the girl next to me. There must have been something more to her, but what? What made her so observant? And if she was so observant, how did she not see how different I was?




    I watched as every move of her head sent her large blond curls swaying gently. But blond wasn’t the right word, her hair was so much more than blond. There were a hundred different shades from pale gold to deep auburn, which together created something rather like harnessed sunshine. It had to be natural, not even the most skilled colorist could put that many hues together and have it look perfect. The length was just past her shoulders, and every time she leaned forward to write something in her notebook, soft curls would fall forward, partially hiding her face.




    At first I couldn’t see why she didn’t pull it back or do something with it to keep it out of her way. Then I realized she was probably trying to hide the pock marks that sprinkled her face. A mortal would probably assume they were acne scars, but my eyes could see there was something off about that assumption. They were too old to be acne scars and had once been much worse than they were now.




    I became frustrated that her hair was obscuring my scrutinizing and before I could think, I spoke to bring her face around.




    “You never told me you were famous,” I said, my voice low so I wouldn’t interfere with Tony’s entrancing monologue.




    As I had hoped, her head came up at my voice. I was not prepared, however, for the brilliant smile she flashed me, her lips framing white teeth too perfect for anything but braces to be responsible for.




    “And here I thought you were either deaf or mute after yesterday,” she replied. Her tone was teasing and her eyes twinkled. They were as blue as the sky.




    “Neither,” I responded. “But I have been told I’m rude.”




    “And a quick wit, too,” she laughed softly. “Perhaps this class won’t be a total waste of my time. Though you’re more curious than rude, I’d dare to guess.”




    I actually smiled a little in response to the sound of her laugh and found myself wanting to hear it again. “I guess that would explain my inquiry of your undisclosed fame,” I agreed.




    She smiled again and my gaze was drawn to the cupid’s bow of her upper lip which, paired with the fullness of her lower one, created a perfect blend of sultry innocence.




    “Well,” she said, “I’m an English Lit major and so I’ve taken classes from pretty much every professor in the department. What ‘Tony’ said about my being famous was only half true.” Her fingers made sarcastic quotation marks in the air as she said the professor’s name, and I couldn’t help but smirk at her obvious contempt for him.




    “The department is divided into two camps; in one I’m famous, in the other I’m infamous.” As she said the last word, I could tell she was prouder of it than the more positive one. Something about that appealed to me as well. It was probably because I was so contrary by nature myself. “On one side we have ‘team traditionalist,’ and on the other ‘team,’ shall we say, ‘free thinkers,’” she said, indicating each team with her hands.




    “And which team are you on?” I inquired.




    “You have to ask?” she cried, a little too loudly. Tony shot her a glance and she lowered her head, soft curls bouncing on her desk.




    “I guess not,” I acquiesced.




    She glanced sideways at me, smirking. “I should have known better about Tony,” she whispered, her voice as soft as velvet. “He’s only been teaching here two years, so I haven’t had a class from him before. I wasn’t sure which camp he was in,” her eyes narrowed, “until now.”




    She sighed heavily and I could smell her breath. It was surprisingly sweet. “Really, I knew that first day. I guess I was just giving him the benefit of the doubt.”




    I had also known that first day just who Tony was, but I was more observant than a mortal. “How did you know?” I wondered.




    She turned to face me again, and her captivating eyes were now open and honest as she leaned forward. “I can read people,” she said frankly. “I’m really good at it, actually. It’s one of the reasons I’m infamous. Some people have a hard time believing I can tell who a person is by what they write.”




    I was momentarily startled. Was she saying that she knew I had written these books? Then I came back to myself and realized there was no way she could know. “And that is why you think Jerry Mack is emulating Martha Vinegross?”




    “Yes,” she agreed immediately. She apparently had no fear of my baiting her like Tony had. “They have such similar voices. If I didn’t know better I would say they were the same person, writing under two different pen names.” My eyes widened at her statement and she rushed on. “But that would just be crazy. I mean they lived a hundred years apart! So I’m left hypothesizing.” She sighed again, this time it was sadder. “Which is why I took this class. I was hoping I had finally found someone as crazy as I am.”




