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      ~ One ~


      The sweet scent of roses filled my lungs. Sunlight blinded me and the moisture from the grass seeped between my toes as I walked. I wasn’t alone in the colorful garden surrounding me, I felt it, yet I saw no one. I turned my head, admiring the vivid colors splayed around me. White concrete benches surrounded a pond filled with lily pads. The benches were encircled by ivy-lined arches that blocked the tranquil scene until I walked into it. A rustling of clothing reached my ears and I turned to look.


      “Ian.” He leaned against one of the archways, looking at me with a smile on his perfect face. “What are you doing here?”


      “Waiting for you.” His hand reached for mine. “What took you so long?”


      I looked around for any other sign of life. Besides the birds darting in and out of nearby trees, I saw none. His eyes called to me. His heart beat faster as he awaited my next move. I felt my heart speed up in response. I pressed my hand on my chest and felt the steady beating beneath the warmth of my skin.


      “Am I dead too?”


      His eyebrows raised in confusion. “Why would you say that?”


      “My heart…your heart… they shouldn’t be beating…I killed you…” My mind flooded with questions my lips could not form.


      “What are you talking about?” He closed the distance between us and the warmth of his hand wrapped mine.


      I stared at our entwined fingers and my fingers tightened around his, a sense of peace and safety filled the empty spot in my heart. It wasn’t until then that I realized there had been an empty spot.


      “Our hearts…they shouldn’t be…beating.” My eyes reached his and I was more confused to see green eyes instead of the usual violet. “What happened to your eyes?”


      “What are you talking about? Nothing’s wrong with my eyes. Nothing’s wrong with our hearts. In fact, everything is perfect.” He smiled at me. I tried to form a smile but my face felt frozen. My heart beat furiously. A splash in the pond made my head jerk as I tried to catch a glimpse of the cause. A ripple in the water was all that was left. Whatever it was had been too quick for me to catch and I worried that my instincts were slipping. My vampiric senses seemed slower, less intense, somehow.


      “Where are we?” I asked, focusing on him once again.


      “In the garden, my love.” His eyes swept our surroundings.


      “Whose garden?” Nothing looked familiar. Not even Ian. I knew it was him. I knew his face, his voice, the feel of his skin, except, it was…the wrong temperature, too warm. His eyes were the wrong color. His heart was wrong…all wrong. I killed him.


      “Our garden. Remember your roses? You insisted on them so I filled it with as many colors as I could. It was a surprise…for your thirtieth birthday.” He pointed to the white roses. He wrapped his fingers around a white bud and plucked it from the stem. He placed it in my hand. “These are your favorite.”


      I’m thirty? I shook my head. I should be only nineteen. This made no sense. My hand jerked away from his and I stumbled backward. I looked at the barely-open white bud in my hand. My heart sped as the feeling of emptiness took control of me again. I felt it in my soul and searched my mind for the cause. Something was wrong…very wrong. But what? Ian didn’t move toward me. He stood and stared, as if waiting for me to come to my senses.


      Dead. He should be dead. I tried to replay events in my mind. I knew I killed him; I was sure of it. This didn’t make any sense.


      “Vampire!” I stumbled back again and this time landed on the bench. It was warm from the sun. I jumped to my feet, wanting to run but not being able to move. “You’re a vampire…I’m…a vampire.”


      He tilted his head and laughed. “Are you feeling alright? Did you hit your head when you fell, my love?”


      “This is wrong. You should be dead, really dead!” I focused on the images my clouded mind was sending. “You’re a vampire. I’m a vampire. You made me. I destroyed you.”


      His eyes softened as his face filled with concern.


      “Why are you here…with me?” I asked.


      “We live here. Ever since we got married. I should get you to a doctor.”


      “We never married! You just used that notion to separate me from my parents. You had no intention of ever marrying me!”


      He took a step in my direction and I turned and started running. I ran as hard as my legs allowed, feeling like my heart was going to jump out of my chest, pain shooting through my side. The scenery remained the same. The bench remained at my side. The emptiness in my soul turned black as my vision blurred and the colors faded. I pushed my legs harder, trying to get away from the laughter filling my ears. Blue eyes flashed in my mind…sad, yet comforting eyes. Were they the cause of the emptiness?


      The more I ran the closer Ian came to reaching out and touching me. Dead. I have to be dead. What other explanation could there be? Could we be in heaven? Human again? But death meant no heartbeat. A fact I knew all too well.


      “Stop, Lily!” His voice was clear and demanding. “I can’t reach you if you don’t stop moving!”


      My legs slowed but my mind told me to keep moving. Never let him catch you! My mind screamed at me.


      “No! I can’t be here! I have to go! I have to go back! I don’t belong here with you!” I screamed as I tried to run faster. My side ached and threatened to double me over.


