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      ONE


      


      “Why do I have to take them?” Jose Luis hopped across the wooden floor on one foot and plopped onto the plush sofa. “It’s only a movie.”


      “Because it’s not safe, that’s why! You can’t be wandering the city by yourself,” I said as I picked his casted foot up off the coffee table and propped it on a throw pillow. “And where are your crutches?”


      Christian laughed as he leaned against the doorway watching us. He exchanged an amused look with Jose Luis. I threw my arms up in defeat. “Fine. Have it your way.”


      “Thank you,” Jose Luis smiled broadly. “I’m going with friends and I would feel weird, you know.”


      “Wait a minute,” I crossed my arms. “I didn’t say you didn’t have to take any. You are still taking one. I’ll make sure he keeps his distance.”


      “But…”


      “That’s final. It’s either that, or Christian and I go with you,” I said with a smug smile of my own.


      “Ok, ok. One bodyguard then. But I don’t have to like it.” His English was definitely improving.


      Christian walked over and wrapped his arms around my waist. “You’re doing the right thing,” he whispered in my ear.


      “He doesn’t seem to think so,” I said and leaned away to look at his perfect face. I say we still follow him…


      “Hey! I can hear you, remember?” Jose Luis threw the remote on the coffee table and pouted.


      “Oh, right. I forgot,” I said with a laugh. I couldn’t stay mad at either one of them for more than a few minutes.


      With Melinda, her sister Ryanne, and some of the hunters still running around Lima, I wasn’t taking any chances. Christian and I could take care of ourselves, but Jose Luis, being human, though he did possess some powers, needed the extra protection. He was still healing from his wounds after being thrown off the top of the cross on the mountain, and I wasn’t willing to take any more chances with his life. Before Aaron’s great-grandfather, Aloysius, left for Italy with Fiore, he made sure he left us with his apartment, a car, and bodyguards to protect us. I was taking full advantage of it.


      The thought of Aaron’s name turned my stomach into knots. Attempting to kill Maia, my begrudging sister, was one of the most difficult things I’d ever had to do, and I’d lost my family because of it. Kalia and Aaron had taken her in, after she told them she was terminally ill, turned her, and treated her as their daughter. That never changed for them. I could still picture the crazed look in Kalia’s eyes as Aaron held her, keeping her from running at me, after I slashed Maia’s throat. The horror of it was that I had meant to cut her head off, but Kalia pushed me aside, causing only a long gash from my sword.


      “Please don’t do this, Lily,” Christian said, leaning his chin on the top of my head. “You didn’t have much of a choice in the matter. She tried to kill both of us. I’m sure, in time, we’ll be able to get through to Kalia.”


      “I hope you’re right,” I took a deep breath and pushed away from him. “Jose Luis, are you hungry?”


      He turned worried eyes to Christian before answering. “No, just thirsty. Inca Kola would be good.”


      Being a vampire for more than ninety years meant I was not exactly a good cook. I understood his concern, but Carmela, Aloysius’s housekeeper, had left some meals already prepared in the freezer for Jose Luis. All I had to do was push some buttons on the microwave we had bought. “I’ll get it,” Christian said and headed to the kitchen.


      “And I’ll go get your crutches,” I turned a stern look at Jose Luis. “I don’t know why you refuse to use them.” He laughed and turned on the television, his way of dismissing me.


      Bringing a human boy into our lives had never been something I’d considered in the past, but I wouldn’t change our decision for anything. Jose Luis, an orphaned fifteen year old, had been sent to kill Christian and me. A group of vampire hunters had taken him in when his parents died in an accident, and with the promise of feeding and supporting him, was using him for his talents. They were also using this newest and youngest member of their pack to do their dirty work while they sat back and kept their manicured nails clean. With Kalia and Aaron not speaking to me, it seemed our best option was to stay in Peru, which was probably best for Jose Luis anyway. As soon as he was well enough, I wanted to hire private tutors so he could finish his schooling.


      “What time did he say he’s going?” I asked Christian as he walked into Jose Luis’s bedroom. I was just pulling the covers over his bed and fluffing his pillows. His crutches lay untouched on the floor by his dresser.


      “Since when did you become such a mother?” He smiled, showing he was not trying to be sarcastic. My fuse had been a little short lately.


      “I am acting like that, aren’t I?” I grabbed the crutches in one hand, a dirty glass in the other.


      “Believe me, I like it,” He picked up the sneaker in the doorway and tossed it to where its mate lay across the room. “I actually feel like a father myself.”


      “What if someone decides to claim him? That really scares me. Or what if he’s killed because of us?” I leaned on the crutches.


      “Neither of us is going to allow that to happen. Anyway, he’s going to a nine o’clock show. His friends are meeting him there so he’ll be riding with Giovanni. Is that ok?” he asked.


      Giovanni, the leader of the bodyguards Aloysius had loaned us before he left, was the best choice to accompany Jose Luis. Though I hadn’t known him long, I trusted him.


      “That’s good. Just make sure he’s replaced by someone, maybe Margarita. I don’t want the front door unattended. Maybe we should have another guard already in place at the theater, just in case.”


      “Let’s not overdo it. We agreed to one. He’ll be fine, and besides, that gives us some time alone.” He winked at me. I smiled to ease his mind and followed him to the living room.


      That was something to look forward to. We hadn’t been alone since we were married. The trip to Lima was supposed to be our honeymoon, a gift from Aaron, Kalia, and Fiore. But before we knew it, it had been one problem after another and all our vampire friends were here to help us in yet another battle that had nothing to do with them. That battle had not turned out well. We had managed to get Jose Luis back but lost everything else in the process.


      “Your cell phone is charged. Anything at all happens, you call us. What Giovanni says goes, you hear me?” I asked as Jose Luis put his jacket on. He nodded.


      “I will be fine. I am sure I’m the only poor kid running around Lima with a bodyguard.”