    I couldn’t bear the forlorn tone to her crystal voice. “I don’t think you’re crazy,” I said, instantly regretting it. I couldn’t exactly tell her she was right.




    “Really?” she asked, looking up at me with hope shining in her eyes. I couldn’t help but smile, but I didn’t respond. She continued looking at me, waiting for more. Then she smiled and shook her head, sending the golden curls dancing. As she turned back to Tony, she quietly muttered, “Curiouser and curiouser.”




    I smiled and continued my inventory of her, wondering if that made me the White Rabbit, or the Cheshire Cat. She was dressed comfortably in generic jeans cut off at the knees and a black T-shirt proclaiming the name of a local band. She had brought a soft sweater that was the same robin’s egg blue as her eyes. That, along with the fact that her sneakers were high quality, implied she would likely be walking at least partway home in the cool night air. I also noticed in the next twenty minutes while watching her write notes with her left hand, and nearly speak up again a few times at some of Tony’s more inane comments, that she didn’t seem to mind my staring. As soon as Tony dismissed the class, I stood and was out the door.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    AS I STRODE across campus, I decided to pay a visit to Lance and Rob. Their apartment was near the college, so I wouldn’t have to go out of my way. It was obvious it had been Rob’s turn to choose where they were living this go round. The building they lived in was loud and cheap, which I knew was sure to irritate Lance. But the location gave them an ample selection of food from the college coeds and was close enough to the beach for endless surfing. The whole set up was Rob through and through.




    I shook my head, wondering again why they were so set on staying together when they were so incompatible. Of course, things didn’t exactly go well for them when they tried living separately, and old habits die hard. I smirked at my own joke. Old indeed; ancient habits really. Their friendship pre-dated even their Immortality. I occasionally wondered if I had ever experienced such a bond during my forgotten mortal life.




    I scaled the fire escape and stood outside the window of their apartment. I despised going through the inside of the building. The smell of too many humans living together was rank indeed. I rapped gently on the window, knowing they would hear it, and waited for them to call for me to enter. I knew I was welcome at any time, but this was one of our oldest habits. We were very territorial by nature. Simply walking into another person’s dwelling was basically the same as declaring war.




    I didn’t wait long before I heard Lance’s strong bass voice call out, “Enter, my sword is drawn.” I knew he hadn’t actually armed himself; this was simply the customary response. It let whoever was coming know you were ready, whether it be to fight or to converse. Immortals are a fairly tense group, especially when we get together.




    And yet there was no tension in the atmosphere of the apartment. I found Lance and Rob playing a video game in their den. It was some military strategy game, obviously Lance’s choice. Rob preferred cartoon games where you could beat your opponent while making funny faces and ludicrous noises.




    Even their physical appearances were polar opposites. Lance had wide shoulders and a chest like the trunk of a tree. The rest of him was just as heavily muscled, with only his six feet, three inches of height keeping him from looking out of proportion. His sharp jaw was square, accentuated by a cleft chin and a dominant, straight nose. His slate gray eyes were on constant alert, his black hair cut short to tame the tight curls. He dressed in clothes that gave him an excuse to demand respect, usually slacks and a button up, sometimes even with a jacket. To humans he always looked like he was just coming from or leaving for an obviously important corporate job. You could take the Legionnaire out of Rome…




    Rob, on the other hand, was even shorter than me. He was barely five foot, eight. Though tiny compared to Lance, he wasn’t as willowy as me. He had a strong build, especially his upper body. He seemed to take his latest persona of “eternal beach bum” to heart. His sandy blond hair fell haphazardly into hazel eyes that seemed to always be laughing at some private joke. His skin was a few shades darker than Lance’s pale ivory, but not as dark as mine. His clothes usually consisted of baggy shorts with too many pockets to count and a variety of novelty tees. He generally looked like he was about to get into mischief of one kind or another.