      “I love you, Lily! Don’t leave me! Don’t go to him!” His voice was pained.


      Him? Who? I desperately searched my memories. Blue eyes, warm lips, blood…sweet, powerful, blood…


      “Him who?” I demanded.


      “You don’t love him. He was only a distraction. He could never make you happy…truly happy. It’s me you want. It’s always been me. Stop fighting it. We have everything now. Our happiness. Our humanity. We got it all back. Don’t you see?” His fingertips brushed my back as he stretched his arms to grab me and sent a pulse of electricity through my body. My vision cleared. I turned toward him. My legs stopped. My breathing struggled to slow. My hand clutched the burning pain in my side.


      “I do see.” I straightened so I could look into his green eyes; eyes that had once been violet and cold, filled with hatred and greed. Something suddenly clicked in my brain. “I see what this is. This is a dream. My dream. Not yours. I call the shots here.”


      His smile turned sinister, like I remembered, like it had always been.


      I leaned forward toward his face and felt his hot breath on me. His eyes closed in anticipation, waiting for me to speak. “I loved you once. I will never make that mistake again,” I whispered before my lips brushed his and then pulled away. All I could see was black again. Complete silence surrounded me. No birds, no Ian, no splashing, but best of all, no heartbeat.


      “Come back, Lily. Don’t leave me. You can’t leave me. Please, not now.” A familiar voice sounded like a melody in my ears. Christian. Christian was begging me to come back. From where? Where did I go? I struggled to open my eyes so I could see his angelic face and look into the deep blue eyes that held my future. Nothing but blackness surrounded me.


      “Christian? Why is it so dark?” I felt the damp softness of the ground beneath my body.


      “I can’t stand this pain,” he pleaded, his voice growing weaker. “Please help me through this. Stay with me. I need you.”


      “I’m trying but…I can’t see you. I don’t know where you are.”


      “Shh…it’s okay. Everything is okay. You’re safe.” Another voice. A well-known, safe voice. “Relax.”


      I tried again to open my eyes, turn my head toward the sound, but couldn’t. It was as if a weight sat on my chest, keeping me pinned.


      “Is she hurt? Did you check her head?” A worried female voice asked.


      “No…I don’t think so. She’s just in shock. She’ll be fine.” Aaron? The name brought a small comfort to my screaming mind. The man who had taken me into his life, into his fatherly embrace, was near, comforting me, holding my head off the ground. I sifted through memories for some image of him but I could see nothing but a blur, a combination of faces, arms, hands reaching for me.


      “I’ll stay with you. Take my hand…hurry.” In my mind’s eye, his blue eyes pleaded with me. His hand reached for me in a tangle of other hands, pushing his out of the way. I felt only his fingertips, couldn’t stretch my arm enough to grasp. His back arched. His body writhed with pain but still he tried to keep a smile on his lips. His breathing was pained, in quick gasps through clenched teeth. I couldn’t reach the security of his warm hand. But why would I be able to reach, to feel the warmth of his skin? Christian was gone. Ian had ended his life and I had been unable to stop it. The reality of it hit me like a ton of bricks. The pain passed through my body making me the one squirming. I had failed him.


      With all my might, I hoped I was dead. I hoped I was in hell, where I belonged, for all the lives I had taken, for all the suffering I had caused. Coldness settled over me and I felt movement. Someone carried me now. Whoever it was took his time. My head dangled. The heaviness on my chest continued but it burned now. It felt like my heart was on fire but I knew I should not be able to feel it. I wanted to cry. I wanted to scream. I wanted to run though I still couldn’t move my limbs.


      Christian was dead and I had caused it. I had to be dead if I was hearing and seeing him. I felt relief, if only for a brief moment, as the realization of what that meant hit me. If I was, indeed, dead, then what I was hearing and seeing really was Christian and that meant he was here with me. That also meant I couldn’t possibly be in hell because he would not be there. Christian did not belong in hell with Ian and I. Nothing made sense. The blackness was driving me crazy. I needed to see. I needed to stop feeling the cold and the empty.


      “This is good. Put her down here…careful.” A female voice directed whoever was carrying me. Kalia? Her sweet, motherly voice was unmistakable yet it made no sense. All of us dead?


      “Lily, honey? Can you hear me? Aaron, hand me your shirt…make a pillow.” I felt my head being lifted and then placed gently back down onto something soft. “Her eyes are opening.”


      The orange light blinded me and I blinked against it. My head felt heavy and my eyes burned, my vision blurred. I struggled to focus my eyes on the faces around me.


      “Christian, where are you?” I turned my head to the side as if it had a fifty-pound weight resting on it. “I can’t feel you. I can’t see you.”


