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"You have a rock quarry?"
The fresh rain water inside the stone barrier was a glorious mushroom blue, the surface still and unaffected as the breeze was blocked by the large rock walls surrounding it.
"Let's sit over there.” He pointed to an expanse of grass growing along the side, shaded by several large trees.
We reached the spot and he removed the tote on my shoulder, pulling it from my arm. I watched as he plopped the satchel onto the ground and dug inside, removing a thick blanket and then carefully spreading it out.
I sat down when he finished, laying on my back and lifting my arms over my head. The sky above was gray with heavy clouds, the sun barely visible. Amazingly, the temperature wasn't as hot, the air far less humid.
"I could spend an entire summer out here,” I murmured, closing my eyes and basking in the serenity of this heavenly warm place.
Caleb nestled next to me, an arm coming around and fingers brushing against my stomach. I opened my eyes and he was leaning over me, weight balanced on his elbow.
"Emma.” He breathed my name like a caress, a promise, face descending and lips brushing tenderly against mine.
I knew then that my surprise wasn't the quarry but something else all together. This was the last time we would have before I was sent away, the only time we could be completely alone. My heart began to race and my body began to tremble.
"Are you afraid?” he whispered, lifting away.
"I am.” I nodded, swallowing. “But only because I don't know what to expect."
"You don't have to be afraid, Emma. I'll be as soft as moonlight with you."





Praise for J. A. Saare
"What makes CRIMSON MOON worth reading is the quality of the writing. Anyone can have the elements of a riveting story, and CRIMSON MOON has those in spades, but it's what is done with those elements and how it's done that make this a story the reader will not put down. Jaime Saare takes the things we've heard about before—vampires, werewolves—in a new and exciting direction. The story is riveting and the characters make you wish you had some werewolves and vampires in your circle of friends. They're sarcastic, funny, and smart, and so is this author. Don't miss this book or any of Jaime's future work. CRIMSON MOON isn't the only thing on the rise.” ~ Shelley Nash
"Emma Johnson is a seemingly normal lady until she is “taken,” and then her life changes forever. She finds herself in the arms of the irresistible Caleb, but he's not your typical guy. He's a werewolf...and he has news for Emma. She's not what she thought she was.
"Emma's eyes are opened to the truth about her family and where she comes from. The story that unfolds here is intriguing, an adventure that kept me guessing and turning pages. Mystery is interwoven with threads of a developing romance that is tender but strong, loving and beautiful.
"I loved CRIMSON MOON. It satisfied the true romantic in me and engaged me thoroughly with its memorable characters and storyline. Jaime is a skilled writer of the paranormal, and I'm very glad I read her work."
~Laura Hogg, author
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Dedication
To my glorious three:
Mom, thank you for encouraging me to
chase my dreams
and for teaching me to reach out
with sightless hands.
Ty, you believed in me and Crimson Moon
when I wanted to cave in and move on.
This never would have been possible without you.
Jimbo,
you've dusted off my knees each and every time
I faltered or stumbled, just like you promised.
—I love you, sweets.
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Prologue
I could never have imagined all of the amazing and unfathomable things that happened to me in the last few months, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't bring myself to regret any of the occurrences or heartaches wrought because of them.
I could have been assured a normal, monotonous, and potentially happy life in ignorance. I could have existed just as everyone else did, thriving in conventional normalcy, living out each and every day in exactly the same manner.
Yet, I would have existed in the dark, unaware of all the special talents and creatures that surrounded me. My mind would have remained blissfully blind and eternally sightless. And I would have missed out on the most important and pure of emotions—that indescribable elation that only flourishes when someone experiences first love, as well as the absolute devastation that follows upon losing it forever.
I closed my eyes and breathed in the crisp and biting air, bringing it deep into my lungs, holding my breath until it burned.
No, I had regrets, but not of unlocking the truth about myself and those around me. I couldn't turn my back on the people or things I knew so well, even knowing the eccentricities involved, even as it led me down a path not of my own choosing.
I exhaled into the breeze, releasing a part of myself into the sky. Then, I remained on the grassy knoll as the breeze cut through the numbness permeating my skin, chilling me to the bone, aware my time had finally run out.
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Chapter 1—Normal
The day started out like any other. I woke at 6:30 like clockwork. I didn't need to set the alarm. Years of repetitive morning cycles had ingrained themselves into my system, creating an internal wake up call, and each morning was exactly the same.
I could stay like this all day, I thought impulsively, burrowing deeper into the warm and inviting shelter of worn covers and hand quilted blankets. I could relax in my cozy lilac colored bedroom and forget all about the world outside.
My empty sigh reverberated inside the quiet room, coming back to whisper in my ears as it bounced off the walls and dissipated. As much as I'd like to, I couldn't hide inside my toasty warm cocoon forever. I would have to venture into the outside world at some point, mingling with people. There were always groceries to purchase, bills to pay, responsibilities to shirk, and potential colleges to inspect.
College.
The word alone caused me to groan audibly and reach blindly for one of the fluffy pillows lined against the whitewashed headboard—a pillow which I promptly shoved into my face. Most high school graduates have the issue of personal finances to overwhelm them when the time comes to take that gigantic step into adulthood. My personal angst, however, delved far deeper than mere concerns of the good old fashioned dollar.
Since the day my Grandmother was diagnosed with Alzheimer's and placed into a residential community adhering to doctor's orders, I felt obligated to stay in a self imposed hell-hole of uninterrupted isolation. She might not know I was only a phone call away, but I did, and that was all that mattered.
I tossed the pillow to the floor and it protested with a soft thump; the soft sigh of pent up air from the cotton case eventually going silent. I mimicked the disfavor, blowing air from my lips, disrupting random strings of stray hair sweeping across my face. My eyes glowered at the ceiling above, following the intricate swirling patterns of ancient paint that was in desperate need of a new coat.
Maybe I would go to an actual four year college this semester, entering into life's tedious tradition of the pursuit of a higher education. It couldn't be any worse than the prospect of staying in a small town like Big Spring Minnesota during the holiday season, surrounded by people that stared and whispered at the anomaly living inside their picture perfect Bradyesque utopia.
My Mom's disregard for the cardinal rules of small town living started the Johnson family downward trajectory, and it went something like this: She left the nest behind without looking back. She flew too close to the sun when she spread her eager wings. And she returned home with a bun in the oven; the happy Father-to-be nowhere in sight.
The concept of an unwed Mother that came home like nothing more than a used Buick, well, most of the people here just couldn't get past it. After I came into the world, gossip and heartless speculation became her crux to bear, and she bore it proudly. Until one snowy white December morning when she left home for work and never made it back. Her untimely death managed to bring out the kindness in those that judged her so carelessly, but by then, it was too late.
And the torch was passed along.
I endured the backlash of my parental inadequacies as early as the first day of kindergarten, and since Big Spring Elementary School is also Big Spring Junior and Senior High School, nothing was bound to change. People just didn't want to be reminded of all that tragedy. If they thought about it, it might mean an unexpected calamity would befall them as well. The few that could work their minds around what had happened just didn't know what to say or how to react. But in spite of it all I had a good life—a happy life—until something unexpected occurred that compounded my already anomalous existence in a multitude of different ways, and everything changed.
I started my senior year like everyone else—with new supplies, a new wardrobe, and a fresh outlook. Becoming a high school senior is intended to be a pivotal life altering point in every teenager's life. Unfortunately, no one had the foresight to warn me of just how instrumental my senior year would become in regard to my impending future. In fact, all of my future decisions would be based off those last semesters I spent at Big Spring High School, home of the mighty Minotaur's.
Within a month the supplies were used, the clothing was worn, and the outlook was bleak. I couldn't ignore the warning signs anymore. Not when Grandma burned her hand so badly the bone was showing through her thin frayed skin, and she couldn't tell me how it happened, or why.
I got the news at the hospital—dementia preceding an extensive case of Alzheimer's. I went from being an eighteen-year old high school senior to an eighteen-year old adult handling her guardian's affairs. And if that didn't cause enough upheaval in my small community circles, the small fortune I came into did.
Grandma had always been a planner—birthdays, road trips, and Halloween costumes were always organized months in advance—so it didn't come as a monumental shock to discover she put aside money for me. But all those little round zeros on the bank statement still gave me pause to stop and stare. The money wouldn't keep me living the lavish life forever, but I had time to decide what I wanted to do with my life, and where I wanted to go.
Would you knock it off already?! I chastised myself in annoyance, breathing out an exaggerated groan of dejection. All of the mindless reminiscing in the world wouldn't change the past or circumvent the future.
My life was my life—period.
I shoved aside the cream colored duvet, tossing my legs along the side of the bed and gasping as the cool shock of brisk autumn air collided with my oven warm skin. The summer was officially gone. It was time to break out the deliciously warm sweaters and blue jeans hawk-eyed eagerly during the hot and humid weather only a month ago.
I hurried across the room and stepped inside the closet, pulling the frayed string attached to the light bulb overhead and illuminating the small space in a soft white glow. I dressed quickly, yanking my favorite baby blue blouse over my head and sliding on a pair of faded blue jeans. I stopped at the door to slip on my socks and step into my sneakers.
I rushed into the bathroom, brushing my hair and teeth, surveying my handy work in the mirror. My hair could have been better but it also could have been worse—a lot worse. Cooler temperatures always caused the thick wavy strands to expand uncontrollably. I flipped off the light and passed through my bedroom, slipping into the hallway.
My shoes pounded against the carpet as I came down the stairs, bouncing on each one as if they housed an invisible spring underneath that could sky rocket me into the northern hemisphere.
I whipped around the banister, holding the railing and hooking a sharp right into the kitchen, in the direction of the coffee machine. I frowned at the pink diamond wallpaper as I reached for the black plastic handle of the coffee pot, crinkling my lips and nose distastefully. The edges were curving where the glue had evaporated over the years, reminding me the kitchen hadn't evolved in my lifetime. It was faded now, not even pink anymore by decent color standards, more of a melon or salmon.
"Add it to my to-do list,” I grumbled to the empty room, walking to the sink and flipping the long metal faucet up and over. I stared out the window as the water sloshed inside the glass, eyes going blind as my mind drifted into a habitual daydream state.
What would I go to college for anyway? And better still, where? The last two years were spent at the fine educational institution aptly named Big Spring Community College. During which I obtained a degree in General Education. It was a smart decision, choosing General Ed. I could transfer a majority of my credits over to a more established facility of my choosing. But now that my shiny Associate's Degree sat framed in the living room, I was as torn about my future as I was two years ago.
The cold water spilled over the lip of the pot and into the sink. I rolled my eyes at myself, cursing as I slammed the faucet off and held the dripping container aloft. Water fell in random scatters as I moved the dripping pot across the counter and lifted the plastic lid.
I paused midway, holding the pot in one hand and the lid in the other.