      “Believe me, Jose Luis. We don’t like it much either but it’s for the best. Just as soon as things settle down again, we can live normally,” Christian assured him.


      “I am sorry to give you this news, but neither one of you is normal.” Jose Luis laughed.


      “You know what he means,” I lightly smacked his back, trying not to knock him over. “Anything at all out of the ordinary, you call.”


      “Ok, ok. I promise.” He kissed my cheek and waved to Christian. He hobbled out the door to meet Giovanni. I saw he’d already been replaced by Margarita, who sat in her chair paging through a magazine. She raised her head and nodded a greeting. I nodded in return and closed the door.


      “You’re uncomfortable with the whole bodyguard thing, aren’t you?” Christian beckoned me to the sofa.


      “It’s just really weird. I spent so many years alone, talking to people only when I absolutely had to, and now, I’m surrounded. I feel like we have no privacy.” I lay my head back and sighed. “I’m married with a child, too.”


      He laughed and took my hand. “It sure does feel like we have a child, and I like it. He’s a good kid.”


      “I know he is,” I turned my head to look at him. “I just hope we can keep him that way. And I wish he would stop thinking of himself as poor.”


      “That’s probably going to take a little time for him to get used to, considering where he came from.”


      “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”


      A couple of hours later, we lay in each other’s arms under the covers and sighed.


      “How perfect is this?” Christian said as he snuggled me closer.


      “It is, isn’t it? I wish it could be like this all the time,” I wished.


      “Yeah, but you know,” He sat up a bit and pushed me away so that he could look into my eyes. “Our relationship was forbidden in the beginning and no matter what we did to stay away from each other, it never worked. We are magnets attracted to each other, no matter what. I think all the difficulties we face only make our love for each other stronger. It just wouldn’t be the same without the chaos.”


      “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” I said and climbed on top of him. “I can show you some chaos right now.”


      He smiled and nibbled my bottom lip. “I’d definitely like to see the kind of chaos you have in mind.”


      Once we were back in the living room, I was back in the real world and checking my phone every few minutes. Christian kept laughing at me but wasn’t doing a great job of masking the worry in his eyes. A little after midnight, the front door was pushed open and Giovanni rushed in, Jose Luis in his arms. Margarita ran in behind him, leaving her post unattended. She carried his crutches under her arm.


      “What the hell happened?” I yelled as Giovanni gingerly set Jose Luis down on the sofa.


      “I am ok,” Jose Luis assured us before Giovanni could answer.


      Giovanni took the crutches from Margarita and signaled for her to return to her post outside the door before turning to face us. “When we were coming out of the theater and into the lobby, a shot was fired. People started running and screaming. It was total chaos. Jose Luis was knocked down to the floor and someone landed on top him. I searched for whoever fired the shot but didn’t see anyone with a gun.”


      I ran to sit at Jose Luis’s side. A black and blue bump was already visible on his forehead. “I am ok, really,” he assured me. “A girl tripped and knocked me down. I hit my head on the bar where they sell the food.”


      “You left him alone?” I turned a furious gaze to Giovanni.


      “He was down and covered. I took that opportunity to look for the shooter,” Giovanni argued, his shoulders squared, his posture confident. I knew he was the best we had. “Whoever fired that shot must have run back out in all the commotion.”


      “Could it have been a random robbery?” Christian asked.


      “I highly doubt it,” Giovanni said. “I think I sensed another vampire in the lobby when we first left the theater, but only for a moment.”


      “Were the police involved?” Christian asked.


      “Of course not, at least not while we were still there. I took Jose Luis back into the theater and exited through the emergency door on the side. There was so much commotion in the lobby, I don’t think anyone even noticed,” Giovanni explained.


      “You honestly don’t think it was a robbery?” I was grasping at straws.


      “I’m sorry but no. Jose Luis was definitely the target. The bullet hit the wall behind him. Had someone not noticed the gun and screamed, causing chaos before the gun was even fired, it would have hit him.”


      “Thank God for the girl,” I sighed.
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      “Do you think we do what we do just to ruin your image?” I asked Jose Luis as I set his glass of Inca Kola on the coffee table. He looked at me with no expression on his bruised face.


      “Lily, maybe we should just let him rest a while,” Christian suggested. His tender look calmed me down, just a bit.


      “He just got up,” I argued and went to open the living room curtains, letting sunlight flood the white room. Christian shielded his eyes. “I want him to understand that this is not a game. I’m not exactly ecstatic about having extra people around me all the time either but, I’m not arguing about it!”


      As hard as they tried to conceal their laughter, they weren’t able to and I shot cold looks at both of them. “I’m sorry…I’m sorry,” Jose Luis managed between laughs. “I will be serious now.” But he couldn’t stop the laughter. I huffed, making him and Christian laugh so hard they held their stomachs.


      “Fine,” I threw my arms up in defeat again. “Whatever. You think it’s funny that I’m all motherly? Go ahead and laugh, suit yourselves. You can take care of yourselves, too. I’m going to take a bodyguard and go shopping. We are almost out of people food.”


      “People food? As opposed to what?” Christian asked.


      The laughter died down only after I slammed the bedroom door. Once alone, I smiled. The truth was that I loved seeing Christian so happy. He’d endured so much confusion, sadness, and actual torture since he met me. He was quickly becoming a father figure to Jose Luis and a protector to me, something I hadn’t had since my own father.


      “Lily?” Christian poked his head into the room. “Why don’t you make a list for Carmela, just this once? We can spend some time with Jose Luis; maybe get him to open up a little.”