    “Bit of a surprise to see you here, Gregory,” Lance said without taking his eyes from the screen. It looked like the two of them were playing online with several other live people. Lance was commander, of course.




    “Yes, it’s rare you grace us with your presence more than once a month.” Jenny’s voice came from the hallway leading to the bedrooms. She was refastening the belt across her runway ready attire. She had impeccable taste and looked as though she belonged in the houses on celebrity row, which is probably why she lived there.




    Jenny only took her sword off for one thing. Apparently she and Rob were, in fact, on again. Every fifty years or so, they would get together. It generally lasted a year or two before Jenny would get bored or restless and break it off again.




    Being solitary creatures, we don’t have mates. We generally can’t get along with each other long enough to make cohabitation possible. But I’ve heard of some Immortals who find a preference in a specific person and return to them when so inclined. Jenny was the only Immortal I knew who would actually keep up the pretenses of a relationship. I theorized it has something to do with her talent. She had an incredible sense of smell.




    Over the course of her long life, Jenny had learned what the combination of different chemical smells in the body meant. In essence, she could smell emotions. She was fascinated by the fact that humans seemed to have an unending variation. She was constantly trying to convince me we must be capable of the same emotions, having the same chemicals. I told her that when she smelled an Immortal that had anything in common with a mortal to let me know. That would be something to see.




    As a side effect to this talent for reading smells, Jenny was more empathetic to the mortal plight. She fed only often enough to stay strong, because she hated the taste of fear from them. I believed her charade with Rob was an attempt to emulate the feelings she could smell in the humans around her. I sometimes wondered if she had ever been successful in recreating similar chemical reactions, but had never asked.




    Rob was the perfect partner for Jenny’s experiments. He had a natural love of life and anything fun. He was also laid back enough that he wasn’t put off when Jenny would suddenly decide she needed to be independent again. Jenny and I had not been together in that way for probably five hundred years. And she knew better than to go anywhere near Lance with such advances.




    “You’re the only one I’ve seen recently,” I reminded her. “And I didn’t really expect to find you here.”




    “But you’re not surprised,” she replied.




    “Indeed not,” I agreed. I turned my attention to Rob. “I thought I’d stop by on my way home to tell you about my class.”




    “Oh yeah!” Rob said, indicating Jenny had in fact told him about it. He was still watching the game while speaking to me. He absently flipped his hair out of his eyes. “So, how do you compare to you? Do you ‘measure up,’ or ‘fall short’?” He winked at Jenny and she smiled indulgently.




    “Is it already showing signs of a promising diversion?” Jenny asked as she preened her auburn hair in the large mirror mounted on the wall.




    “I really enjoyed it when people thought you were a chick,” Rob declared. “Are you the ultimate role model to this old lady, too? Or is she crushing on your bad boy dark side?”




    “Actually the professor is a male and an imbecile, but there is this strange girl—” I stopped short as three pairs of eyes suddenly focused on me. “What?”




    “You noticed a mortal?” Lance asked.




    “A mortal girl?” Jenny added.




    “She’s rather hard to miss,” I replied, irritated by their unexpected response.




    “Wow,” Rob said eloquently.




    “What I mean by that is she insists on sitting right next to me and tries to engage me in conversation,” I explained. “She has the most fascinating views on my books, but I can’t see why she would go to such great lengths to talk to me.”




    Jenny took my jaw in her hand and turned me to the mirror. “That’s why she would talk to you, obviously.”




    I looked at my reflection. I had brilliant green eyes. My white teeth were framed by full lips and stood out against skin that couldn’t decide if it had a California tan or was ethnic in some way, Greek or Hispanic perhaps. I unconsciously ran a hand through my soft brown locks.




    “Most humans still avoid me,” I countered.




    “That’s because you’re scary as the devil when you scowl,” Jenny explained.




    “And you’re generally scowling,” Lance reminded me.