The kitchen was eerily silent. The fat drips of water splashing against the ceramic providing the only sound breaking the monotony. It was just me, a lone coffee machine, and a container full of wet tepid water to start another day.
"Not today,” I decided, returning the pot to the sink and pouring out the water, flipping it over so the remaining drops could trickle down the drain.
My brown leather jacket was where I always left it, hanging on the pot marked coat rack beside the door. I pulled the worn material around my shoulders, reaching inside the pockets and trailing my hands along the smooth lining, feeling the cash I'd left there after last week's shopping but nothing else.
I lifted my head and searched until I located the keys resting atop the antique desk near the door. My fingers brushed the old silver picture frame placed in the center as I reached for them, and I was careful as not to mar the glass that displayed the image safely inside.
My Grandma had taken the picture of me and my Mom when I was just a little baby, before the weather had taken a wintery turn. I resembled my Mother—wavy mahogany colored hair, a heart shaped face, ever changing hazel green eyes.
Sometimes that was the hardest thing of all, looking at yourself in the mirror and seeing the person you wanted to know most staring back at you.
But life isn't always fair.
Didn't I know it.
My lips lifted in a bittersweet smile when I released the frame, turning on my heel and walking to the front door. The vintage hinges protested as I pulled the ancient oak door open, releasing an ear piercing screech. I spun around and produced the keys, quickly locking up.
It was a beautiful day, cool and brisk, with just enough sunshine to heat my face and shoulders. The thin gray clouds overhead were sparse, allowing the white light to shine through in random bright rays that accented the multicolored tree leaves hanging from the large oak in the front yard. I walked onto the porch and down the stairs, feet clopping as I breathed the crisp air deeply into my lungs before exhaling in a sigh.
"Good morning, Emma!"
I glanced to my right and spotted my neighbor standing in the middle of her neatly cultivated garden. Mrs. Peatree was waving exuberantly, clutching a tiny little watering can in her opposite hand.
"Good morning, Mrs. Peatree,” I replied in kind, waving back and attempting to mirror her happiness, forcing myself to be as sincere as possible.
I took off down the walkway and turned right onto the sidewalk, in the direction of Joe's Cafe. The last thing I needed was to spend my Saturday morning in the blaring silence of an empty kitchen with only the walls for company. I was going to sit in my favorite booth at Joe's, drink a nice piping cup of coffee, and enjoy two freshly fried donuts sprinkled with powdered sugar.
If that didn't make me feel normal—nothing would.
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Chapter 2—Taken
"What can I get for you, hun?"
Amanda pulled the ink pen from her loose French twist and then braced her wrist against a thick green paper pad, waiting to take my order. As the long standing waitress at Joe's, Amanda already knew what I wanted, but I answered just the same.
"A cup of coffee and two donuts, please,” I said politely, stretching the tattered plastic menu across the table and placing it into her outstretched hand.
She nodded, smacking loudly on her gum and pushing a chunk of blonde hair behind her ear as she hustled from the table. I watched as she rounded the counter and pushed aside the silver double doors with circular windows centered in the middle, disappearing into the back.
I braced my elbows on the black and white checkerboard table, lifting my head to glance around. Joe's wasn't crowded today, a shocking surprise. As the lone restaurant in our town, the place usually stayed packed.
Mr. and Mrs. Jones were eating at a table pushed against the paneled wall, two men in reflective construction vests were seated at the counter, and someone I couldn't see was nestled in the booth across the room. I sat back and settled into my seat as a flash of blonde behind the service area nabbed my attention.
Amanda reappeared with a small ceramic plate in one hand and the coffee pot and mug situated inside the other. She placed the white plate with donuts in front of me and then flipped the mug over, filling it with coffee and digging inside her apron. She produced several tiny white cartons of creamer and sat them down, followed by a rolled up paper napkin with silverware.
"Anything else?” she asked courteously, topping off the cup before lifting the pot to her chest.
"No, thank you.” I gave another polite smile and she hustled off, disappearing into the back.
I blew a steady stream of air from my pursed lips, reaching for the mug and dragging it across the table as the shiny dark liquid sloshed along the rim. I reached for the plastic creamer containers, using fingernails to yank at the persistent aluminum tops and then pouring the creamy liquid inside the coffee one by one. When done, I tossed the wrappers to the middle of the table, pulling the spoon free of the napkin.
"Where's the saccharine?” I mumbled, leaning to the left and grasping the glass container. When enough of the instant sugar rush was deposited in my cup, I plopped the container back into its designated position on the table, moving the spoon around to mix it all together.
The mug came to my lips and I took a sip, closing my eyes and sighing in bliss. It was just right, sweet and warm. I didn't overindulge, placing the cup down and pulling the donuts closer. Powdered sugar was sprinkled across the donuts and the plate, covering them in a dusty film of delicious enticement.
"Excuse me."
I frowned, ripping my attention from the delectable temptation of waiting food and lifting my eyes.
I started at the intricately pressed black slacks with the faintest of pin stripes, moving past the matching belt with a gold buckle, up the opaque buttons of a starched and crisp white shirt, until I stopped on the face that belonged to the voice. His honey blond hair was slicked back—the marks from a comb clearly visible—showcasing his bright blue eyes. A glimmer of recognition flittered in my brain, vanishing as quickly as it appeared.
"Yes?” I asked, gazing up at him expectantly.
"Emma,” he said flatly, moving closer to the table and jarring it slightly, causing the coffee to ripple inside the cup.
The strong smell of aftershave wafted off of his face and crashed into my nose, burning and tingling. My eyes bulged and I held back a sneeze, swallowing loudly. My hand lifted automatically, the back of my palm pressing against my nose as I was forced to breathe through my mouth.
"Yes?” I choked brokenly, arching my eyebrows and coughing. My eyes began to water and I sniffed as much as I dared.
"Emma Johnson."
"Yes?” I repeated myself, somehow managing to keep the agitation from my voice.
"Mike,” he responded in the same monotone.
"Mike?” I shook my head at him and frowned, keeping my hand in place and shrugging my shoulders.
"Mike Dalton. We had history together. Mr. Walters. Remember?"
His voice and pattern of speech was peculiar, like he was reading instructions or directions. There was no shift in the tenor of his voice, no increase or decrease in cadence, zero emotion—nothing. I peered at him closely, trying to put the name to the face.
"Uh, yeah, Mike, what can I do for you?” I asked, exhaling stagnant air before bravely reaching for my coffee with the hand I had used to mask the smell.
The coffee didn't make it to my lips, stopped just shy. The frown resurfaced as Mike slid into the empty seat across the table. His strange smile remained oddly intact and his blue eyes burned a path straight through my head. He didn't say anything and I narrowed my eyes at him, bringing the cup to my lips—and it clicked.
Mike Dalton.
I spun my eyes in my head and did a double take.
Not that Mike Dalton, it couldn't be. The last time I'd seen stoner Mike his hair hung past his shoulders in long greasy strands, he was preaching the wonders of LSD with the entire class, and he had on a tie-dyed t-shirt with bears dancing in the woods and the logo ‘What do you do when you see a bear in the forest? Play dead'.
"Beautiful day today,” he stated, watching me with an expression as blank as his voice.
"Yeah, it is,” I agreed uneasily, giving him a look to convey I was not amused. In truth, I felt increasingly uncomfortable.
He seemed unnatural somehow.
I glanced at the donuts, trying to decide if I could eat with the lingering repugnance radiating off his face or if it was best I spare my stomach lining.
"Let's go for a walk."
I choked on the coffee I'd slurped down, coughing loudly as I tried to clear my airway, my throat constricting and burning with each lurching hack. I put down the cup, beating on my chest before covering my mouth with my hand.
"Excuse me?” I finally managed to croak in a high pitched voice.
"Let's go for a walk,” he said again in his bizarre monotone.
He's talking at me—not to me.
I narrowed my eyes at him and his expression remained the same, absolutely vacant. That fake smile was still present, and his eyes were still boring empty holes into my head.
A wave of unease washed over me, a warning signal blaring inside my brain, telling me something wasn't right.
Not right at all.
"I don't think—” I started to decline his offer in the nicest way possible when he cut me short.
"It's a beautiful day. Let's go for a walk and catch up. It's a shame we never got to know one another during school."
Those icy blue eyes didn't warm, his voice didn't shift, and his body remained perfectly still. It was as if a robot was sitting across from me and we were having an electronic conversation. That steady prickle of wariness increased, twisting my stomach and making my skin tingle uncomfortably.
I turned my head, shifting in my seat as I looked for Amanda. The bar was totally empty and she was nowhere to be seen. I reached for the cup of coffee again, lifting it to my lips and taking a cautious sip while keeping my eyes on him.
"It's a beautiful day. Let's go for a walk and catch up. It's a shame we never got to know one another during school."
"I heard you the first time.” I sat back, holding the cup closely and frowning, narrowing my eyes distrustfully.
He lifted his right hand at an odd angle, palm up and flat fingers stretched toward the window. He raised his hand up and down as he spoke, creating a little elevator shaft. My head tilted with the motion, chin notching to the side, observing the bizarre display in confusion.
"It's a beautiful day,” he said flatly, keeping his hand suspended in front of him as if he expected to get a treat of some sort.
Okay. Mike was on a new drug of choice and had obviously fried the few brain cells he had left.
I rotated my eyes toward the counter and sagged in relief when Amanda appeared from the back. She glanced over and saw Mike sitting at my table and frowned, as if she were trying to place him too.
"You know what?” I motioned her over, lifting my hand and flashing a fake smile, allowing a sigh to ease past my lips. “I can't. I have a ton of stuff to do today."
Amanda stomped over and pulled the green receipt book from her apron, ripping the top piece of paper free and handing it over. She pivoted her head around, chomping loudly on her gum while gawking at Mike. I watched her nose flare and considered offering her sense of smell my deepest sympathy.
"Here,” I said quickly, thrusting a ten dollar bill into her hand along with the stub, “Keep the change."
I grabbed the napkin and swiped it roughly across my lips before tossing the thin paper over the neglected and now wasted donuts. I gave the best smile I could manage; equal parts annoyed, confused, and freaked out.
"It was good to see you, Mike. Take care."
The artificial smile on his face broadened and his eyes followed along as I ambled past the table.
I hustled to the door, grasping the long metal rail and tugging it open. The large round bells dangling from the handle rang inside my ears, signaling my departure as the chilly air enveloped my body. I hastened my pace, stepping down the walkway and walking onto the street, heading in the direction of the main road past the alley. The insane but intense desire to run coursed through my body, but I resisted the compulsion.
Mike is still inside—don't freak yourself out, Emma.
The sound of the bells clamoring caused me to close my eyes and draw a ragged breath. I didn't turn around, well aware of who had left the building. I squelched the fear that threatened to take over, forcing myself to continue onward at a normal pace.
You should have stayed home, I reprimanded myself angrily, increasing the movement of my feet. It wasn't a long walk home, ten minutes at most, but those minutes seemed like an eternity—especially when the person following me was high on something that made him creepy as all hell.