      “That might be a good idea. I don’t much feel like fighting crowds right now anyway.” Aloysius had been kind enough to not only leave us his apartment, but also his housekeeper. Though I had been more than a little reluctant to be in her presence in the past, since she is a human who not only knows about vampires but also works for one, I felt more comfortable with her since she had supplied us with weapons. She never asked questions and she never judged, no matter what she was asked to do. Jose Luis also felt comfortable with her and that was important. I pulled out my cell, dictated a shopping list to Carmela, and then followed Christian out to the living room. We sat on the chairs opposite him and regarded him expectantly.


      Jose Luis sat on the sofa paging through a comic book. He threw it onto the coffee table, looking at us through narrowed eyes. “What did I do now?”


      Christian laughed and glanced at me. “Nothing. We just want to chat,” I said.


      “You never just want to chat. You want to know something.” He sat up straighter, waiting.


      Christian nodded for me to continue. “We just want to know what happened last night. What did you see and hear? Did you recognize anybody?”


      He shook his head, his dark hair falling in his eyes. “I did not see anyone I knew, except my friends, of course. We were leaving the cinema, all of us in a line, and people started screaming and running. A girl was pushed into me and we fell. All I could see was her pretty face. Then there was a very loud boom.” He blushed and Christian’s eyes lit up with amusement.


      “That’s it? You don’t remember anything else?” I insisted.


      “I hit my head on the snack thing. People were really screaming. It was so loud. Then it got quiet and the girl got off me, stood up. She gave me her hand to help me up. Then Giovanni came and picked me up and took me back into the cinema, to another door, and we went out to the street. When we drove past the front, the police were just getting there,” he explained.


      “You sensed nothing?”


      He folded his arms over his chest and shook his head. “No. I was…” He looked at me and then at Christian. “I was sitting with that girl, the one that fell on me. I was not even watching the movie.”


      “You were on a date?” I yelled. Christian laughed and I ignored him.


      “Yes. And it was not my first date, either.”


      “You’re too young for that.” I crossed my arms over my chest.


      “Lily, he’s fifteen. He’s not a child, but that’s not the issue here,” Christian said noticing my displeasure. “Someone was there to shoot him. That’s what we need to focus on.” He turned to look at Jose Luis. “I know you don’t like this any more than we do, but from now on you will have more than one bodyguard whenever you go out.”


      “Why? Other kids my age don’t run around the city with bodyguards.” Jose Luis turned on the sofa and put both feet on the floor.


      “Other kids your age aren’t constant targets, either. It’s only for your own safety,” I said. “I don’t think the hunters want you back. I think they want you dead. You don’t want to die, do you?”


      He looked at both us, his face still expressionless. “No. So why can’t we leave here, go to America?”


      A lump formed in my throat at the thought of no longer having a home with Kalia and Aaron. Christian took my hand and squeezed it. I couldn’t speak and he knew it.


      “That’s not an option right now. We don’t have a home there anymore,” he explained.


      “So, we can get a new one,” Jose Luis offered.


      “It’s not that simple. We have things to finish here. If we don’t end this here and now, they will only follow us and find us no matter where we go. When we know we’re safe, and only then, we can think about where we want to settle down more permanently. So for now, this is home.” Christian looked at me and I nodded, assuring him I was fine.


      “Right now, I would like to talk about what you want,” I sat at the foot of the sofa and placed his casted foot on my lap. Focusing only on his recovery, the question of whether or not he wanted to stay with us had been left unasked. “We want to know what you want to happen.”


      “I don’t understand what you are asking.” He looked at Christian.


      “I think what she’s trying to say is that we want to know if you want to stay with us from now on or if there someone else you want to live with, maybe a relative somewhere? Maybe a family friend you’d rather live with?”


      Jose Luis’s eyes grew wide. He pushed the hair out of his eyes and looked at me with sadness. “No. There is no one. I thought you knew what I wanted.”


      “We hoped but we didn’t know for sure. I’d feel better if you told us.” I held my breath, nervous about his response.


      “I want to stay with you. There is no one else, but if there was, I would still want to stay with you.” His eyes watered and he blinked against the coming tears.


      “We are very happy to hear that. That’s what Christian and I wanted,” I looked at Christian who looked as confused as I felt over Jose Luis’s tears. I turned back to Jose Luis as he wiped his eyes with the corner of his blanket. “If that’s what you want, then why are you crying?”


      “I am sorry, it’s just that…” he looked away and focused on the blanket on his lap, pulling at a loose thread. “I feel very lucky but also very sad.”


      “Why sad?” Christian asked, moving to kneel in front of us.


      “Because my sister was not as lucky as me.”


      “I’m sorry, what?”


      “My sister.” He raised his face and met my eyes. “My sister is lost.”


      With my mouth hanging open, I looked at Christian. He shrugged.


      “What sister?” I asked, taking Jose Luis’s hand so he would not unravel the blanket.


      “Her name is Leilani. She would be nine now, if she is alive.”


      “When is the last time you saw her?” Christian asked.


      “She was four, I think. She walked to the store to buy a candy because she had a coin from the mouse, Pepe…she lost a tooth. Anyway, she did not come back.” Jose Luis wiped his eyes again.


      “So you were both living with the hunters?” I asked. He nodded. “What did the police say?”


      “They did not want to talk to the police. Arturo, the man we lived with, said they could not help. He said they would take us away from him if they knew he was not our father, so we looked for her in groups, for days. I made signs with her picture and put them on trees. It did not help.”


      I looked at Christian. He folded his arms over his chest, his anger obvious. I thought asking about the police would have been a stupid question, since that is what most people would have done in that situation, but I should’ve known better. These were the hunters we were talking about. Arturo, the human leader of the so-called vampire hunters, from what I had witnessed so far, was not especially caring. Why would he do the logical thing?


      “Maybe they were trying to hide something?” Christian answered my thought.


      “Like what? She was just a little girl.” I turned to face Jose Luis again. “Can you tell us about her? What was Leilani like?”