    “What does she look like?” Jenny asked.




    “She must be HOT to feel like she can approach an Immortal,” Rob said, waggling his eyebrows at me.




    “She’s average. Average height, average build. She’s a blue-eyed blonde.” Their eyes bugged out again. “What now?” I asked, the volume of my voice increasing.




    “You know what color her eyes are?” Jenny asked, incredulously.




    “Yes, well, when she insists on getting within inches of my face to speak to me, I can’t really not see her eyes,” I responded sarcastically.




    “And you didn’t kill her?” Lance asked. I didn’t understand his question.




    “You’ve almost killed me for much less than getting in your face,” Rob supplied.




    Suddenly Jenny grabbed my shoulders and drew her nose from my chest to my ear, inhaling deeply. “I beg your pardon!” I cried, stepping back and removing myself from her grip.




    “You smell different,” she said, almost accusing.




    “What are you talking about?” I asked. This visit was not going according to plan. I was getting ready to leave.




    “You smell different,” she repeated. “You haven’t smelled different in, well, ever.” Lance and Rob looked at Jenny then back to me, their game long forgotten.




    “I already told you she had some fascinating views on my writing. She doesn’t believe it herself, but she knows the two authors are the same person. You must smell my surprise at finding a mortal so observant. I’m not often surprised,” I explained.




    “Hmm,” Jenny said. “I have to meet her.”




    “What?” I said, shocked. I didn’t want Jenny anywhere near this girl. I didn’t know why, but it seemed like a very bad idea. “Absolutely not. This is my class, and if you suddenly show up, it will draw attention to both of us.”




    “Then you’ll have to find out more about her,” she insisted.




    “Why?” I asked, feeling defensive.




    “Because there must be something to this mortal for her to not only catch your attention, but get your respect,” Jenny insisted. Rob and Lance’s eyes widened as they decided she was right.




    “I didn’t say I had respect for her, and she is utterly normal in every way,” I argued.




    “You said she was ‘observant,’ which is more than you’ll say for most Immortals,” she countered. “She may be too observant.”




    “Fine, I will find out what she really knows,” I agreed. I wanted to leave and I wanted Jenny to stay away from this girl, which meant I would have to give in.




    “Perfect,” Jenny said brightly, as if that had been her plan all along. Rob and Lance just shook their heads and finally returned to their game. “Would you like a ride home?”




    “No,” I all but growled. “I’m going hunting.” Jenny smiled smugly at me as she sauntered out the door and I went out the window.


  




  

    Chapter Four




    LAZARUS WAS FRUSTRATED. Mother’s Inner Court was useless. Not one of them had found something worth investigating. It had been several months since he left home, and he knew he could not return until his assignment had been fulfilled. While that was standard procedure, in the past it had also been standard to know exactly who he was being sent to destroy. Even on the rare occasion when they had known he was coming and foolishly decided to run, he’d found them in a matter of days. He had never been separated from his Queen for more than a few weeks.




    Picking another name from his list of agents, he dialed the number on his cell. He was not surprised when it was answered after the first ring. They knew better than to keep him, and by extension Queen Eve, waiting.




    “Hello?” came the unsure female voice.




    “What have you found?” Lazarus asked without preamble.




    “I…I don’t have anything to report,” she answered.




    “You have failed then?”




    “No!” she cried. “I have been searching, and I may have something, but nothing is sure yet.”




    “Would my assistance help you to become more expedient?” he offered.




    “No. No, that’s not necessary. Give me a few more weeks and I’ll have a report for you, whether it’s something for you to look into or not.”




    “I have been disappointed several times recently,” Lazarus noted. He did not add that the Queen had unfortunately not allowed him to eliminate said disappointments, yet.




    “If I could have a month…” she began.




    “I make no promises, but I will give you more time,” he glanced at his list, “Guinevere.”




    “You are most gracious, as is Mother Eve,” she pandered.