I changed trajectory, saying a hasty prayer that Mike was simply traveling the same path on his way home. I crossed the street and walked toward the alley, footsteps pounding the pavement in perfect rhythm with the painful throbbing of my heart. Adrenaline was pumping inside my veins, bringing the world into a triple focus. My senses widened—eyes, ears, and nose taking in everything.
I stilled my breathing, exhaling quietly to better distinguish the sounds coming from behind. Blood pounded in my ears, the dull throb of each thump like the beating of a drum. The footsteps behind me amplified with my fear, picking up speed. My heart slammed into my throat in realization.
The sound wasn't on the opposite side of the street anymore.
Then the world shifted.
A solid arm wrapped around my waist, lifting my body effortlessly from the ground, and the large palm that flopped over my mouth muffled the scream I attempted to let fly. I began to struggle and thrash wildly, arms flailing like a mad person.
This isn't happening. This cannot be happening!
Terrified, my eyes widened and I doubled my efforts, watching in a suffocating despair as my assailant turned with me in his arms, walking deeper into the alley. I thrashed harder, shoving my head from side to side and screaming wildly against the hand blocking the sound.
A heavily accented southern voice spoke softly, vowels slurred together and extended, “Is he alone?"
"We'll find out soon enough,” the person carrying me answered in a corresponding southern dialect, ducking into a nearby doorway. His body pressed mine into the wall, covering from shoulder to foot, making it impossible to move.
"Shh,” the deep voice rasped quietly against my ear and I closed my eyes, “It's going to be okay. Don't make a sound."
"What have we here?” Mike asked, his flat voice echoing off the brick walls. His footsteps were distorted thwacks inside my ear, coming closer from the road.
My breathing became ragged, my heart threatening to burst free from the confines of my sternum. A strange languid fear settled over me, detaching my brain from what I was experiencing. My body started to tremble violently and the hand clamped around my mouth gentled.
"I'm just takin’ a walk,” the southern voice answered.
My stomach clenched as Mike's voice changed, the flat tenor lifting an octave. “Trust me. You want to leave, right now."
"I'm afraid I can't do that."
"Don't be stupid. You didn't think I came alone—did you?” Mike's voice burned in my ears, the high pitched tenor painful, piercing my eardrums.
The southern voice thickened into a throaty growl; the tone menacing, angry, and distorted. “I know I didn't."
Several things happened in one chaotic and terrifying instant.
I was hoisted up and over the shoulder of the man who held me in his arms. The air left my lungs when the softness of my stomach met solid muscle, and I sucked in a painful gasp. He took off in a dead run, hooking a right down an adjacent alley and heading in the direction of the main road. I heard a terrible sound, as if a person punched something and broke through bone, followed by a wet gurgle and dull thud. Then more voices appeared behind us, yelling in garbled and high pitched screeches that hammered back and forth between the walls.
The world smeared and blurred, becoming dizzying. Brick buildings made strange red patterns; the square blocks a continuous blur. The wind swooshed loudly in my ears and my eyes began to tear. The body underneath me swiveled and turned.
I could hear rather than see stairs he climbed, rubber soles clanking firmly against metal. The violent sounds behind us began to wane and I heard strange ear splitting clacking sounds.
Gunshots.
I was about to scream when I was unexpectedly air bound, body floating in midair, hovering above the shoulder I had been carried on. My eyes searched frantically for the ground as my mouth dangled open. The air left my lungs when I landed on his unrelenting shoulder, blood pounding in my ears.
"Stop,” I managed to croak. If he kept this pace up, I wouldn't be the only one suffering. I'd spew the coffee I'd just drank down his back. He didn't respond immediately and I held my breath, forcing back a tidal wave of nausea.
"We can stop up here, hold on."
I didn't argue, allowing my head to dangle limply on my shoulders. I gave up trying to get my bearings. Attempting to see everything around me was too disorienting. He ran for several more blocks, ducking between random buildings. His speed decreased and he stepped into a deserted alley.
I groaned as gentle hands eased me free of the torturous shoulder, one wrapping firmly around my waist, the other coming up and around my head to cover my mouth. I swallowed back panic, breathing shallowly through my nose.
"Listen to me. I'm not here to hurt you, and I don't mean you any harm. Don't try to scream and don't try to run. I don't have time to explain right now but it's important that you stay very quiet. Do you understand?"
I bobbed my head up and down, breathing in short frantic pants. He removed his hands slowly, hesitating before releasing me and stepping back. I sucked in an uneven breath, hands going around my aching middle. I stumbled away from him on legs that felt as solid as water and just as useless.
My eyes fluttered nervously, resting on his broad chest before rising to his face.
He was older than me, well into his twenties, and huge, standing several inches over six feet. If running with one-hundred and seventeen pounds on his shoulder wasn't indication enough of his fitness regimen, his chiseled chest and arms attested to it. Long dark hair hung in soft waves around his temples, complimenting smooth tanned skin.
He turned to glance down the alley, giving me a glimpse of his profile. His jaw was smooth, strong, and slightly squared. His nose was straight and in perfect proportion to his face. When he rotated his head to look at me, I saw his eyes. They were the most beautiful shade of blue I had ever seen—deep indigo—framed by long dark lashes.
He's beautiful, I thought immediately, scowling at myself and lowering my eyes in the same instant, trying not to stare. It was difficult. I had never seen anyone or anything like him before in my life.
I quickly averted my gaze, soothing anguished stomach muscles with my palms and clearing my throat.
"What is going on? Who are you?” The words wheezed from my lips, sore sides heaving, and each breath I took was unfiltered agony. The muscles in my abdomen ached, and I knew without a doubt they were going to be bruised.
I peered from left to right, searching for any identifiable road signs. I knew we were on the north end of town, in an area most townsfolk didn't frequent. The buildings were abandoned, a haven for the few homeless that passed through.
My eyes squinted, becoming thin slits. The green street sign in the distance wasn't clear and I tried to focus. After several seconds my brow smoothed, mouth going slack in shock.
Penny Street? That would mean we had traveled over two miles.
That's impossible.
"I don't have time to explain,” he answered softly, leaning around the side of the building, eyes in the direction we'd traveled from. “That man, the one from the cafe, do you know him?"
I shrugged. “To say I know him is pushing it, but we did go to school together...” My voice trailed off and I frowned. I still had no clue what was going on and better still, who in the hell he was. “Wait a minute.” I narrowed my eyes and crossed my arms over my chest. “You didn't answer my question. Who are you? And what hell is going on?"
"Caleb."
His deep voice bristled along my skin like silken fur and I was grateful he was still staring down the alley, oblivious to my response. I grumbled under my breath, infuriated by my reaction to him—a total stranger.
He rose to full height, stepping over and gazing down. Our eyes met and the deep pools of blue blocked out the world around us.
"We have to go,” he said abrasively, suddenly angry and tense, “They've found us."
I clutched my midsection and stepped back, lifting a hand as if it could ward him off.
"Not the shoulder again, I won't survive it. And I need to know what the hell is going on. I don't know you, what your intentions are, or what you expect, but I'm not going anywhere with you. And who are they—"
"I'm sorry."
My words were cut short as he bent and pressed his shoulder into my stomach, hoisting me up and over. A pained gasp accompanied the breath that left my lungs, and he took off in a dead run. This time everything blurred. Passing shapes became random reds, blacks, browns, and tans that bled by.
I closed my eyes, feeling as if I were going to vomit at any moment. His body came to a staggering halt and I groaned, lifting my head weakly. A flash of silver in the sky got my attention. The metal lightning rod affixed to the roof of Gibson's hardware shone in the distance.
My heart hammered inside my chest in alarm.
We were nearly out of town now.
"Put me down!” I demanded in an angry panic.
I started to struggle, thrashing wildly. Caleb cursed, throwing a hand up to grasp my thigh and keep me in place. A loud pop was followed by a roaring buzz that whizzed past my ear. I reacted instinctively, shoving my weight to the opposite side. Another pop sounded and a sharp sting scorched my arm. My pain filled cry came out gurgled.
Caleb produced a new burst of speed, launching into a dead run. My stomach lodged into my chest and the nausea returned with it. I didn't know which was worse—the throbbing in my abused abdomen, the sharp white hot sting radiating down my arm and through my hand, or the waves of nausea that threatened to spill over.
A loud shriek of rubber peeling against asphalt echoed in my ears and Caleb rotated, coming to an abrupt stop. I lifted my head and my eyes bulged, mouth hanging open and forming a perfect circle.
Oh my god...
Approaching fast from behind was a pissed off horde of people—at least they were people at some point. Each of them had arms, legs, heads and faces—but all other similarities ended there.
Molten red eyes, glowing bright and reflecting the sun, were slanted in a freakish ninety degree angle. Large and misshapen foreheads bulged out and around the sockets, swollen and distorted. Displayed clearly inside their snarling clown like mouths were lines of razor edged triangular teeth. My eyes remained riveted to each pointed tip and I couldn't look away.
"What the fu—” My words were cut short for the second time as my body was lifted and tossed inside the shadowed cover of a van. The back of my head thumped the floor and I struggled to regain my balance, thrusting my feet underneath my wiggling body.
Caleb jumped in, his massive frame engulfing the space as the frantic mob behind us gained ground. His hand grappled at the silver handles, pulling the doors behind him and yanking them shut.
"Get us out of here, Derek. Go! Go!"
Angry roars and yells resonated behind us. The mob reached the accelerating van, vicious arms and hands beating against the metal exterior and back window.
I lifted myself onto shaky knees, scrambling across the carpeted floor to stare through the clear glass.
The faces were more disturbing and terrifying up close—deranged eyes completely devoid of human emotion—entirely animalistic. The van gradually increased speed, gaining ground, and they clamored to keep up. Little by little they fell back, faces snarling like starved wild animals, glistening snow white teeth shining in the sun.
My horrified eyes remained locked onto the mob that progressively appeared smaller and smaller, watching them falter as the vehicle pulled head and they eventually disappeared from view.
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Chapter 3—Sent For
"Why do I smell blood, Caleb?"
The driver's voice penetrated my ears but not my train of thought or line of sight. I was too distracted to care who he was or why he smelled blood. My eyes remained glued to the window. I wondered if one of those things somehow managed to keep pace.
Were they still back there and I just couldn't see them?
"Shit,” Caleb's deep voice muttered.
Movement came from my right and I felt something warm under my arm, bringing a painful burning into focus. A heated sticky trickle ran down the inside of the jacket lining, leaking past my elbow. I turned my head, gazing down at Caleb's hand and gasping through my teeth.
"Take the jacket off,” he said gently, reaching around to help as I shrugged from the sleeves.
I winced as the leather peeled away from the torn skin, biting my bottom lip in an effort to bear the sting. The throbbing arm came out slick and wet, blood spreading around the right side of my blouse and down to my hand.