      Jose Luis’s skin changed from deep golden tan to something with a sickly grayish hue within seconds. His fingers pulled at the thread on the blanket again before shoving it off his lap and onto the floor. He raised his watery eyes to me as he stood. “I’m going to get sick,” he said before hopping on one foot down the hall toward the bathroom.


      


      


      

    

  


  
    
      THREE


      


      “Jose Luis?” I knocked on the bathroom door a few minutes later. “Are you ok?” The door opened and I jumped back.


      “I am sorry. I don’t know what happened,” Jose Luis explained, still holding a hand towel. His face lost all signs of his deep tan and his bottom lip shook.


      “It’s ok. You don’t have to talk about Leilani if you’re not ready. We’ll have plenty of time for that later.”


      “But I am ready. I have to talk about her. What if she is still alive?” He threw the towel onto the sink and started down the hall. I followed without saying anything else.


      When we reached the living room, Christian looked at me. I nodded, smiling to let him know Jose Luis was ok, at least for the moment. We stood until Jose Luis sat on the sofa and wrapped the blanket around his legs. He looked ready to talk.


      “Leilani was such a smart little girl. She was born smart. She did everything early, got her first tooth when she was only four months, said mamá when she was six months old. She never crawled, just walked and ran. My mother was so proud of her, her little angel. We were all proud.


      “She got to start school a year early too. She got the best grades in her class, but she was always in trouble. Her teacher sent letters to our house almost every day.”


      “How was she always in trouble? She sounds perfect,” Christian said, leaning forward, elbows on his knees.


      “Something was not right with Leilani since the beginning. My father knew it. My mother knew it and tried to hide it.” He took a sip of his soda, looking into the glass as if it held the answers he needed.


      “Why would your mother try to hide it?” I asked.


      “My mother was the witch in our family. My father knew when he married her, of course, but he didn’t want anybody else to know. He was afraid of how people would act around her, of how people would treat her. I got some of her powers. We could only use our powers only in the house, never in public. We started to notice things with Leilani when she was still a baby.


      “One day, when she was about six months old, she was crying in her crib. My father was gone to work already and my mother was helping me finish my math lesson before I went to school.


      “The baby is crying,” I said.


      “I know. I hear her. She will be ok until we are finished. She is probably just hungry,” my mother said. We went back to the lesson and Leilani cried harder for a few more minutes. I was putting my books in my bag when it got very quiet. My mother and I looked at each other. I thought maybe she went back to sleep but then I smelled it, the smoke. So did my mother because she ran to her bedroom. I was right behind her. The curtain on the window by Leilani’s crib was on fire. My mother pulled her out of the crib and I ran to the kitchen for a pot of water. Leilani had a big smile on her face, like it amused her, and maybe it did. She was too young to know fire as a dangerous thing that could have hurt her, all of us. That was the first time. More fires started after that and it got hard to hide them from my father. It was hard to replace the things Leilani destroyed. We did not have much money and the fires happened every time Leilani was angry.”


      “You think she was starting the fires?” I asked.


      “I knew she was doing it. When she wanted something and did not get it, she would cry. Every time she cried, something burned. She accidentally burned her favorite doll one time so she cried even harder. More toys burned. When she was like that, whatever she looked at burned. I was afraid she would look at me, or my mother, or my father. I think she knew she was doing it and refused to look at any of us. Because of the fires, my mother always tried to make her happy. She let her do whatever she wanted. Anything was better than having things burning all the time and it was easier to keep my father from worrying.”


      “Did your father ever find out?”


      “Yes. I heard him and my mother talking about it one time when they thought I was sleeping. My mother could not replace the more expensive things Leilani burned. She made excuses at first but then she didn’t know what else to say. That was the only time they talked about it, though. My father loved my mother very much, but he did not love the magic. I think it was easier for him to pretend it did not happen, that it wasn’t real. He knew I could do things and I think he thought, or hoped, that it would skip Leilani.” He looked at our faces for a reaction. We both stayed calm, or at least, we tried. I just wanted to keep him talking, now that he was finally opening up.


      “You’ve spent a lot of time with the witches and hunters. Did you ever see any of them do something like that?” I asked.


      “No. They have to do spells they get from a book. None of them can start fire like that.”


      “Was Leilani ever able to control it?” Christian asked.


      Jose Luis shook his head. “She was not allowed to practice. It was too dangerous. It would just happen when she was angry and she would destroy whatever was near her, even her own things. She hated it. When she did it at school, the teachers told my mother that she was playing with matches. My mother did not argue with them. After a while, when she got angry at school, she would just leave the school and run home. She got in trouble a lot for that too.”


      “Is it possible that someone else knew about it? Is it possible she was taken for that reason?” I looked from Jose Luis to Christian. Christian raised his eyebrows.


      “I never thought of that,” Jose Luis said and stared into his glass again. “Do you think that could be it?”


      “We shouldn’t rule anything out when it comes to the hunters. If they have her, they wanted her for a reason.”


      “Maybe. But why separate us if they have both of us? She is my sister. I should be the one taking care of her.”


      “That part I don’t know,” I stood and walked to the window, looking out at the familiar cloud of smog covering the upper floors of the skyscrapers. “We need to start looking for her.”


      “Do you have a picture of her?” Christian asked.


      “I have some pictures but they are with my things, at Arturo’s house.”


      “Right,” I returned to the sofa. “I forgot about your things. Since we bought you clothes, I forgot you still have other things you might want. We’ll have to figure out a way to get them.”


      “I could go,” Christian volunteered.


      “That is out of the question,” I snapped, wishing I could take the words back as soon as they left my mouth. I had to stop treating Christian like a human.


      “Arturo does go to work. He is out of the house every morning and comes back late in the afternoon,” Jose Luis said before Christian had a chance to argue with me.


      “That helps a lot. But what about the others?” I asked.


      “Some of them work but some are there all day. Maybe we can get them to leave somehow.”


      “Like create a distraction?” Christian asked.