    He clicked his phone shut and considered his options. He had no business left in Paris. In fact, he was fairly bored with the entire continent of Europe. Guinevere was in the United States. While he had told her he would give her time before he called again, there was no reason to stay where he was.




    Stepping over the body at his feet, he decided to find another mortal to take with him on his plane. It was a long flight to America.


  




  

    Chapter Five




    IT WAS ONLY MIDNIGHT when I came to a bar that had what I needed. There was a shadowy alley near the exit, and it was in a fairly questionable part of town. I would have cover for my attack, and there would be plenty of excuses for a dead body in the area. While there were some who hunted for the sport, I had long since found there was no sport in hunting mortals. It was too easy. They were too easy to stalk, too easy to seduce, too easy to manipulate. So I had given up on trying to make it a challenge and made it as easy as possible. This was also why I had chosen a bar. As easy as it was to overtake a normal mortal, a drunk wouldn’t know what was happening until they were already dead. Lance sometimes said this was cheating. I considered it less contact with a feeble and unworthy race. The alcohol made for less appetizing blood, but it would still quench the thirst and I could be on my way. Human blood was usually tainted by one thing or another these days anyway. Between the drugs, diseases, herbs, and vaccinations, blood just wasn’t as sweet as it had been in times past.




    I settled into my perch on the roof across the street from the bar. It was still too early for the mortals inside to be drunk enough to call it a night and come stumbling out into the street. I didn’t mind waiting. I had all the time in the world. As I waited, my mind began to wander. Not surprisingly, after the conversation I’d just had with Jenny, I found myself thinking of that girl. I could see the curve of her petal pink lips as she smiled. Remembering the long brown lashes framing her wide eyes, I took note that she didn’t wear much make-up. There had been enough to accentuate her naturally beautiful features, but she hadn’t bothered trying to cover the scars. I found this contrary to the observation I had made about her trying to hide them with her hair. This girl was proving to be stranger by the minute. “Curiouser and curiouser,” I thought to myself, a small smile coming to my lips as I thought of the girl as Alice falling down the rabbit hole.




    Just then, a brunette came stumbling out of the bar. I watched her intently, but something seemed off. She would not be the one tonight. She leaned against the brick wall, apparently trying to get some fresh air. Moments later, a large man came out and leaned next to her. I could tell by her body language she not only knew him, but had been hoping for this very thing. As I watched, he put a hand to her neck and pulled her into a rough kiss, which she returned enthusiastically. The two of them stumbled into the alley, booze and lust doing nothing for their natural lack of coordination. The man pressed the girl against the wall again and they really started to enjoy themselves. It was like watching gorillas mating at the zoo. I wondered again what made Jenny think humans had deep emotions. I had written about human love, but from what I had seen, it was the same for them as it was for me, just words. The primates finished their tryst and headed back for the bar. Their distance and posture told me neither of them planned on calling the other. I didn’t even think they would spend the rest of the evening with each other.




    Humans came and went from the bar, and about an hour later, another girl exited alone. She was obviously more drunk than the first girl had been. She stumbled and fell against the wall. Pulling a phone from who knows where in the outfit she was sporting, she pushed one on her memory dial. I heard a male voice answer. A very sad conversation followed. Apparently her boyfriend had forgotten about meeting her. When she asked him to come for her because she was too drunk to get home, he told her to call a cab and hung up. The girl dropped the phone and began to cry. Strike two for human compassion. Suddenly her body stiffened and she ran into the alley, where she promptly vomited. She was too far gone to even pull her long blond hair out of the way. This was truly a pitiful creature. Perfect.




    Before she could even straighten up, I was standing behind her. As she stood, she noticed me and jumped.




    “Oh!” she cried. “I didn’t know you were there, sorry.” Her speech was so slurred it was hard for even me to understand.




    I locked her eyes onto my own, staring deep. She swooned a little. I brushed her hair behind her shoulder with one hand, carefully avoiding the mess at the ends.




    “I think I vomited in my hair,” she whispered distractedly.
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