"Ugh.” I averted my head after one good look at my arm. The gash was at least two inches long and deep enough to reveal the fatty tissue underneath. The bright red edges were raw and ragged.
I probably needed stitches.
Caleb released my arm, grasping his black t-shirt and tugging it free of his jeans. He seized two pieces of the wrinkled hem in his hands, ripping a strip free from the rest. He moved closer and reached underneath my arm to wrap the cloth around. His face was a study in concentration, a frown marring his mouth as he twisted one piece of the cloth over the other.
"Almost done,” he mumbled, drawing in a steadying breath.
His hands moved outward, pulling the cloth tight over the wound. I gasped and tears sprang to my eyes. The burn was incredible, stretching through the muscle and into the elbow.
"Keep pressure on it.” He grabbed my left hand and placed it over the bandage.
"Where's Billy?” the driver asked and swerved the wheel.
A wave of darkness disrupted my vision and I fought the black dots that threatened to send me under, shaking my head forcefully.
"I'm not sure,” Caleb answered, moving away and settling in on the opposite side of the van. He reclined back and those tremendous indigo eyes locked me in place. “He took on the one from the cafe, only, he wasn't alone."
"We expected that, though. Tristan works fast.” The driver swerved again and gunned the accelerator.
"Luca will be glad we moved faster.” Caleb leaned his head against the wall of the van, placing elbows on top of his bent knees and relaxing. His shoulders eased, no longer tight or tense.
"Who are you people?” I asked while taking in my surroundings. With the exception of the plush brown carpet, a couple of large blue Tupperware containers, and our bodies, it was totally stripped. My eyes returned to Caleb and he met my gaze without flinching.
"We're the ones that saved your precious ass sweetheart,” the driver taunted, swerving the wheel yet again.
I bit back a pained yelp as I attempted to right myself and glared into the rearview mirror, meeting a pair of chocolate brown eyes. He stared back, studying me for a moment before focusing on the road.
"Would someone tell me what the hell is going on?” I snapped, anger replacing fear.
Caleb's forehead creased, as if he were attempting to formulate words in his head.
"Just spit it out!"
Caleb leaned forward, his deep voice a soothing timbre that carried across my skin. “Emma, I know this must be confusing. I don't blame you—"
"I didn't tell you my name."
I froze as a paralyzing fear encompassed my body.
I never said my name. I was certain of it.
Panic caused my heart to accelerate, adrenaline crashing through my chest and expanding through my limbs. I looked at the back doors, weighing the probable odds. If I could somehow get them open and get outside, I might have a chance. But the impact would probably shatter each of my legs—or worse.
Maybe if I rolled...
"Wait,” Caleb implored softly, keeping his voice calm but firm, “Let me explain."
I swallowed loudly. I didn't know this man, and I wasn't sure if I should trust him or not, but after what I'd just seen...
"All right,” I agreed cautiously.
I pressed against the side of the van and pulled my knees into my chest, intent on keeping as much distance between us as possible.
His deep blue eyes stayed connected with mine as he spoke. “Derek, keep driving until we reach our swap point. Did you call ahead and let them know we got her?"
"I called when I saw you rounding the corner. Sam said there are half's everywhere, so it's not safe to meet. He recommended driving through to the Pit, if it comes down to it."
"Shit,” Caleb muttered thickly, turning to Derek. “I have to tell her. She'll find out soon enough anyway. If we have to take her to the Pit, its better she know from the start what she's getting into."
"What about Billy?” Derek's voice wavered slightly at the mention of the name.
"If he made it out, he probably had to change,” Caleb responded flatly, “And they'll start looking in our circles."
"How do you know my name?” I murmured, twisting the ring on my right hand in a calming circular motion with my thumb.
Caleb returned his attention to me, pushing heavy dark hair away from his eyes. The thick strands spilled forward in a natural motion as he ran large hands through its depths. The combination of tan, blue eyes, and dark hair, had the potential to incapacitate any female.
It's a damned good thing I'm solid as an oak, I told myself, Rock solid.
"We were given your name when we were told to come here.” Caleb shifted uncomfortably, motioning to Derek. “We're what you might refer to as...uh,” he paused and struggled for the precise words.
"What he's trying to say is—we're the ones whose asses are placed on the line if the cash is good and the motivation is there,” Derek interrupted and I turned in time to see him smirk at me through the rearview mirror, “And in your case, the cash and the motivation were more than substantial."
"Wait.” I laughed nervously, “You were hired to be in the alley? Why?"
"What do you know about your Mother and Father, Emma?” Caleb posed the question curiously, his attentive eyes taking note of my response.
Immediately defensive, I asked, “What does that have to do with anything?"
"More than you might think,” Caleb answered, keeping his tone neutral, betraying nothing.
There were a number of reasons I didn't answer directly. I didn't speak of my parents often; it was a sensitive subject. No strike that, it was a big blaring sore spot.
Caleb sat patiently as he waited for my answer, observing me from behind impossibly long lashes. His eyes darted over my face, indigo blue pools cool, calm, and collected.
I cleared my throat, managing to keep my temper in check. “There isn't much to know. My Dad split when my Mom found out she was pregnant. She died a couple of years later in an automobile accident."
"Shit! She doesn't know?” Derek's loud and sudden outburst caused me to jump. He cackled and slapped the steering wheel with his hands, obviously finding humor in the situation.
"I don't know what?” I snapped hotly.
"You, my girl, are related to royalty. Tied to one of the greatest families of them all—"
Caleb interrupted Derek. “Emma, your Father sent us, and he wants to explain everything to you. It's not as simple as you might think. Things are far more complicated.” Derek started to speak again and Caleb kicked the back of his seat. “Shut it, man! Before your mouth writes another check your ass can't cash."
"Damn it!” Derek bellowed, whipping his head around to scream, “I'm trying to drive here!"
"Then let me talk!” Caleb's deep yell reverberated inside the van.
My eyes flickered to the floor, stopping at the brown shag carpet.
My jacket was discarded on top; the blood dried along the ragged tear in the arm, leaving it ruined. My hand touched the edge of the leather and a brown piece of stain flaked off, sticking to my finger. I shook the dried blood away and eased out my legs, sitting Indian style. My arm still throbbed and my body still ached. I was exhausted and scared, frustrated and confused. But more than that, I found myself wanting to believe him.
What if my Father did send for me? That would mean I wasn't as alone as I once conceived. But that didn't excuse the fact he had left me and my Mother behind.
What kind of man does something like that?
How complex could it be?
You either left someone or you stayed.
The new surge of emotions fluctuated between sincere hope and blinding outrage.
Something else surfaced in my brain, a question I meant to ask long before I had seen torrents of blood streaming down my arm.
"And what exactly are those things we were running from back there?"
Caleb closed his eyes at the question and rested his head against the wall. I sat in the eerie quiet, uncertain of what to say.
Seconds ticked by slowly and his face retained that same serene look, never wavering, never flinching. He seemed to be calling upon some hidden inner resolve, and when he found it, he reopened his eyes, lifting his head and leaning forward.
"What if someone told you all the things you thought weren't real actually are?” he asked, staring into my eyes with an intensity that made me squirm uncomfortably.
I assumed he would say something about genetic mutants that hid behind small town streets—only coming out when they got extremely annoyed or agitated. Or perhaps all the garbage diving had driven our homeless to shave their teeth into razor sharp points and go around chasing people at random. Or better yet, the rat population was infected with some new strain of Ebola virus that filtered down into the community.
I expected anything, so this wasn't that far off if I was being honest with myself.
"I suppose.” I drew out the last word, lifting my head to glance at Derek. He was quiet now, listening. “I would ask what kinds of things you're talking about."
"Several things,” Caleb answered evenly, “Like vampires or werewolves for example."
His expression gave nothing away and his eyes continued to bore into mine. I kept waiting for the punch line, and when none came, I puckered my face playfully, shaking my head and laughing.
Vampires and werewolves—that's real funny.
Caleb didn't break and he didn't smile; his face solemnly steadfast.
"You're not serious?” I cocked my head to the side, waiting for him to crack; my laughter and smile slowly abating.
Oh god, he was serious.
"Yes, Emma.” He nodded in the affirmative. “I am."
His eyes remained locked with mine and I couldn't look away, even if I wanted to. I considered what he was telling me. It would explain those things chasing us and why they didn't look like any person or thing I'd ever seen before.
"So what are they...those.” I hesitated, struggling for words. “Those things...” My voice trailed off.
Those things with teeth like a piranha.
"They are not vampire, not truly.” Caleb's voice lowered, a raw anger filtering past. “But they are still dangerous, especially to humans. They are fast, strong, and thirst for blood. They can venture into the sun without any weaknesses."
"Their faces.” I pictured glowing red eyes, completely feral and crazy. “I've never seen anything like that before. And their teeth...” I shivered involuntarily.
"It happens because of what they are, half blood bastards,” Derek chimed in over his shoulder. “True vampires are irresistible to humans. Those freaks are just disposable resources."
I tore my eyes away from Caleb's face and those impossibly blue eyes.
Half blood vampires? Did I really believe that? If I hadn't seen it myself, I wouldn't. But since I had, I couldn't dispute what Caleb was saying.
It made sense, right? They were incredibly fast, keeping pace with a van moving at more than seventy miles per hour. Unless there was a new mutation in the gene pool, it made more sense than anything else I could think of.
"And my Father, where does he fit in with all of this?” It was the one question I wasn't sure I wanted an answer to.
"He wanted to explain himself. But in light of recent events, the more you know, the better,” Caleb answered, finally lowering his brilliant eyes. He turned to Derek and asked, “How close are we to the swap out?"
"Not far. Thirty minutes, maybe less."
The van accelerated and I thrust my hands into the carpet to keep balanced. The sudden movement elicited a loud wince as I reached for my arm, wrapping and pressing firm fingers around the black bandage to ease the dull ache.
"We have to swap out vehicles so they don't know what to look for. After that, we'll clean out your arm, find a safe room, and in the meantime I'll tell you about your Father. Okay?"
Caleb reached forward, touching my knee lightly before retreating.
I considered my options. Turn around and face the creatures we outran, demand they drop me off at the nearest bus stop, or stay and uncover the one thing that managed to elude me my entire life.
It wasn't a difficult decision.
"Okay,” I agreed.
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Chapter 4—Ambush
Derek drove around the side of a dilapidated gas station, parking next to a large silver Chevy suburban. He threw the gearshift into park, killing the motor.
Caleb shuffled to the back and yanked on the lever, thrusting the doors wide and obliterating the oppressing darkness. Sunlight poured in and my eyes watered, white speckles clouding my vision.
I stared at the ground and struggled to bring things into focus, blinking rapidly and looking up when my pupils gradually readjusted. Dirt surrounded the antique mechanical gas pumps, covering them in a shimmery red dust. The battered self service sign near the road swayed in the breeze, creaking with each gust of fresh wind.