      “That sounds like a good idea. We will have to think of something.” Getting them all off the mountain long enough to get his things and get out of there was going to take some careful planning.


      “I will have to go too. Christian will not know what is mine,” Jose Luis said.


      “I was afraid of that,” I looked at Christian. He nodded in agreement. “Then that means we have to wait until your cast comes off.”


      “Too bad Aloysius isn’t here. He could just materialize there and get right out.” Christian smiled, no doubt remembering the experience of traveling that way with Aloysius the night of the battle on the mountain.


      The landline in the apartment rang making us jump. That phone never rang. “I’ll get it.” I jumped up and ran to the kitchen. Christian was picking up a lot of Spanish but not enough to answer the telephone quite yet.


      “Aló,” I said into the receiver. A welcome voice greeted me in English on the other end. The anxiety I felt disappeared. “Fiore! It’s so good to hear your voice.”


      “What did she say?” Christian asked as I walked back into the living room and sat down next to Jose Luis. He looked calmer now and I wanted to keep it that way for as long as possible.


      “She said that they will be home tomorrow night. She also said that you and I are going away for a few days and that Aloysius won’t take no for an answer,” I explained trying to gauge Jose Luis’s reaction.


      “Yes, go. I am better now. You need some time alone,” Jose Luis volunteered before Christian could say anything.


      “I don’t think this is the time to go on any kind of a trip. We have too much to do yet,” I protested.


      “That may be so but, like you said, we will have to wait until his cast comes off before we can get his things. That will be another couple of weeks yet,” Christian explained. “Besides, Aloysius and Fiore will be here, plus all the bodyguards. No one will dare come near him while they are all with him.”


      “I understand that, but it just doesn’t feel right. They will all be stuck here while we are out having fun. It just doesn’t seem fair.”


      “Two or three days are nothing. Besides, your honeymoon was ruined. I will be fine here. I will be surrounded by protection.” Jose Luis pushed the blanket off his lap and stood. “I am going to take a nap. Please say you will go.”


      I looked at his pleading eyes, the usual strands of his hair hanging in front of the right eye. How could I ever say no to that face? I nodded. “As long as you promise to call us every night before you go to sleep and to listen to Aloysius and Fiore.”


      “I promise,” He threw his arms around my neck and I squeezed him gently against me. “Good. Now go pack.”


      “Yes, sir,” Christian answered with a laugh.
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      “Are you sure that’s all you need?” Christian asked as we left our room with two suitcases in tow.


      “It will be less than a week. I think I’m all set.” I turned the light off and closed the door. Fiore and Aloysius met us in the living room a moment later. Jose Luis was just joining them with a glass of soda in his hand.


      “Is that all you’re taking?” Fiore raised her brows at me.


      “Shorts, pants, shirts, underwear, and a bathing suit. What else is there?”


      “Yeah, I have all the toiletries and the hairdryer in my suitcase,” Christian added with a smile.


      “Did you remember your camera?” Aloysius asked with his arm firmly around Fiore’s waist as her face glowed with her smile.


      “Yes, I did. I wish you would let us take a less conspicuous vehicle,” I reminded him again.


      “Nonsense. It’s a three hour drive. I want you to be comfortable.” Aloysius grabbed my suitcase and headed toward the door with Fiore and Jose Luis following. As soon as we went through the door, Margarita, the guard stationed there, picked Jose Luis up in her arms and propped his crutches against the wall. Instead of protesting as I expected, he wrapped his arms around her neck and relaxed, letting her carry him.


      “We’ll see you down,” Fiore summoned the elevator. “Trust me; you’re going to love this.”


      “I do love what you’re doing for us, believe me. I just don’t think we need a limo. Any car would have been enough,” I protested as we set our suitcases in the trunk.


      “I understand how you feel but you will be more comfortable this way. Besides, the limo has bullet proof windows. The thing sits in a garage all the time. It was begging to be driven,” Aloysius said. “There will be a car in front of you, and a car behind. You’ll have five bodyguards with you. They won’t bother you.”


      “You’re too much, Aloysius, but thank you. For everything,” Christian said as he patted Aloysius’s back. He hugged Fiore and Jose Luis and then stepped into the car. I said my goodbyes as quickly as I could and got into the car. The last thing I wanted was to start crying in front of Jose Luis. Seeing blood running down my face would probably scare him even though he was fully aware of what we were.


      “It’s a really nice thing they’re doing for us. Let’s try to enjoy it,” Christian wrapped his arms around me and leaned his face into my hair, inhaling deeply. “For the next few days, let’s pretend this is our real honeymoon.”


      “That sounds like a great plan to me.” I leaned into him and tried to erase my mind of all the trouble and the losses we’d experienced lately. They were right—we deserved a honeymoon. We had fought so hard to be together, met so many obstacles, and for every one we overcame, it seemed more were thrown our way. Since we had arrived in Peru we had not spent more than an hour or two alone. A few days would do us good and would not cause any harm, at least not as far as Jose Luis was concerned. He would be safe in the hands of Fiore and Aloysius.


      “You are very right. He couldn’t be in better hands,” Christian responded to my thoughts. “From this moment on, we will worry about nothing except each other, until we get back, at least.”


      “Agreed,” I said and leaned to kiss his lips. “It’s going to be gorgeous. Churín is perfect for us. We can relax in the hot springs all day if we want.”


      We settled into the ride and watched the scenery whiz past. The driver kept the tinted divider window up the whole time and gave us the privacy we craved but never voiced. For a while, I rested my head against Christian’s shoulder and closed my eyes, getting as close to sleep as my vampire mind allowed, and daydreamed of the next few days we would spend alone, with the exception of the guards, of course. Every time I pictured something intimate, Christian sighed as if he was living the fantasies with me. And knowing his mind, he probably was.


      “Stop that or you’ll get yourself into trouble, driver or no driver,” he warned with laughter in his voice.