      “Shh…shh…it’s okay, Lily. You’re safe. Lie still.” Aaron’s voice sounded so close, yet, I couldn’t will my eyes to focus on his sweet face. Christian’s face was the one I longed to see. My Christian. My human. My soul mate.


      “Where are you? Come closer, please. I can’t find you.” My eyes moved as if of their own free will, my aching head staying still. I couldn’t find him. I could make out two faces but I somehow sensed that neither was the one I wanted…needed…to see.


      “Lily, please stay still. Don’t over-exert yourself…not until we’re sure nothing’s broken.” Aaron was beside me on the ground, his cold hand holding mine.


      “Where is Christian?” I demanded. I wasn’t waiting anymore. “I can’t see him. I don’t hear him anymore. Please go get him.”


      I heard Kalia’s slow gasp. A moment of silence and then…


      “Christian’s gone…don’t you remember?” Aaron’s voice was soft as a whisper. “He died, Lily.”


      A throbbing pain hit my head as I tried to force my body to sit up. It was no use.


      “No! That’s impossible. He can’t be…he was…talking to me. I heard him, just now. I saw his face. Please go get him,” I pleaded. How could they not have seen him? They were all here. I heard all their voices. Three of them. The only ones that mattered.


      “I’m so sorry, honey. I wish we could tell you differently, but…he is gone…to a better place.” Kalia held my other hand. Her fingers squeezed mine in her comforting way.


      “That’s not true! I heard him! I felt his hand. I saw his eyes. He’s hurt but he’s alive. Go get him!” I tried again to get up but failed.


      “He’s dead, Lily. Ian killed him and you tried to save him but it was too late. Please understand that. He was not talking to you.” Aaron’s voice sounded firm. “There was a battle. We lost Christian. You killed Ian. I wish I could tell you otherwise but unfortunately…”


      “NO! I don’t believe you. I can’t…” I managed to yank my hands away from them and roll to my side. Curling myself into a ball I felt the blood tears roll down my face. My eyes focused on a patch of dead grass at the base of the tree I had been placed beside. Blood made a puddle that seeped slowly into the ground. My head ached and my chest burned as if a match had been lit. I let the blackness reclaim my senses. I wanted to go back to that place I had been before, where Ian had been human, where I could take that humanity from him, the way he had taken mine, the way he had taken Christian’s.


      I felt something moist in my hand. It was clenched into a fist. I concentrated on moving my fingers, uncurling them. One by one they opened. I focused my eyes on that spot, on the crushed rose bud lying on the palm of my hand.


      


      

    

  


  
    
      ~ Two ~


      “Lily, can you hear me? Look at me, please.” I turned my head toward the soothing voice and blinked a few times trying to clear my vision.


      Kalia knelt next to me, her cold hand comforting on my shoulder. I could see Aaron’s legs as he hovered next to her, waiting. “Can you sit up...with my help maybe?” she asked. I thought about it a moment and nodded. She moved her hands behind my back and pushed me gently as I tried to lift my body from the ground. My head spun as soon as I reached a sitting position. Her hands never left my back.


      “Where am I?” My voice came out in a whisper. I looked around but all I saw were trees.


      This time it was Aaron kneeling and looking at me with a sad expression. “You’re behind the cabin. We carried you here a little while ago. Can you see me?”


      His face was a little blurry but I could see him well enough so I nodded. I blinked a few more times bringing his features into focus. I couldn’t help but smile when I saw his gentle eyes, despite all the recent horror I remembered. He forced a smile back at me.


      “We have to get to Christian.” I tried to stand but Kalia kept her hands on my shoulders, pushing me down.


      “Don’t try to get up yet, Lily. You’ve been unconscious for a while. You need some time to recover.” She loosened her grip but did not remove her hands.


      “You don’t understand! Christian needs me. He’s in pain. He...”


      “Stop it, Lily!” Aaron’s voice was demanding. “There is nothing we can do now. It’s over. Please understand that.”


      I shook my head. I knew it wasn’t true. It wasn’t over. It couldn’t be over and I refused to believe anything Aaron said. He didn’t know. But I did. I knew Christian was looking for me.


      “It’s not over. He was just talking to me. I heard him!” It was Aaron’s turn to be shocked at the harshness of my voice. Kalia’s hand stroked my back, trying to calm me.


      “Take me to the cabin. I’ll show you...” I tried again to stand but failed. My head was still spinning.


      “I’m sorry, Lily. We did everything we could. We tried and…” He hung his head in shame. I shook my head but he wasn’t looking. “Christian is dead.”


      “It’s true,” Kalia’s voice was shaky. “I wish we could tell you something different but...”


      What was the use in arguing with them? They weren’t going to believe me. Yet, as hard as I tried to convince them, I wasn’t sure I was convincing myself. How was I seeing him and hearing him when they couldn’t? I felt emptiness in the pit of my stomach. I knew there had been losses in this battle. Exactly how many, I wasn’t sure, but I knew I didn’t want to ask yet.