A door slammed, heavy footsteps followed, and Derek appeared from the front, swiping at his shirt. He appeared older than me, but not by much, and though slightly shorter, he was built equally as impressive as Caleb.
Broad shoulders were wide and muscular, his frame equally stocky. Tan skin was accentuated by warm chocolate eyes and blond hair that was clipped too close to his head. He was wearing the same clothing too—black t-shirt, blue jeans, and combat boots.
He surveyed me in turn, starting at my head and working his way down.
"I'm going inside to get a few things,” he drawled in a thick southern twang, curious eyes resting on my face when they finished their trek.
"I'll take her around back to clean out that arm, bring me what I'll need.” Caleb glanced at me, curving his lips in a comforting smile. “Do you want anything?"
"A coke would be great,” I answered softly, clearing my throat.
Derek pursed his lips and nodded, spinning on heel and walking toward the front of the station, whistling as he went.
"It's over here."
Caleb reached behind my shoulder to guide the way, his large palm spanning the entire width of my back. I could feel each individual nerve ending where his hand brushed, bringing the sensitive skin to life. I tried to convince myself I didn't feel anything.
Get a grip—Stockholm syndrome? No, thanks.
The door to the bathroom didn't look entreating. The green metal surface was rusted, stenciled with the word ‘restroom’ using thick tar like black paint. Visions of bathroom nastiness raced through my mind—images of scattered garbage and dirty lids.
Caleb took the initiative, grasping the handle and pushing the door open. I stepped inside and exhaled a sigh of relief. Not only was it clean, but the scent of fresh pine cleaner lingered in the space. Caleb motioned to the sink and I stepped over, standing in front of the surprisingly clean white porcelain.
"Let me see.” Caleb slid his hand under my arm.
In the bright light, I could clearly see dried brown blood around the edges forming a seal. The material had desiccated, making it hard, stiff, and difficult to remove.
He untied the knot, slowly pulling the cloth free and stopping. The wound adhered to the makeshift bandage as the blood dried, attaching the two together.
"Shit,” Caleb mumbled.
He reached into his back pocket and produced a knife. My eyes widened as he maneuvered the blade, stainless steel pieces fluttering like a butterfly in his lithe fingers, altering from a harmless length of metal into a weapon.
"What are you planning to do with that?” I croaked.
"Relax,” he chuckled, lifting my arm.
He pushed the blade between the side of my arm and the fabric, careful not to pierce the skin as the cool metal slid across, cautiously moving back and forth. The blade cut into the cloth, catching in places but eventually slicing it in two.
He closed the knife, clacking the pieces together before slipping it into his pocket.
All that remained was the strip attached to my torn skin.
"There is no way around it, this is going to hurt,” he warned, peering up and meeting my eyes. The glow from the florescent light framed his irises, creating a white glowing circle in the center of pools of vivid blue.
A knock sounded at the door and I glanced away, feeling my cheeks flush.
"Medical supplies and a coke for the lady,” Derek announced, pushing open the door and stepping inside. He tossed several packaged bandages into the sink, as well as two large bottles of water. He chose to be conservative with the carbonated beverage that would explode given the same treatment, placing the icy plastic bottle of Coca-Cola on the sink.
"I'm going to start the Chevy and give Sam a call,” Derek informed Caleb, leaning over to take a closer look. “Oh man, that's going to hurt.” He winced playfully and winked at me before walking to the door and vanishing into the blinding sunshine.
"Are you ready?” Caleb asked, opening the bottle of water and placing my bandaged arm over the sink.
I took a deep breath and nodded, watching as he poured the clear liquid over the wound. The water dissolved the seal formed by the bonded cloth and skin, rending it soft and pliable in a matter of minutes. It was better than I'd expected, there was no pain or discomfort.
This isn't so bad.
He poured until the first bottle was emptied and then tossed it into the metal trashcan.
"Close your eyes and take a deep breath,” he instructed.
I frowned but did as he asked.
He placed one hand under the injured arm, the other grasping the tattered bandage, and started counting, “One....Two...” and quickly pulled the last of the bonded cloth away.
I pressed my teeth together and groaned, body tensing as a swarm of tears flooded my vision.
It was that bad.
I watched as fresh blood began to flow from the frayed wound. Crimson drops dripped into the sink, a vivid dissimilarity against the gleaming white porcelain. I focused on that and the way the red swirled and turned pink.
Caleb opened the second bottle, pouring the remaining water over my skin. It ran down the side of the sink and into the drain, merging with the blood, taking a part of me with it.
"Almost done,” he said.
He ripped apart the packages, choosing a large square bandage and placing it carefully over the laceration. I held my breath and bit my lower lip as it started to pulsate. My free hand wiped away the tears forming in the corner of my eyes. Caleb studied his handiwork, testing the edges before stepping away.
"It's not as bad as I thought, but it's going to leave a scar."
"As long as I keep the arm, I won't complain."
I patted the clean bandage and stood straight, sniffing away the moisture in my nose and clearing my throat.
I recalled the distinctive buzzing sound that whizzed by my ear. Judging by the arm, I was pretty sure I'd been shot. This was not the way I'd thought I'd spend my Saturday morning—dodging bullets.
I grabbed the plastic bottle of soda, removing the lid and taking a heaping swallow. The welcoming taste of cold carbonation was wonderful against my parched throat, and I sighed contentedly.
Thank heaven for small pleasures.
Caleb tossed the empty bottle and bandages into the aluminum trashcan before walking to the door. He held it ajar and I stepped around him, the sun momentarily blinding me. Derek stood next to the enormous silver Chevy, peering up as we approached. He snapped the phone shut and shifted his body away from the hood.
"Sam said it's got to be the Pit. The bastards are everywhere. I guess we should bypass the safe house. It's probably not so ‘safe’ anymore."
"And Luca,” Caleb asked, his voice revealing a hint of unease, “Is there any word from him?"
Derek ran a large hand over his bald head, rubbing the surface erratically—as if he were trying to remove something—before flinging his arm to the side. “Sam said he's decided to move. If Tristan keeps this up, he's going to draw attention at some point."
"Anyone care to fill me in here?"
I tried to make sense of their conversation but couldn't follow. Sam was their boss. I'd gotten that earlier.
"Tristan is the one that sent those parasites after you. And he's making more, an army of them, even now.” Derek shook his head in annoyance. “Eventually people will notice. It was bad enough he sent half a dozen to find you."
"But—” I didn't get to finish my sentence.
"We can talk about it as we drive,” Caleb said quickly, nestling his hand into the small of my back once more, guiding me to the silver Chevy.
He opened the door, waiting patiently as I climbed inside before following closely behind. Even with the benefit of dark tinted windows the black leather was hot against my skin, and I scurried to the shaded side.
I pulled the safety belt across my lap and notched the latch into place. Each trip in a car was a constant and painful reminder of my Mom, and sadly, a warning of the danger of traveling unrestrained.
Derek sauntered over and slid into the driver's seat. I heard the scrape of keys over metal and plastic as he found the ignition. He turned them over and the engine roared to life.
"To the Pit,” Derek asked, waiting.
The engine revved and he and Caleb made eye contact through the rearview mirror.
"To the Pit.” Caleb nodded and looked away, staring outside the window.
We backed out of the station and I glanced at the van we were leaving behind. The spray painted black exterior looked dull in the sun, matching the worn and grimy walls of the building beside it. Another twenty-four hours and it would blend in perfectly under a blanket of brown dirt.
Derek drove onto the road and hammered the gas. My head plopped back against the head rest as I settled in. Sitting in a padded seat was so much more appealing than a hard carpeted floor.
"Are you ready for that talk?” Caleb asked, turning his body and folding his leg onto the seat, bracing his elbow across the back of the headrest.
I opened my Cola and took another drink before I nodded. Here was the moment I had been waiting for—ready or not.
"Your Father's name is Luca DeViard, and our boss Sam, has done work for him in the past. We were informed a long time ago that he wanted a plan in place to retrieve you, so Sam prepared everything.” He paused, gauging my reaction. When I didn't speak, he continued, “Luca wanted to wait. There was no reason to ever make you aware of us or our world. You see, technically, vampires only keep two or three blood relatives a time in each family. This is done to keep their numbers down and to ensure the continuation of a living bloodline."
"A living bloodline,” I murmured quizzically.
"But,” Caleb continued as if I'd never spoken, “Your Father's plan changed when Tristan got word of your existence. Vampires are notoriously protective of the existing names of living blood relatives, Emma. Without them, there is nowhere to turn to keep the family line intact."
"So, he sent you....to what?” My eyes darted from him to Derek, who alternated between watching me and the road.
"To bring you home and get you out of town before Tristan's people arrived. We knew he would send someone—counted on it, actually. But we hoped he didn't have time to amass any half bloods."
Caleb's eyes watched me attentively, deep blue irises skimming across my face.
"So my Father, he's a...” I couldn't make myself say the word. Vampire sounded insane and surreal, even in my head.
"Yes. One of the most influential and powerful,” Caleb answered. “He'll be able to explain everything to you, but right now, we have to get you someplace safe."
My mind rebelled against the information, and I knew if I hadn't seen the angry mob chasing us out of town, I wouldn't buy a word of it. I felt as if I had tumbled into a nightmare I couldn't rouse myself from.
No matter how loud I screamed.
"And this person, this Tristan, what exactly does he want?” It couldn't be good, not if he was accountable for what happened in town.
"Tristan, like many other common vampires, desires what they will never have,” Caleb explained. “He's power hungry, malicious, and ultimately furious that the hierarchy doesn't acknowledge those turned who don't have some blood legacy to their families. He has tried every way he knows to infiltrate the royal houses, and when that didn't work, he went in search of the names of living relatives."
"Like me,” I said softly.
A living relative out of a house of vampires, how was that even possible?
You just entered the Twilight Zone, Emma.
"Like you.” Caleb nodded.
"What happens now?"
He looked at me, lowering his head and gazing at my face through dark lashes. “We're going to keep you safe until we can bring you to your Father."
"And then?"
I was not becoming one of those things, absolutely not.
"I don't know,” Caleb answered softly.
"I won't be one of those things.” I said it more for my benefit than theirs.
There was no way in hell.
We lapsed into an extended silence. Caleb's head fell against the headrest and he stretched his body out, closing his eyes and relaxing. I studied him for several minutes as I processed everything.
My Father was alive, well, in manner of speaking. He was a vampire named Luca DeViard—not at all what I envisioned in my childhood daydreams.
We traveled exclusively on back roads, only venturing onto the major highways when necessary. I knew when we left Minnesota, having seen the green road marker we passed. It was the first time I left the state in my life, and I had further still to travel.
When I asked the necessary questions—like where we were going, and how long it would be until I met with the man that had sent for me—Caleb explained they wanted to take me to the one place they could keep me safest.
Tennessee.
I had heard stories of the south—jokes about corn cob pipes, overalls, moonshine, and hound dogs.
"Tennessee?” I asked doubtfully when he broke the news, staring at him with a mixture of distrust and wariness.