      “It doesn’t matter,” I said, lifting my head and gazing out the window. “I think we just arrived.”


      The limousine came to a complete stop on a dirt path in front of Aloysius’s bungalow. The setting sun reflected off the windows, bouncing oranges and yellows off the shiny black vehicle. Before we could look around, the door to my side opened and a hand reached in to take mine and help me out of the car. The bodyguards who parked behind us already had our luggage on the small front porch that only fit two chairs and a little round table. The metal table contained a weathered, old fashioned storm lamp.


      “Por aquí,” the vampire who helped me out of the car instructed. Christian and I followed him to the front door as he opened it and flipped on a light.


      The little bungalow took my breath away. It was just one room, with a small bathroom off to the left, but it was cozy, warm, and clean. The fresh scent of orange cleaner filled my lungs. The main living area was decorated in country-style sofas surrounding a round, glass coffee table stacked with magazines. The windows were already opened and the cream and maroon curtains blew gently in the breeze. The stone fireplace was the focal point of the room, and was ready for use. Someone had stacked logs on either side and a box of matches lay on the mantle. A large mirror with an intricately sculpted silver frame hung above the mantle.


      “If you move the table aside, the big sofa pulls out into a bed,” Carlos, the guard who had escorted us in, informed us.


      “Where will you be staying?” I asked, curious as to where the bodyguards were going to stay.


      “There is another bungalow like this one just behind those trees,” he said as he drew the curtains aside and pointed. The setting sun turned the trees to a golden color. “That’s where we’ll bathe and change our clothes. So, what would you like to do first?”


      I looked at Christian and he shrugged. “Well, I don’t know. It was a long ride. I wouldn’t mind going to one of the baths,” I said, hoping they weren’t all going in with us.


      “Don’t worry. We will be outside the water,” Carlos answered my thought with a smile.


      “Great. Can you give us a moment to change please?” I started toward my suitcase that was already on the bench in the corner of the room, neatly placed next to Christian’s. Carlos nodded and left without another word.


      “Are they seriously going to be watching our every move the whole time we’re here?” Christian asked, already pulling his trunks up and tying the drawstring.


      “I sure hope not. I’m sure we can convince them to leave us alone, somehow.” I slipped into my bikini bottom and held the top up to my chest. “Can you help me with this?”


      “Do I really have to fasten it? You look great in just the bottom.” He slipped the hook into the opening anyway, kissing my shoulder before closing the strap across my back.


      “You wouldn’t want them to get an eyeful, would you?” I grabbed the beach towels and threw one to him. He caught it without taking his eyes off me.


      “I guess you’re right. You look absolutely gorgeous in black. It makes your skin look like porcelain.” He grabbed my hand and we walked out the door.


      The spring we would be enjoying tonight was located behind the bungalow. Lush trees and shrubs surrounded the whole property so I was not worried about strangers finding us. As we neared the spring, which was circular in shape and had cement steps leading into it, I saw that the four guards had already positioned themselves, one on each side, facing the tree line. At least they wouldn’t be watching.


      Christian stepped in first, taking my hand to help me down. The steps were slicker than I had anticipated and I was grateful he had a hold of my hand. The temperature of the water made steam float across the surface, moving as if it had a life of its own. My skin tingled and I sighed, finally starting to feel relaxed. I didn’t like the fact that we needed guards surrounding us, but I knew we had no choice at the moment. At least now I knew how Jose Luis felt.


      We made our way into the middle going deeper with each step until the steamy water covered our shoulders. Christian pointed to the bench carved out in the stone interior and we waded over to it and sat down, leaning against the warm rock, our legs floating in front of us. “This is wonderful.”


      “It is. Wouldn’t it be great if we lived here?” Christian asked. “It feels like we’re the only ones here, even with them standing there.” One of the guards chuckled. Which one, I couldn’t tell since I couldn’t see their faces. It was definitely one of the three men.


      “We have plenty more to see yet. We can leave the bungalow tomorrow and explore. I’ve heard there are some thermal baths that are actually inside caves.” I pushed off the bench and dunked my head under water, pushing my hair back as I came up. Christian followed me to the center, standing in front of me and wrapping his arms around my waist.


      “When is the last time I told you that I love you with all my heart and soul?” he asked as he planted nibbling kisses down my wet neck.


      “Just this morning, I think,” I whispered a bit out of breath already. I wrapped my arms around his neck and circled his waist with my legs. “You can say that as many times as you want though. I can never get enough of it.”


      His moist lips moved across my chin, inching their way to my parted lips. As soon as they touched, a chill ran through my body despite warmth of the water. My breath came faster as he parted my lips with his tongue. I closed my eyes but opened them again, looking outside the bath at the four figures surrounding us. I pulled away from Christian’s eager mouth. “Um, guys?”


      “Yes?” Mariana, the only female guard who came on the trip, answered. I think that’s the first time I’d heard her voice. Though she was very beautiful, with long dark hair and an olive complexion that hadn’t changed when she was turned, she was very quiet. She just did as she was told. From what we’d heard, she had been working for Aloysius almost as long as he’d been a vampire.


      “Would you mind moving a few more feet away from us?” I asked. Christian’s eyes beamed.


      “Uh, sure.” All four moved forward toward the trees, never turning to look at us.


      “Now where were we?” I said as I turned back to Christian.


      “Right about here,” he said in a breathless voice as his lips connected to mine again. His hands traveled up my spine, grasping with more roughness than he had ever shown my body. I clung to his body, tightening my legs around him. His mouth left mine and I grabbed the back of his head and pulled him back.


      “Oh, God. It’s been way too long,” I panted as I parted his lips with my tongue this time, tasting the warmth and sweetness of his mouth. His hands made their way up my spine again, this time settling on the back of my neck as he pushed his body against me even harder, making it impossible to think, let alone breathe.