      “Okay. You win. Now take me to the cabin,” I said trying to stand again and noticing Kalia wasn’t trying to stop me this time. “If what you say is true, then we have work to do.”


      This time Aaron helped me up. His hands hovered around me in case I lost my balance. I didn’t. I started walking as soon as I felt steady.


      The closer we got to the cabin, the more anxious I felt and the harder it was to breathe. I tried to forget what had occurred inside what had last been our home, all the violence that had taken place, not to mention the love of my life ripped from this world. I tried to forget, at least for the moment, that we had not one, but two bodies waiting. One body, I knew, had to be completely dismembered before we could dispose of it. That part, I realized, I kind of looked forward to yet it made me shiver. But good things had also happened there. Fiore and I had truly become friends. It was also the place where Christian and I had made love for the first time.


      When we reached the steps, I stopped. I listened for the heartbeat I so longed to hear but encountered only silence. I took a deep breath and forced my legs to carry me up the steps to the door. Aaron stopped me as my hand reached the knob.


      “Why don’t you stay out here with Kalia for a moment? Let me look first, that may be best.” He nodded at his wife. She returned the motion.


      “No.” I clenched my fist around the metal knob. “This was all because of me. I have to be the one to deal with it.”


      They both nodded and waited for me to make the first move. I turned the knob and peered inside. The cabin was covered in darkness. I could smell the remains of the fire in the fireplace and the stench of burnt hair. Kalia reached around me to flick on the light. Nothing could have prepared me for the sight we encountered. Ian’s lifeless, headless body lying on the floor was the first thing my eyes rested on and I covered my eyes. No matter what Ian had done to deserve this end, he had still been my first love, and my maker. Aaron’s arm gripped me around the shoulders. I took to a deep breath in hopes of regaining my composure.


      “Um…where is he?” Kalia whispered behind me.


      I lowered my hands. “Where’s who?”


      “Christian. I don’t see him…”


      I looked toward the kitchen doorway where I remembered Christian had fallen. There was nothing there. “I don’t understand…”


      “Wait here…both of you.” Aaron walked toward the kitchen, scanning the area. He looked toward the bedroom but the door was closed. His head turned to the right. “In here…Oh my God!”


      As soon as Kalia released my arm, I ran to the kitchen. I don’t know how I hadn’t heard the sounds coming from Christian’s mouth. He was laying on the floor, curled on his side, his breathing coming in fast, labored gasps. His eyes were wide open and his hands, in tight fists, clenched a kitchen towel. I dropped to my knees beside him, my hand going to his forehead. His skin felt sweaty and clammy, cold. His eyes widened with the feel of my touch.


      “I told you!” I spat. “I knew he was alive. I knew it!”


      “But how?” Aaron’s voice was full of confusion.


      “Aaron, not now…” I leaned close to Christian’s ear. “Can you hear me?”


      “He can hear you, Lily, I’m sure of it. Talk to him.” Kalia’s gentle tone coached.


      “Let’s get him to the bed,” I said turning to Aaron.


      Without hesitating, he dropped to his knees and lifted Christian’s body from the floor. Kalia ran ahead of us to pull down the covers on the bed. I never let go of Christian’s hand as Aaron lowered him to the bed.


      “How much longer?” I asked, wanting desperately for his pain to end.


      “I’m not sure.” Aaron looked at Kalia.


      “It takes about twenty four hours. I’m guessing the rest of the night and most of tomorrow.” Kalia settled in the empty chair next to the bed. “Aaron, can you please take care of the rest? We’ll be out to help in a minute.”


      I didn’t take my eyes off Christian’s pained face as Aaron left the room, closing the door behind him without saying a word.


      “I can’t leave him. I know I should be out there but I can’t…”


      “Lily, honey, it’s supposed to be you but…I’m sure we can make an exception, considering the circumstances. I have one question though.” She leaned forward in the chair, waiting for a response. I turned to her and nodded. “How did you know?” Her voice was gentle, not accusing.


      “I didn’t really know. I only hoped.” I lied. How could I explain what I saw when I couldn’t even make any sense of it? I didn’t want to think about that right now. All I wanted was to focus all my energy on Christian. I wanted to take his pain away. He didn’t deserve any of it. “What’s happening to him?” I ran my hands through my tangled hair. “Is this what I think it is?”