"It's our home,” he answered simply, reclining back again and closing his eyes, ending any further discussion.
After several hours and state signs both announcing and forgiving our departure, Derek decided to make a detour into McDonald's. I ordered meagerly, choosing a cheeseburger kids meal, but they must have been starving. Caleb and Derek each ordered double quarter pounder meals, as well as an additional burger on the side.
"Hold the onions,” Caleb told Derek as we ordered, sitting upright.
"You're such a pansy,” Derek snarked, shaking his head.
Derek drove around and dug out his wallet, handing the necessary cash to the drive-thru attendant while taking the food and fountain drinks in exchange. The smell of grease permeated the interior of the Chevy, causing my stomach to rumble, and I flushed red in embarrassment.
"I guess we weren't the only ones needing a fill up,” Derek joked, smiling at me through the mirror and easing off the brake.
He drove around the back, parking the suburban lengthwise against the parking spaces. The gears shifted as he threw it into park, leaving the engine running. He reached into the passenger seat, sorting through the bags and separating the food. He handed two bags to Caleb as well as his drink, turning around in his seat to hand me mine.
I opened the little red box containing my food like a delicate present. The decorated parchment paper holding my fries was crisp, meaning they were still hot and steamy. I put one in my mouth and the salty goodness melted on my tongue. I washed it down with my Coke, easing the hot sting.
Derek opened both his burgers at the same time, placing one in each hand. He maneuvered the boxes out of the way and positioned one burger at each side of his face.
"You wouldn't,” I said, horrified eyes widening.
He took bites from each burger, first one then the other. His mouth stretched as he ate, chomping on his food like a cow with cud. It was both sickening and funny. I couldn't decide if I should be repulsed or if I should break into a fit of giggles.
Caleb rolled his eyes and opened his own. Thankfully, his eating habits were much more refined. He ate slowly, tossing random fries in between bites of burger.
As I ate, my mind filtered through the sparse information I received. Caleb explained it was my Father's request to tell me everything himself, and because of that, he couldn't divulge specific details.
I'd waited twenty years only to be told the answers were close—just not quite yet.
I studied Caleb and Derek as they ate. I couldn't be mad at them. If they hadn't come along when they did...I didn't want to think about that part.
"I love this stuff. Who needs arteries?” Derek laughed cheerily, finishing off the doubles and moving along to his fries. He was equally disgusting with the thin slices of potato, shoveling them into his mouth in bundles. He nearly finished when his rip-roaring belch reverberated through the air.
"Gross!” I yelled and crinkled my nose, trying to act revolted as sniffles of laughter escaped. “That's disgusting!"
"Better out then in.” He laughed and gulped down the last of his tea. He looked at me through the rearview and winked.
Caleb rolled his eyes and grumbled.
Another thing I hadn't done since this morning created an all together different issue, something that couldn't wait and was best remedied sooner rather than later. I waited until they finished before I spoke up, which wasn't long.
"Uh, guys.” I looked down at my blue blouse, the right side stained brown and stiff from my blood. I couldn't have people seeing me like this. It would raise all kinds of red flags. “I need to use the restroom."
"Here.” Caleb reached behind the seat, retrieving a large black jacket. He held it out, waiting until it was securely in my hands before letting go. The leather was soft and silky smooth, like creamy butter. I eased my hurt arm inside first, shoving in the other before looking down. The coat swallowed me completely.
"It fits.” I held out my good arm, showcasing the sleeves that extended past my fingers, grinning.
"It suits you.” Caleb returned my grin with one of his own, throwing empty wrappers into the brown paper bag. “Come on, I'll go with you. Derek, pull around."
Derek plopped the Chevy into gear, maneuvering around the waiting line of cars. I opened the door as he stopped, jumping down on stiff legs and turning to wait for Caleb as he slid across the seat behind me. Derek rolled down the window and gave Caleb the remaining garbage.
Caleb lifted his arm and motioned around, “We'll exit from the opposite side, pull over there."
The SUV took off and we whisked between the waiting cars, walking past the metal railway at the side of the building. Caleb tossed the trash in the nearby bin and pulled open the door.
Cold air from inside blew against my face, taking my breath away as we walked inside. I glanced about, locating the sign that indicated restrooms were just down the hall.
As we weaved behind the lines of people, I overheard a Mother trying to order food for her children. She asked what they wanted and they screamed requests over one another, creating a chorus line of excited high pitched squeals.
Caleb's soft chuckles caressed my ears as we passed.
We reached the hallway and Caleb's hand gently touched my shoulder. I spun around, misjudging the space between us and causing our bodies to collide. My left hand braced against his chest as my right scrambled frantically for his waist. Strong arms wrapped around my back, pulling me against the warmth of his body as I regained my balance.
A strange current passed between us, so quickly I assumed I imagined it. His body was as solid as it appeared, the muscles under my fingers remaining tight even as he relaxed. I took a shaky breath and forced myself to step back and look into his face, eyes finding and merging with his.
"I don't bite,” he teased.
"How can I be so sure about that?” I teased back.
His lips lifted into a crooked grin and the effect made his face appear both younger and softer. I resisted the overwhelming temptation to touch the dark hair that once again framed his face, accentuating his amazing sapphire eyes.
I had never felt so drawn to anyone before, and I couldn't seem to stop staring at him. It didn't help matters that he was the most attractive person I had ever seen.
My sense of propriety returned and I cleared my throat. “I'll be just a second,” I murmured, pulling my hands away. He let his arms fall at his sides and nodded, maintaining his lovely smile.
I averted my face before he could see the heated blush staining my cheeks, hurrying to the door marked Ladies. I waited until I was certain the door closed behind me before I lifted the coat to my nose.
It was definitely Caleb's, I could smell him. The scent was warm and woodsy, reminding me of a forest meadow or empty field after a good cleansing rain. The enticing smell was oddly soothing, like a balm on my rattled nerves.
I shrugged out of the jacket, carrying it into the stall and hanging it on the metal peg screwed into the door. I finished relieving my angry bladder, making sure to wash my hands before using the rough recycled brown paper inside the half open dispenser to dry them thoroughly.
I lifted the leather jacket, bringing its heaviness against my face and nestling my cheek against the deliciously smooth silk lining. I breathed in the inviting smell one last time, smiling despite myself as I slipped it back on.
The bathroom door came open and I glanced at the woman entering, flashing a friendly smile at her reflection in the mirror. A lopsided grin began to extend across her face and I whipped around.
I didn't have the chance to scream.
She advanced on me quickly, pushing my body into the wall, one hand wrapping around the back of my neck and the other dialing a phone. The strong metallic taste of blood tingled in my mouth as my face made solid contact with unforgiving tile. I struggled in vain, attempting to push myself free, thrashing futilely.
"I have her,” she spoke in the same flat monotone Mike had used. “I'm off the interstate—"
The hand on my neck disappeared and I spun around, grasping my throat and coughing. Caleb's frame engulfed the enclosed space. One of his hands wrapped around the neck of the woman, lifting her several feet off the floor. Her red eyes rolled back in her head as she squirmed at the shoulders. He reached for her phone and she lifted it high above her head.
"Now, now,” Caleb growled.
He lowered her body toward his, bringing her face closer to his own. Her feet dangled helplessly above the dirty grout on the floor, coming within an inch of touching solid ground.
I jerked in surprise as he thrust her forcefully into the wall, causing something to snap. The phone slipped free of her fingers, clacking across the floor and resting next to my sneakers.
"Take it,” Caleb said, softening his voice as he addressed me.
My fingers were trembling as I bent down and retrieved the small metal phone, eyes focused on the woman Caleb held securely. Chunks of her blonde hair intermingled with bright red blood against the wall. She didn't make a sound—other than the odd wet gurgling deep inside her throat.
Maybe she couldn't talk. Caleb's hand was large enough to encompass the entire circumference of her neck—and he was squeezing.
"Are you alone?” Caleb demanded, pushing her against the wall until something else snapped. The sound was loud in the tiled room, ringing in my ears and echoing off the thin walls.
She didn't answer. Inflamed scarlet eyes rolled in my direction and she began to cackle. I cringed as she smiled, displaying her impossibly pointed teeth.
Caleb glanced over his shoulder and frowned. “Check your mouth, Emma."
I walked to the mirror numbly, leaning over the sink and opening my mouth. The blood I tasted came from a bite in my tongue.
I twisted the metal spouts and filled my hand with the cold liquid from the faucet, bringing it to my lips and swirling it inside my mouth. I spat the water into the sink, witnessing my watery blood sliding down the drain for the second time in just hours.
It was not something I wanted to make a habit of seeing.
"Walk outside."
Caleb edged around, giving me access to the door. His broad body kept her away from me while his arm kept her immobile and distant.
I slipped around and pulled on the handle, coming face to face with Derek. A tight frown pulled his skin taut, bringing his mouth into a harsh line.
"I got her.” Derek snatched me around the waist, literally carrying me down the hall. He shoved aside the double glass doors and I turned my head in time to see the wooden restroom door glide shut.
I stumbled off the parking lot sidewalk, feet scuffling to the silver suburban that glistened like a beacon in the midday sun. Derek thrust the door open, lifting me inside. He slammed the door closed as soon as I was clear, opening his own and climbing in.
Caleb appeared at the double glass doors, exiting the building calmly. A red Nissan drove by and he watched it pass before walking to the vehicle and opening the door on the opposite side. Derek threw the SUV into drive, punching the gas and roaring around the stagnant line of cars. My eyes struggled to see inside the building, waiting for the inevitable reaction that would come once the customers discovered what had transpired inside.
"Hand me the phone.” Caleb held out his hand and I gave it to him.
Large fingers traced over the tiny buttons until he found what he was looking for. He selected a number, pressed send, and placed the phone to his ear.
"When you get here,” he growled in a voice that was hardly recognizable, “be sure to take a trip to the Ladies room."
He slammed the phone shut, rolled down the window, and tossed it outside. The tire caught, slipping as it destroyed the electronic device.
"Are you okay?” Caleb's face softened as he shifted his big body toward me, his large hand reaching out.
His palm was gentle, brushing against the side of my face, and I leaned into it. His thumb traced the edge of my mouth where I'd been shoved into the wall, moving tenderly across the bottom lip in a soft soothing motion.
"Yeah.” I stared into his eyes, heart hammering.
I couldn't remember anything that had transpired in the last ten minutes, not when he looked at me like that. Staring into those heavenly blue eyes made the world fall away.
"We have to make cover before dark. That means the interstate,” Derek snapped, pulling us out of our moment together.
Caleb frowned, dropping his hand and repositioning himself across the seat. I blushed, averting my eyes and face.
I'm an oak, all right.
I heard a series of beeps and Derek placed a phone against his ear. “Ambush at the Mc-fucking D's of all places. We're hitting the interstate, send back up to The Pit.” He stopped talking, listening to the voice on the other end of the line, shoulders sagging as he relaxed. “That's a huge relief man...will do."