      He pulled away from my mouth, much to my disappointment, at least until I felt his lips on my neck again, his teeth nipping at the tender flesh. His fingers undid the clasps on my top, and he moved his mouth down the front, tossing the top out of sight. I threw my head back and a moan escaped my parted lips. Christian laughed but never took his mouth from my sensitive flesh. “Now. Please, Christian?” I begged in ragged gasps.


      He lifted his face to look into my eyes, starting the frenzy of butterfly wings in my stomach. “What about them?” He motioned with his head toward the guards.


      “Who cares about them? I want you now.” I pushed his head back down. He moaned before continuing to bring me pleasure like only he could.


      


      


      

    

  


  
    
      FIVE


      


      


      Christian carried me, cradled in his arms, from the bath to the bungalow with Mariana, the only female guard, following and carrying my discarded bathing suit. She dropped it at the front door before she signaled for the other guards to follow and position themselves around the building. I was pleased that they had the respect to keep their distance while I was in this state. What we had started in the bath continued in the bungalow. As minutes turned into hours, all the grief and desperation from the past months melted away with each caress, with each kiss, with each moan, and gasp escaping our lips.


      It wasn’t until early afternoon the next day that we emerged fully dressed and ready to explore our surroundings. Neither of us could wipe the smiles of our faces, but the guards pretended not to notice. They nodded to us and continued on their way toward the road. I was feeling more comfortable with their presence, until Mariana appeared alone. “Where to?” she asked. She had braided her long dark hair and dressed in cargo pants and hiking boots. A walkie-talkie hung from her belt, as did her pistol.


      “Where are the others going?” Christian asked, grasping my hand a little tighter as if protecting me from her narrowed stare.


      “I sent them to survey the area. We need to make sure no one suspicious is in the town. They will meet us where ever you want to go,” she advised, motioning for us to follow her to the edge of the property and toward the dirt road.


      “I thought they were supposed to stay with us.” We walked slowly behind her, looking around for any signs of their return.


      “Aloysius said we should make sure the town is clear first. We didn’t have a chance to do that when we first arrived, so they are going there now. I thought you would be in there longer.” She motioned to the bungalow with her head.


      My eyes dropped to the ground but a smile at the memory of the hours we spent lost in our love spread across my face. “We were just resting,” I lied, not sure why.


      “Oh, ok,” Her face betrayed no emotion. “I will call them when we get there. You still have me to protect you.”


      I nodded as we followed her onto the path that wound around the mountain just above the town of Churín. As we descended, Mariana leading and Christian still tightly grasping my hand, we looked around. A valley spread out below, intersected by a river. Houses dotted the river’s shore here and there. Though the scenery was breathtaking, uneasiness settled in the pit of my stomach. I wanted to communicate my feelings to Christian, but Mariana would most likely hear my thoughts. Christian looked at me and nodded. I had no need to tell him how I felt. He knew and he felt it too.


      Once we reached the bottom of the mountain, we followed another path for a short distance into the town. The main road through it was paved but narrow. Small businesses lined both sides of the street and people carried baskets loaded with fresh bread, fruit, and vegetables as they strolled past us. No one seemed to be in a hurry. They looked at us as we passed and some pointed, but I heard no incriminating comments from either lips or minds. Mariana scanned the area as we walked with her now behind us, but her calm face showed no concern.


      “Are you calling the others?” I paused to look at her. She reached for her walkie-talkie but stopped with her hand in midair.


      “No need. Carlos is right there.” She pointed to the vampire walking out of the panadería with a bundle in his arms.


      “What is he doing buying food?” Christian asked.


      “For Tomas, your driver. He’s human.” Mariana answered.


      “Really? How did I not notice that?” I asked, pausing with the rest to wait for Carlos to join us.


      “You have a soundproof barrier in the limo, along with bulletproof windows,” she informed us. She took the bundle from Carlos as he neared then gave him instructions. “Go with them. I have something I have to do. I’ll find you.” Carlos nodded and took his place behind us.


      “Where are the other two?” I asked watching Mariana walk away toward the road leading back up the mountain. I wondered what she could possibly have to do but didn’t voice it. Aloysius must have given her instructions and I had to try not to question them.


      “They are making sure the cave is safe and clear of people. We knew you wanted to go there today.” He pointed to the end of the block. “It’s that way, if you’re ready.”


      We both nodded and walked in the direction he signaled. The afternoon was warm but cloudy. A gentle breeze blew my hair around my face and caressed the bare skin on my legs as gently as the touch of Christian’s fingers. People walked around town shopping, smiling, and deep in conversation. There was no way not to relax in their presence. They all looked happy. It was going to be difficult to feed and I knew we would need to do that soon. Christian had not fed in days and, being a newborn still, he could not go much longer without blood.


      “It’s right through there.” Carlos pointed to a hill with an opening dark enough to look like it was painted in black. A sign that read, “Closed for Cleaning”, hung on a post just next to Mauricio, one of the guards. Vicente, the other guard Aloysius sent, stood on the other side of the opening.


      “We checked it already. It’s safe to enter,” Mauricio announced as we approached.


      “Is that your sign?” I asked, surprised at the simplicity of their evacuation plan. Both vampires nodded with satisfied smiles.


      “Go on in. I will stay out here too,” Carlos said as he walked a few paces away from the opening to face the dirt path. I nodded a thank you and grabbed Christian’s hand, leading him into the cave.


      It was dark, except for the soft orange glow of the wall sconces someone had already lit. Despite the glowing light, the water looked black beneath the ghostly cloud of steam dancing on the surface. Christian didn’t seem to mind and was busy stripping out of his shorts and t-shirt, letting them drop to the floor as I regarded the perfection that was his body. A wave of heat seared my face as his gaze scanned my half-naked body. I let my shorts and panties drop, taking a step away from them.