      “His heart is no longer beating so it certainly looks that way,” She stood and walked to the other side of the bed. She sat next to him, taking his other hand. His eyes widened again at the unexpected touch. “I don’t know if you remember what it feels like to die but…”


      “Vaguely. It seems like so long ago. I remember feeling paralyzed. I wanted to cry out for help but couldn’t make anything come out of my mouth. I also remember Ian watching me from across the room but I could do nothing to make him come to me. The more I tried to scream the more it felt like my lungs would explode. I couldn’t move my limbs then suddenly, it all went away. I can’t stand knowing he’s going through this.”


      “There’s nothing you can do but comfort him right now. His organs are shutting down. His senses are changing. You can’t ease the pain but be assured that it will pass.”


      “Before you go…do you think I did this?” I looked at her face.


      “I honestly don’t know, but that doesn’t matter right now. Take care of him. Leave Aaron to me.” She knew why I asked without my having to say it. She knew me so well. She gave Christian’s hand a gentle squeeze before she rose to join Aaron.


      The front door opened and closed with a bang as they took Ian’s remains outside. Guilt filled my body and threatened to overflow. Why did all this have to happen? Why couldn’t Ian just leave me alone? Christian’s fingers twitched in my hand and brought me back to the present.


      “I thought you were dead. I thought you were taken from me forever.” I lay next to him and put my arm across his damp chest. I don’t know why I was surprised not to feel his familiar heartbeat or warmth. I put my lips close to his ear and whispered. “Please don’t hate me for this. I don’t know how this happened but I’m glad. I couldn’t bear the thought of losing you. I couldn’t stand the thought of going on without you.”


      “Lily?” Fiore called from the other side of the door. “May I come in?”


      “Please.”


      I sat up as she entered the room, leaning back against the pillows, still holding Christian’s hand. Her clothes were torn and dirty, and mud was spattered on her beautiful face. It was hard to think that she had fought on our side, especially considering her true feelings for Ian and the fact that she had aided him in keeping both Christian and me prisoners in Ireland. She rushed to the other side of the bed, her eyes looking over Christian.


      “Aaron told me. He asked me to check on you while they’re outside.”


      “I’m fine. I hate to admit this but I couldn’t be happier about what’s happening to Christian. He was not taken from me after all. How are you? And the others?” I wasn’t really sure I wanted to hear the answer but I asked anyway.


      “I’m okay. I can’t believe how many young vampires Ian made, totally inexperienced, more of an inconvenience than anything. That finally explains what he was doing when he left us. I took care of Fergus. He was more of a challenge than the newborns. Beth is on Ryanne’s trail. Pierce and Riley are still looking for Maia. I came back here as soon as I could.” She explained everything with such calmness, like relating the events of a typical day. “I’m going to see if Kalia and Aaron need some help. Call me if you need me.” She took one last look at Christian’s scrunched face before she left the room with an understanding smile.


      His body was soaked in a cold sweat. Beads formed on his forehead and upper lip. I pulled the covers down to the bottom of the bed before getting up to go to the bathroom for a washcloth. I wet it and returned to the room to wipe the sweat off his face and try to make him as comfortable as possible.


      When I reached the bed and sat down next to him, he had the blanket tucked under his chin. Strange. He couldn’t possibly be coming out of it yet. He shouldn’t be able to move, yet he had sat up and pulled the covers back up?


      Putting that thought out of my head, I set to wiping his face and neck with the cool water. His breathing finally slowed to a more normal pace, not perfect, but better. All I could do now was wait for him to die…again.


      


      


      


      


      


      


      


      

    

  


  
    
      ~ Three ~


      The room brightened and warmed as the sun rose, announcing the start of a new day. Hushed voices came from the living room and, though I was more than curious to know who was out there, I couldn’t bring myself to leave Christian’s side. His body was still drenched in sweat and his limbs twitched from time to time, but he finally closed his eyes when the light started shining through the window.


      “It won’t be much longer, I promise. I wish I could make it stop. I wish I were the one feeling all the pain. I’m so sorry I can’t stop it.”


      There was a light knock on the door. I didn’t bother getting up this time. Sensing Kalia, I telepathically gave her permission to enter. “I wanted to see how he’s doing.”


      “Better, I think. He’s not breathing as fast. I don’t know if that means anything.” She sat on the bed on his other side and looked at him with a mother’s tenderness.


      “That is a good sign. He’s not feeling as much pain anymore. He seems more peaceful. How are you holding up?”


      “I’ve been better. I have been trying to figure out how this happened but I really have no idea. Ian killed him. He drained him enough to stop his heart. I saw him do it. He never had a chance to do anything to turn him.”


      “Don’t worry about that now,” she interrupted. “There’s no point. When the time comes, we can ask Christian. Maybe he’ll remember something.”


      “What about the others? Did they find Maia?” I sat up, stretching out my tense muscles.


      “They followed her through the forest. One of the newborns caught up and distracted them. When they finally got rid of the newborn, they followed Maia’s scent but lost it at the river.” She stopped and searched my face. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that news. Part of me was happy she wasn’t here but part of me was worried, for Kalia and Aaron’s sake.