The phone beeped again and he tossed it into the empty seat beside him. “Billy checked in. He made it out. He's going to be calling us to pick him up,” Derek announced in elation.
A huge smile spread across Caleb's face and he leaned across the seat, clasping Derek's shoulder with his hand before he settled back.
"Wait!” I panicked as the memory of the Mom ordering happy meals with her rambunctious children surfaced. “What about all those people? We can't leave that thing there with them!"
"Chill,” Derek huffed with disinterest, shaking his head, “Caleb took care of it."
Of course he did.
I stared at Caleb from under my lashes.
He was staring ahead, giving me a clear view of his sublime profile. I was in serious trouble, and it didn't involve pointy teethed mutants or the fact he had saved my life twice.
Caleb was everything girls dream about—no, he was more than that. I pushed aside that little voice that had been yammering at me from the start, because at that moment, I didn't care about what Caleb was—even if I knew it wasn't entirely like me.
The phone started buzzing and Derek picked it up, thrusting it against his ear and waiting for the caller to begin the conversation.
"It's me.” He glared at Caleb through the rearview. “Where are you exactly?” He mumbled something to himself, as if he were performing inner calculation. “Yeah, that's not far from us."
Caleb tilted his head, furrowing his eyebrows as if he were listening to something. His eyes remained steadfast on the mirror and I watched as he and Derek made eye contact over and over again. Some sort of strange inner dialogue was taking place between the two of them I wasn't privy to. It continued through the duration of the call until Caleb relaxed, lowering his eyes and turning his head as he stared out the window.
"Got it, see you soon, man.” Derek hung up the phone, tossing it into the seat beside him. “We're taking a minor detour. Billy hitched a ride straight down to sixty-four. He's maybe twenty minutes away."
"Billy?” I asked questioningly. The name sounded familiar.
"He was the one in the alley with me,” Caleb answered quietly, adding, “I was afraid we lost him."
"I'm glad he's okay.” I snuggled into the warm jacket as a shiver ran down my spine. I remembered those faces chasing us all too clearly. I didn't want to imagine being in that alley with them all alone.
Caleb's voice was so hushed I almost didn't catch the words. “Me too."
We didn't drive far before Derek turned onto a dusty graveled road. There wasn't much to see, just patches of tall green grass that swayed in the sporadic wind. There weren't any birds in sight and the sky had taken on a heavy grey overcast. It wouldn't be long until the ground was drenched.
I could smell the impending rain.
"There he is!” Derek exclaimed excitedly, sitting up and pressing his bulky body against the steering wheel.
I strained against my seat belt, staring past the windshield. I could make out a shape in the distance, leaning against a branchless and leafless tree trunk. Caleb sat forward as well, jaw clenched and eyes focused.
As we approached, the figure started forward, stumbling as if his legs refused to walk one in front of the other. Caleb shot out the door before the suburban stopped, jumping free of the vehicle and catching the struggling man just as he collapsed.
Caleb tossed him over his shoulder as if he weighed no more than a bag of sand. “Open the back!” he screamed at Derek, making his way past the doors.
Derek leapt out of his seat, running to the rear of the SUV and throwing open the back doors. Caleb came around and I unbuckled my seat belt, pushing my knees underneath my body so I could peer over the back of the headrest.
"God, this is embarrassing.” A deep southern voice rumbled in my ears.
Caleb sat Billy down and he eased himself inside the SUV on sturdy elbows. His dark brown curls were sweaty and damp against his neck, small tendrils curving along the wet skin.
"How do, ma'am?” Billy smiled up at me with warm brown eyes, looking as embarrassed as he claimed.
He was older, in his thirties at least, and enormous. His large body engulfed the entire space in back, leaving little room to move. He was damp with sweat and looked miserable.
I grabbed my now warm and half empty bottle of coca-cola, extending it to him.
"Thank you, ma'am.” He accepted the bottle graciously, draining the container in several long gulps.
"You look like shit.” Derek twisted his head to glance him over.
"I feel like shit. No offense, ma'am,” he laughed. The sound broke the ice and we all joined in.
"None taken.” I gave him my biggest smile and he returned it in full with one of his own.
"How hurt are you?” Caleb asked, looking him up and down, trying to access the damage.
"I took a few in the side, in the back and leg.” Billy pointed to his stomach before motioning to his thigh. I noticed a ragged hole in his jeans, surrounded by an all too familiar shade of blotchy brown.
"Oh my god, shouldn't we get him to a hospital?” I gasped.
I leaned over the seat to get a better look. He'd been shot, and he was still walking around? I couldn't see his stomach, but the back of his jean jacket bore several ragged holes and tears. I lowered my head to get a better look. The blood was dried, so the wound had to be closed, but the bullets still needed to be removed.
Derek burst out laughing. When I frowned, Caleb presented me with his back, large muscled shoulders shaking as he made the effort not to join in.
What was so funny about someone being shot not once, not twice, but multiple times?
"Thank you, ma'am, but that ain't necessary.” Billy chastised the other two, shaking his head, “You two have some respect, that ain't no way to treat a woman."
"What?” I snapped angrily. I felt my face warm as my temper flared at yet another joke I wasn't in on.
Billy glanced up, smiling apologetically. “It's nothing, ma'am. Gunshots don't hurt us really. That is, unless the bullet is made of silver."
Derek closed the back doors, checking the lever from the outside. He was still laughing and looked through the window at my stunned expression, shaking his head in amusement.
Silver bullets...
"Werewolf.” My voice squeaked as I comprehended the joke. “You're...a...werewolf?"
"Yes ma'am,” Billy answered quietly, extending his legs and closing his eyes.
I managed to close my gaping mouth, feeling my head bobbing up and down in disbelief and shock. I turned in the seat and buckled my belt in place. Caleb came around and sat in the empty space beside me just as Derek climbed into the front.
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Chapter 5—Haven's Pit
Derek turned the SUV, spinning the wheels and covering the windows in a thick red dust, making it impossible to see. I lifted by body from the seat and peeked at Billy, smiling as his soft snores rattled my ears.
"Sleep is the best thing for him, we heal faster that way,” Caleb explained, voice soft and eyes downcast.
Then I knew what he was, and Derek. I should have been shocked or amazed by that reality, but I wasn't. In the larger scheme of things, it didn't seem all that unusual. It wasn't as if Billy informed me all of them had a secret addiction to Sex and the City, which amazingly, I would have found much more difficult to believe. It didn't hurt matters that they had placed themselves in harm's way for me—no matter what circumstances put them there.
Caleb glanced at me from the corner of his eye, attempting to appear at ease, but I could tell he wasn't. His usually confident and steady voice sounded incredibly tired and weary. I was certain he worried about how I was accepting the truth, and more importantly, what I thought.
I stared out the window. The sun wavered on the horizon, shades of orange and red converged together to paint a vivid watercolor across the sky. I remembered the old saying my Grandma told me whenever we'd come across the sun setting in the distance. If the sunset cast a red glow, it went, “red sky at night, sailor's delight". As a child I pictured a one eyed pirate, black patch and all, setting sail on treacherous blue waters. The ever important weather forecast predicted by the sun rising or setting in a splash of red across the horizon.
"Emma.” Caleb placed his hand on my leg and I turned to him, biting back a gasp. He had silently moved across the distance and was right beside me. The incredible woodsy scent that clung to his jacket was so much better, so much sweeter, radiating from the direct source.
The thought, wolf, entered my mind.
"Yeah,” I croaked, causing him to chuckle softly.
"We're almost there, and I think I should prepare you before we arrive."
He kept his hand on my leg and my body was keenly aware of his touch and nearness. I could feel each and every one of his fingers individually across my jeans.
"Okay?” I managed to keep my voice even, breathing the word in a soft exhale.
The warmth of his breath caressed my face and my eyelids fluttered. His eyes met my own, moving down my nose until they rested on my lips. Shyness caused me to avert my face. My gaze flickered down, eyes freezing on his chest. My heart was racing erratically, somersaulting over and over, excited and very much alive. His nearness swamped me, the mere touch of his hand on my leg so distracting I couldn't think clearly.
"You always do that,” he whispered thickly.
I felt his knuckle nudge my chin, forcing my eyes upward. I looked into his face, but he wasn't smiling anymore. His expression changed to something that made my breath cling in my throat. Our eyes locked—green hazel clashing with the darkest blue. I raised my hand until it touched his, unaware I had even moved.
Derek cleared his throat, breaking the spell.
I shook my head, leaning back and blinking, slightly disoriented and extremely embarrassed. I did not react to men—much less strange men—like this. A disappointed rumble emitted from Caleb, but he allowed space between us.
"This place isn't exactly where I'd hoped to take you.” Caleb's voice was a seductive caress that made my skin prickle and thrum. My eyes fluttered and my heart pounded.
As if sensing my reaction he smiled slightly, lifting the corners of his lips. “When we go inside, keep the jacket on, don't take it off. My scent will mark you. It's best we keep together inside. We couldn't tell anyone we were coming, just Sam and his people know."
"So.” My voice came out raspy and hoarse. “You want me to act like we're a couple?"
"Do you think that would be too hard?"
When I couldn't find my voice, I shook my head in response.
He reached for my hand, encircling his fingers around my own. His palm was slightly rough but not distractingly so, our hands a stark contrast, small and pale, large and tan; yet, they blended perfectly together.
"Don't be afraid of what you might see, I won't let anything happen to you.” He squeezed my fingers gently, holding my hand for several seconds longer than necessary.
He gradually pulled away, fingers skimming the surface of my skin as he let go and slid across the seat. The distance between us eased the sensations, allowing me to think clearly. I stared out the window, breathing raggedly, attempting to collect myself.
Derek turned off the interstate, driving into the barren countryside. I noticed the condemned building we passed initially, but otherwise, there were no discernable road marks.
The sun continued to vanish behind the horizon and stars speckled the dark blue sky. I glanced at the gathering clouds. The rain hadn't started, but it was close. I could taste it now.
We ventured away from the main road, turning onto another, and another. I couldn't see the gravel as night occupied the sky, but I could hear the crunch beneath the tires as random bits of stone particle flew up from underneath and chipped at paint.
Derek didn't flip on the headlights, and I wondered if what he was allowed him to see more easily at night. His cropped head bobbled as we hit random pot holes along the way, but he never strained to see. It was as if he were driving in broad daylight.
Tiny multicolored lights appeared in the distance, becoming brighter as we neared. I could see the sign protruding from the ground like a miniature billboard, the words ‘Haven's Pit’ carved deeply into the wood, each letter painted over in stark white.
Like the sign, the building was also constructed of wood. Gravel filled the lot, freshly cut grass bordering the edges. The metal roof reflected the white light of the moon, allowing me to see the tall expanse of trees that kept the location hidden. Cars, jeeps, vans and trucks crammed around. I didn't need to strain to hear the loud music and voices spilling from inside, they were equally loud.