      Christian stepped into the water and turned around. Without a word, he reached up to take my hands and guided me to sit at the water’s edge with my feet in the warmth. He ran his hands along my thighs, squeezing them as he looked into my eyes. He lowered his lips to my knee, never taking his eyes from mine. As he kissed my knee, his hands parted my legs and then he motioned for me to lie back. Instant heat ran through my body as he awakened every inch of my thighs with his wet mouth. He placed his hands under my bottom and gently pulled me forward. A moan escaped my mouth before his even made contact with what it sought.


      Lost in his kisses and caresses, I didn’t even notice the noises coming from the entrance to the cave until he pulled away from me. “Excuse me,” a deep voice interrupted my pleasure.


      I sat up and jumped into the water, bending my knees enough to hide my bare chest under the steam. “What is it?” I managed to say though I was out of breath.


      “Mariana called. She says we need to return to the bungalow right away.”


      “Is there a problem?” Christian asked as he pulled me against him, my back against his wet chest, his hands still groping at my body. I sighed, not caring if our guard heard.


      “I am not sure. She didn’t say but she sounded like she was struggling. I am sorry but we should go. Dress quickly, please.” He left the cave.


      “Lovely, just lovely! Couldn’t it wait just another few minutes?” I complained as I pushed my body against Christian.


      “I guess not but we will continue this later. That’s a promise.” He kissed my neck before separating from me and leading the way out of the water.


      As we followed one guard, with the other two bringing up the rear, we kept conversation to a minimum. I was trying not to take my frustration out on them. It wasn’t their fault any of this was happening and their only objective was to protect us. That is exactly what they were trying to do; at least, that is what I was trying to convince myself of, though something tugged at my gut.


      When we reached the bungalow, the front door stood wide open, just like all the doors on the limousine. It was quiet except for our footsteps. “Mariana, are you here?” I called. One of the guards raised his hand, motioning for Christian and me to stay outside. I nodded and he entered without hesitation. A few seconds later, he reappeared alone.


      “No one in there.”


      “What do you mean no one in there? She just called us.” I pushed him aside and stepped into the front room, Christian close behind. The table was overturned, the maps and papers scattered about. One chair lay upside down in the entrance to the bathroom and another lay against the wall by the window. Somehow, they had missed breaking anything. “What the hell happened here?”


      “It looks like there was some kind of struggle. Try Mariana on your radio,” Christian said turning to the guard. He nodded and stepped out onto the porch.


      “Do you think Melinda found us already?” I asked as I straightened the chair closest to me. Melinda, in her need to avenge the death of her sister Ryanne’s mate, Fergus, had taken it upon herself to create nothing but havoc when we arrived in Lima for our honeymoon. She also managed to use Maia against us. It hurt to even think of Maia, not because of her, but because of Aaron and Kalia. They considered Maia their daughter, and for a short while, they considered me their daughter, until Maia messed with their heads and turned them against me.


      “Lily, please don’t do this to yourself. I told you, give them some time and they will realize their mistake. Maia can’t keep up the good-girl charade forever,” Christian reassured me.


      “Excuse me,” Carlos started as he entered. “Mariana is not answering. I tried the driver, Tomas, and neither is he. Should I contact Aloysius?”


      I shook my head. “Not yet. Let’s give it a little time. Maybe it was just a robbery attempt and Mariana went after them.” That didn’t explain Tomas’s absence or the fact that the limo doors were left open but I wanted to keep Aloysius out of it as long as possible. He had done enough. Besides, when we inspected the limo, we found nothing out of the ordinary, except that the keys were left in the ignition.


      “I am going to call Mauricio back from his break. He can stay here and wait while Vicente and I stay with you. My orders were to make sure you have a good time and that is what we are going to do for now.” Carlos’s voice was so full of authority that Christian and I just nodded, as much as I wanted to argue.


      “So, what’s next on the itinerary?” Christian asked.


      “Why don’t you go change and we can go to town, do some shopping, maybe go to a peña later,” Carlos suggested.


      “That actually sounds wonderful. What’s a peña?” Christian asked as we started getting out of our clothes.


      “You’ll see when we get there,” I teased.


      “Does it involve dancing?”


      “Of course it does.” I laughed at the shock in his eyes. He didn’t consider himself a good salsa dancer but I didn’t mind at all. It wouldn’t matter to me if he just stood there as long as he was close. His smile and the squeeze of his fingers around mine let me know he heard my thought.


      As we browsed the little shops in the center of town, it was difficult not to think of Kalia and Aaron. I saw many things I thought Kalia would love to display in her beautiful house. Tears welled in my eyes as I held a hand carved wooden container that would have been perfect to hold her paint brushes. Carlos looked at me with pity in his eyes. I smiled at him to reassure him though I knew he could also read my mind.


      We managed to find some gifts for Aloysius, Fiore, and Jose Luis. I even found a little cloth doll I thought Leilani would like, if and when we found her. Two hours later, we still hadn’t heard a word from the driver or Mariana. Carlos assured us he would keep trying throughout the night, that it was possible her phone went dead or she had no signal where ever she was. We agreed with him and decided it was best to try to have fun, at least for Aloysius’s sake.


      As we made our way to an empty table in the back of the adobe building that housed a restaurant and bar, Carlos went back outside to try calling Mariana again. Mauricio stayed with us, pulling a chair out for me before taking his position by the front door.


      “Lily, Christian, there you are,” Aloysius walked toward us with a quick stride. “Glad I found you.”


      “What are you doing here?” I asked as I stood from the chair I had just taken. My stomach tightened with fear.


      “We have to go back to Lima.” He took a seat and motioned for me to do the same.


      “Did they find Jose Luis? Do they have him?” I took Christian’s hand without looking, hoping for the strength it always gave me.


      “No. It’s not that,” he cleared his throat. “It’s worse than that.”
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