      “What about Ryanne?” I asked. I could picture Ryanne’s face the first time I met her, when Ian took me to Ireland as blackmail to keep Christian alive. Ryanne was never comfortable with me and her disapproval always showed. I knew now it was probably because she was helping Ian keep Christian locked up in her basement. She ended up playing babysitter for Ian’s captive and she didn’t like it one bit. She and Fergus no longer had the freedom to come and go as they pleased.


      “She took to the air when Beth had to fight off three newborns. By the time she was able to get away from them, Ryanne was out of sight,” she explained.


      I shook my head in disbelief. Maia and Ryanne were still out there. Fergus was dead and Ryanne was his mate. She was not going to forget that any time soon. I wrapped my arms around my knees and rocked back and forth. Kalia stood and came to my side. She sat behind me and wrapped her arms around me.


      “Don’t worry yourself about any of that. You need to be strong for him now more than ever. He’s going to need you.” She turned her face toward Christian and he opened his eyes. “Oh, he’s waking. I’ll leave you now. If you need me, you know where I am.”


      “Kalia?” I whispered. “Is Aaron angry with me?”


      She laughed softly. “Of course not. He loves you.”


      As soon as she left the room, I looked at Christian. His eyes were open but he didn’t seem alert, so I walked to the window and pulled the curtain aside. The sun’s brightness made me squint and my eyes watered until they adjusted. I wasn’t looking for anything in particular when my eyes settled on the mound of fresh dirt piled in front of a tree. My stomach sank when I realized it had to be Ian’s grave. I gasped and turned away from the window.


      What’s happening to me? Am I dead?


      I was not expecting Christian’s voice so clear in my head. I looked down at him but saw he had not moved.


      Can you hear me?


      Yes.


      My breath caught in my throat. Are you in pain?


      Not much…anymore. I can’t move. I want to get up but I can’t move anything. What’s happening to me?


      I sat back on the edge of the bed. His eyes were open so I turned his face toward me so he could see me. He closed his eyes against the light. Your body is shutting down, dying. You’re going to be able to move again soon, I promise.


      I hadn’t shut the curtain in my haste to get away from the sight of what had to be Ian’s grave. I stood to go back to the window and closed it, and darkness covered the room once again. I snapped my head toward the window and saw the curtain still moving as if a breeze were somehow coming through the closed window.


      “Ian?” I whispered in fear but to my relief received no answer.


      Am I going to be a vampire too? Like you? Christian’s voice snapped me back.


      Yes. You will be exactly like me.


      Good.


      It was like him to be so calm…always so calm. Good, I’ll be a vampire, like you. As if that was the most normal thing in the world, like when he found out the truth about what I am. Even then he just accepted it. He wasn’t disgusted. He didn’t run away screaming like I’d expected him to do. Any other man would have run without a backward glance, but not Christian.


      As the hours passed, I heard talking in the living room, where I knew everyone was gathered, waiting for Christian and me to reenter. They knew it would be any minute now. I never felt as anxious in all my years as I did now, waiting for him. How changed was he going to be as a vampire? Would his love for me change? Would he resent me? Would he leave me because of it?


      “Never.” His voice was hoarse but it was his voice. I jumped off the bed again. “I will never leave you.”


      “Oh my God! How do you feel? Can you move? Are you okay? Do you need help? Should I get…?” I rattled off questions in my nervousness.


      He cleared his throat. “One question at a time, please. I feel…different…strange. I think I can move but I might need help. Should you get what?”


      I couldn’t help but laugh. Relief washed over me as I sat back on the bed. I grasped both his hands and pulled him to a sitting position. He pushed his body forward to assist me as I pulled and fell off the end of the bed with a loud thump. Within seconds, the door flew open and Kalia and Fiore were in the room, wide eyed.


      “What happened?” Fiore asked, looking from Christian to me with her mouth open.


      “I guess I didn’t know my own strength,” Christian answered with a laugh.


      This time, Kalia and Fiore helped him to his feet while I stood frozen, unsure of what to do next.


      “Kalia, let’s leave them alone for a while. They’ll come out when they’re ready.” Fiore took Kalia by the hand and pulled her out of the room before she could respond.


      Christian stood at the foot of the bed. The sight of him took my breath away, as it always had, but this time was different. His blue eyes looked somehow bluer, deeper, more intense. It felt as if he were staring straight through me and into at my soul. His dirty blonde hair looked darker against the paleness of his flawless face. He seemed taller, though I’m sure that was all in my head. When he spoke, his voice sounded deeper, sexier, as if that were even possible. I stood still, unsure of what to do, and stared with my mouth hanging open. I couldn’t force myself to close it, let alone will my legs to walk.


      “Okay then. I’ll come to you.” And he did. He wrapped his arms around me and I felt myself collapse against his chest. His hand went into my hair and it no longer felt hot against my skin. He kissed the top of my head. I relaxed in his embrace.


      “I can’t believe this. I thought…”


      “Shh…I know. It’s okay. I’m here. I’ll always be here,” Christian reassured me.


      He backed away enough to look at my face. Again the sight of his perfection took my breath away. His lips met mine with a fire I didn’t expect from his cold body. Everything that happened in the last day melted away with the heat of his mouth. My whole body went limp but he wasn’t going to let me fall. I knew that. He would never let me fall.


      We parted slowly, not wanting our kiss to end but knowing everyone was waiting for us and there were still things we needed to discuss. As much as I wanted it at that moment, we were not the only ones there. His hands held mine as he led me to the side of the bed and we sat on the edge.


      “How are you feeling now?” I asked.


      “Dizzy from that kiss.” He smiled. “I’m thirsty, though. It feels like my throat is on fire.”


      I swallowed hard before I spoke. I knew I was going to have to deal with this but I didn’t feel ready. “You need to feed.”


      “I don’t feel hungry. It’s…different. I hear this strange pulsing or humming in my ears.”


      “It’s not food you want. Your body is no longer alive. Your stomach won’t growl anymore. The smell of food won’t start your mouth watering. It’s blood you need.” I knew I wasn’t ready to teach him how to hunt, especially not humans, and hunting animals with Ryanne and Maia on the loose was not an option at the moment. “Will you settle for a little blood, for now?”


      “What do you mean?” He looked around the room as if searching for an answer.


      “I mean my blood.”


      His eyes widened. “I can do that?”


      I nodded and went to the desk in the corner of the room. I reached in the drawer and pulled out the letter opener. I sat next to him again. Sliding the edge of the opener across my wrist, gasping at the instant sting, I raised it to his mouth. “Drink.” I ignored the pain as his hands enclosed around mine and his lips clamped around the wound. His eyes locked on mine. I could feel the moistness of his tongue as he lapped the blood his body so desperately needed.


      My free hand reached his head and my fingers tousled his damp hair. If there was ever a more intimate moment between two people, I couldn’t imagine what it was. There could be nothing to bring us closer than my blood coursing through his veins. My head spun and a sudden chill shook my entire body but yet I felt like my body was on fire. He’d had my blood once before, when I used it to close a knife wound on his hand, but that had been out of necessity. The feeling had been desperation to heal him. This was pure desire.


      “That’s enough…for now. You’ll want to drink little bits at a time,” I explained, though I didn’t want it to end.


      He withdrew his mouth from my wrist and licked his lips, never taking his eyes off mine.


      “I’m still thirsty.” His eyes looked hazy but his lips formed a smile.


      “I know but we have to take it slow at first. This is new to your body,” I explained.


      “I feel so…drugged? I don’t know quite how to explain it, like I’m floating.” He stood again and ran his hand through his hair, fixing the mess I’d created. “Is all blood like that or is it only yours?”


      “It’s not just mine, I’m sorry to break it to you, but all human blood. Animal blood doesn’t have such a strong effect. It quenches our thirst and sustains us but it doesn’t have that hypnotic quality.” Maybe hypnotic was the best way to describe the feeling. It didn’t matter who the donor was, the end result was always the same: hypnotizing, mind-numbing.


      “I saw something in you…scattered images. You were lying under a tree, Kalia and Aaron were with you, I think.” He stood and reached for my hand.


      “You will. You’ll get something from anyone whose blood you drink. That must have been what I was picturing, what was happening after the battle was…over.” I stood now, wanting to pull him out of the room with me so I didn’t have to think about any of the events leading up to this moment. It was all too confusing. Ian’s headless body was in the living room before Aaron buried him, yet, I had seen him only a short while before that. He had a beating heart then but I knew better. I didn’t want to think about any of that. I was too happy having Christian at my side again.


      Christian watched my face and nodded. “Okay. Maybe I can have more later…I guess we should make our entrance. They expect it.” His arm wrapped around my back, strong and steady. “Ready?”


      I took a deep breath. “As ready as I’m gonna be.” I couldn’t help but worry about Aaron and what he thought of me. Could I have done this? Could I have been the one to make Christian a vampire? It was very possible that I suppressed that memory because of all the stress.


      “Later. We’ll worry about that later.”


      


      


      

    

  


  
    
      ~ Four ~


      As we entered the living room, conversation ceased. Everyone focused on us, except Aaron. He stared out the window with a stiff back. I followed Christian to sit on the floor in front of the fireplace, which was the only space available. I tried to listen to their thoughts, but everyone closed their minds.


      “Beautiful day, huh? So, what is everyone doing?” I asked, trying to break the uncomfortable silence. Christian looked around the room as if he’d never laid eyes on it before, which he hadn’t – not with vampire eyes, anyway. Kalia smiled at his child-like wonder and everyone else relaxed a bit, except Aaron.


      “I’m going for a walk,” he said and left, letting the door slam behind him. My stomach sank.


      Kalia looked at me with tender eyes. “He’ll be fine. He just needs a little time and he’ll come around.”


      “But, time for what? I did not do this. Why doesn’t he believe me?” I knew I pleaded with the wrong person but I didn’t care. I did not want to lose my new family. If anyone could make Aaron understand, it would be her. Aaron was the only one who had no access to my thoughts, but it would help so much if he did. “I don’t even know how this happened.”


      “I know dear. Christian, how are you feeling?” She leaned forward in her seat.


      “I’m okay. Actually, I never felt better.” He smiled and hugged me closer. “It’s what I wanted, to be with Lily forever.”


      “Do you know what happened? Do you remember anything at all?” Pierce asked.


      Christian shook his head. “I only remember what happened in the beginning, after Ian started talking to Lily. I hid in the bedroom, against my will, I might add. I heard a struggle and came out to see if Lily was okay. After that, I only remember very hazy bits and pieces.”


      “What do you remember, Lily?” Kalia asked.


      “Well, I heard someone outside. I made Christian hide, like he said, and then Ian busted through the door. We argued, fought, and I lost the sword. The next thing I knew Christian was in the room and Ian grabbed him.” I took a deep breath, trying to gather strength to continue. No one moved. “Ian bit him and I knocked Christian out of his grasp, out of the way. Ian came toward me but something was wrong. He was slow and awkward, stumbling like a drunk. He acted like that was my fault. He accused me of letting him drink poisoned blood.” I looked from Kalia to Pierce, hoping they had some explanation.


      “That was my doing. I put a spell on the charm around Christian’s neck. I’ll explain later. Go on,” Pierce said.


      “He said some things, we said some things, I swung the sword and…that was it.” I explained as Christian gripped my hand, encouraging me. “I tried to do CPR on Christian but it wasn’t working. I kept trying until I heard Maia. She looked shocked or scared when she saw Ian and she just ran. She didn’t try to do anything to me. She ran and I ran after her. That’s all I remember.” I lied, leaving out the part about seeing Ian alive and well later. I didn’t know how to explain that part.


      “That doesn’t explain much,” Fiore said, smiling at Christian. “Well, Christian, welcome to our world.”


      Everyone nodded and I couldn’t help but smile at how easily they accepted him. Pierce stood. “We’ll figure it out later, I suppose.”


      “I’ll go find Aaron and talk to him. In the meantime, we need to figure out what our next move is. I think we’re pretty much done here,” Kalia said.


      I hoped with all my might that Kalia would be able to get through to Aaron. I couldn’t wait to get back to Astoria and the semi-peaceful life we had created there. The only difference was that Christian would be a vital part of that life now, no longer someone I had to hide, or hide from.


      As if hearing my thoughts, Christian asked, “Where do we live?”


      “I hadn’t thought about it. I guess we’ll have to wait and see what Aaron says.” I knew where I wanted to be and that was anywhere Christian was, whether that was at his apartment or at the Benjamin house. “Where do you want to live?”


      “Anywhere you are.” He smiled and squeezed my hand. I somehow already knew that.


      Kalia walked in with Aaron behind her about a half hour later. He didn’t say anything to the others, who were chatting while they waited, but walked directly toward where Christian and I stood by the kitchen sink.


      “Can I talk to both of you outside?” He looked a bit nervous.


      “Um…sure,” Christian answered.


      We followed him out, where the setting sun painted the sky the bright orange of flames. We walked a few feet from the front of the cabin, where he paused and faced us.


      “I wanted, first of all, to say that I am sorry about my reaction. I don’t want you to think that I don’t trust you, Lily. It’s, well, what was I supposed to think?” He raised his voice and I backed up a few paces. He took a deep breath, calming himself before continuing. “You say Ian didn’t do this and there was no one else. I still have no idea how this happened but I suppose, in time, we will get our answers. I know everyone is exhausted right now and would probably like to go home.” He smiled trying to ease the tension.


      “Believe me, Aaron; I would like to know too. I don’t understand it either. All I know is…I’m glad it turned out this way.” There. I said it. And I was glad Christian wasn’t gone forever. I couldn’t take that back.


      “I can imagine. I can’t even fathom having to go on without Kalia. This is why I want to forget about this for now. Christian…” He turned to him. “Welcome to our family. If I would have had to choose someone for Lily, I couldn’t have done better than you.”
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