"We're here,” Derek announced, pulling to the right side of the bar, near a line of trees. He threw the suburban in park, killing the motor and shrouding us in complete darkness. “Billy?"
"I'm up.” Billy sounded refreshed and I glanced past Caleb to watch as he yawned and stretched out. “What's the plan, boys?"
Caleb slid closer to me as he spoke. “I'm taking her directly downstairs. Billy, see if you can find Sam. Derek, stay with us until we get to Haven, after that, you've got bar duty. If anything happens, we're out of here. Once Sam arrives we'll have a better idea of where things stand. Got it?"
"Yep,” Derek and Billy quipped at the same time.
Derek opened his door, and I unbuckled my seat belt. I pushed the door open, slipping to the ground and looking around. Billy climbed over the back seat and filed out behind Caleb. He wasn't limping at all and it allowed me to see just how massive he was. Standing at his full height, uninjured, he towered over all of us. I always considered myself tall at 5'6", but beside him, I looked like a small child.
Derek led the way as Caleb pulled me to his side, wrapping his arm tightly around my waist as we took the middle. Billy brought up the rear, his gigantic body looming over us.
I looked for something to concentrate on in my nervousness, choosing the crunch of the gravel beneath the plastic soles of combat boots and sneakers, listening until the sounds were drowned out by the music and loud voices inside.
We climbed up the porch, stopping at the door.
"Is this your first time in a bar?” Derek turned to grin wickedly at me.
"How'd you guess?” I answered sarcastically, glaring at him.
"Just lucky.” He winked, reaching for the knob.
Derek entered first, holding the door open for Caleb as he clutched me tighter to his side. Heavy metal music deafened in my ears and I moved closer to Caleb's warmth, eyes skittering about the room.
A long bar ran along the left side of the wall, the mirrored backdrop displaying bottles of various liquors and spirits. The juke box against the wall was the source of the music, magnified by various speakers placed strategically around the room. The wooden dance floor directly ahead was empty, the mirrored ball spinning above casting rainbow colored squares all about.
Several people were situated about the room, mostly in the tables to the right. A brawny man with several tattoos and a cowboy hat watched as we entered. His dark eyes scanned each of us one by one, until his gaze settled on Caleb. He lifted his beer and turned back to the bar, asking for another. A few seated at the tables studied us as we passed by, nodding in our direction and returning to their conversations.
I clung to Caleb, grasping at him anxiously, and he gave me a reassuring squeeze. We followed Billy until he ventured off, walking to the right and striding down a narrow hallway with stairs that led up. He ducked at the last moment to avoid hitting his head before he vanished from sight.
Derek walked past the edge of the dance floor, taking a left into a different hallway. Caleb's reassuring hand at my back guided me to the end. He lifted his fist, pounding against the last door to the right.
"Private game in here!” a voice roared from the other side.
"It's Caleb."
"That's all you had to say!"
The door clicked and opened wide. Caleb gently pushed me inside and nodded. Derek pursed his lips and nodded in turn, strolling back down the hall.
I was greeted by the face behind the door. His honey blond hair was straight and long, hanging loosely around his wide shoulders. The Hawaiian shirt he wore was open at the collar, showcasing his thick neck. The tiny green palm trees sewn intricately into the material matched his eyes perfectly.
"Shit dude, what brings you to my neck of the woods? Not that I'm complaining. I know they'd love to have you down in the Pit tonight! Do you need to release a little pent up tension?"
He reached out, slapping his hand into Caleb's and pulling him in for a fast embrace.
"Not tonight, I have more important issues to see to.” Caleb stepped back, reaching for my waist and pulling us close together. “Emma, this is Haven. Haven, this is Emma."
"Oh, bro, Brig is going to be pissed!” Haven's laughter rang off the walls as he examined me closely. He extended his hand, flashing a captivating smile. “It's nice to meet you, Emma."
"You too.” I reached out, his palm engulfing my own as he shook it lightly.
He stood straight, clasping his hands together. He shook his head at Caleb, a mischievous grin forming.
"If you want to brave the Pit that's one thing, but going down into no man's land with another chick while Brig is here...” Haven's laughter returned and he continued to chuckle as he spoke, “Hey, it's your hide. More power to you, man."
Uneasiness formed a knot my stomach.
Who was Bridgette...his girlfriend?
Of course he has a girlfriend, I chastised myself angrily. Look at him, who could resist?
I cursed myself mentally, staring around the tiny room.
The space was as small, compact, and extremely crowded. The only furniture was a tiny table, some cards scattered along the top, and a few chairs shoved at the sides. A large plush picture of dogs playing poker was the only adornment on the pot holed wooden walls.
Haven moved to the left side of the room, lifting a hidden wooden panel and pressing buttons I couldn't see. The loud sigh of air escaping made me gasp and I turned toward the sound. The wood on the far right wall came free.
Caleb wrapped his fingers around my hand, leading me to the wall and pulling the thin wood aside, revealing an elevator shaft. He stepped into the cramped space first, pulling me against him and wrapping his arms around me. I leaned into him, inhaling that addictive smell of pine and leaves.
I didn't have time to immerse my senses before we were descending. It was dark and I was uncertain of how far we traveled underground. The elevator shifted to a halt, my feet and stomach lurching as the door slid open.
The noise hit first.
I listened as several sickening crunches were followed by excited cheers and boos. I hesitated timidly, stepping from the shaft. Caleb followed, placing his hands on my hips and pushing my body up against the nearest wall.
His broad shoulders blocked the room from view as he leaned in close, until only inches separated us.
"Don't be afraid,” he whispered, lowering his face. I drowned in glorious blue indigo as his eyes traveled closer. His hand wound into my hair and he traced his thumb vertically across my throat, creating goose bumps along the surface of the skin.
"I won't,” I breathed, going flush all over.
It was incredibly difficult to talk with him like this. He closed his eyes, taking a steadying breath before easing me off the wall.
The world shifted and I could think again. I became aware of the thunderous yelling and cheering proceeding terrible thuds and cracks. Caleb pressed against my right side, wrapping his hand around my waist and tucking me protectively under his shoulder. I tried to mask my shock and surprise as I looked around.
We were in an area far larger than the bar above, which was obviously a front for the place hidden below. Another mirrored bar wrapped around the entire length of the right wall, plates of reflective glass creating the illusion the space extended past the bartender. The stools were occupied by people, most dressed in blue jeans and leather. They were laughing and drinking, taking shots and smoking cigarettes and cigars.
My eyes circled the room.
There were tables too, only scattered all around, each crammed with bodies. Some of the men held women in their arms, sharing seats. All of the people were loud. The volume of combined voices muted out conversations, making them unintelligible.
I glanced straight ahead. Several people were lined along an expanse of chunky wooden railing in the center of the room. There was a section missing and I could see wooden slats at the top, leading down.
"This way.” Caleb hugged the left wall, veering away from the bar. He led us to an empty stretch of the wooden rail, stopping and lifting his eyes to scan the crowd.
I looked down, eyes growing wide.
The Pit was fifteen feet or so deep, and at least twenty feet long. Blood—both dried and fresh—littered the walls and pale sand. Two men were at the far end, a third struggling to stand at their feet. I watched in horror as he would find his balance on wobbly legs only to be punched or kicked back down again. Each time he would repeat himself, trying to right his uncoordinated body. His face was covered in blood. I couldn't even see his mouth through the gore.
I tore my gaze away from the brutality to stare at Caleb. His beautiful face was tense, his slightly arched brows creased together, forming a thick line. An eerie glow entered his eyes, changing the color of the iris. I watched in alarm and disbelief as the blue flickered bright, then dark, before he slammed them shut.
Eyelids closed, jaw tight, his long lashes fluttered as he gritted his teeth. His body hummed ever so softly against mine as he trembled.
"Caleb?” I whispered quietly.
He struggled for several more seconds, squared jaw slowly clenching and releasing. He inhaled deeply, holding the air inside his lungs, releasing it in a slow exhale as the tension eased from his body. He waited a few moments longer, opening his eyes again and blinking rapidly as if trying to focus.
He gazed down at me—revealing his usual deep blue peepers. “It's been too long since I've been here,” he said apologetically.
A piercing scream filled the air. “Caleb?"
I turned to the voice just as Caleb cursed, “Shit."
She was beautiful, tall and lean. Her tiny heart shaped face accentuated enormous light blue eyes. The long blonde hair cascading down her shoulders was thick, trailing in heavy strands down her back. Tight black leather hugged her perfectly curved body, leaving nothing to the imagination.
She strode confidently toward us, practically gliding across the floor. Her excited eyes were intent, homed in on one person.
"Caleb!” she exclaimed again, thrusting her body into his arms and knocking me loose.
The force of the impact as she collided with Caleb sent me backward, causing the railing to split at my back. I screamed as I fell, forced into agonizing silence when the breath exited my lungs on impact with the sand below.
I pulled my knees into my chest and gasped for air, sucking in ragged draws of precious oxygen. Having the wind knocked out of me was something I didn't find pleasant, even with plenty of practice.
I saw a flash of something to the right, then another to my left. I looked up, startled and afraid. The men from the pit had moved away from the person incapacitated in the sand, circling me instead.
The noise in the room increased in volume and I scrambled to my feet. Panic swelled inside my chest, fear radiating through my body. The uproar above increased, creating an animalistic frenzy.
I realized two things in my terror—they could smell my fear, and it excited them.
The air shifted, thickening, creating a strange buzz across my skin. I watched in horror as the men stalked forward, their eyes shifting from dark to bright. Muscles and bones expanded under their flesh, making them grow taller and wider. Large veins bulged, shining teeth expanded and snapped at me. My stomach lodged in my throat as I prepared to run.
"Get behind me."
Caleb's voice was the most welcome thing my ears had ever heard. I did as instructed, slowly stepping backward. I didn't break eye contact with the two creatures snarling and snapping, too horrified to look away.
Caleb's large silhouette appeared in the corner of my left eye. He came around, closing the distance and providing a barrier from the two werewolves ready to shred me apart if presented the opportunity. They snarled louder, growls becoming vicious and angry, matching their non-human lupine faces.
One launched forward, throwing a punch which Caleb deflected harmlessly. The other attempted to deliver a blow as well, aiming for the midsection. Caleb maneuvered effortlessly out of the way, keeping his body in place, continuing to separate them from me. They persisted, making small passes, waiting for an opportunity to strike.
They chose to move together, the one on the left striking out while the one to the right tackled Caleb into the sand. They began to hit him violently, fists flying.
I glanced around in panic, searching for anything I could use. The ladder caught my attention.
If I could be fast enough, and pull a piece free, I could use it as a weapon.
I started forward, unsure of what to do but unable to bear standing by to watch the carnage.
A firm hand gripped my shoulder, startling me. “Don't do that darlin',” Billy whispered. “A man's got to have his pride."
I watched helplessly as Caleb attempted to deflect the blows that rained down on his shoulders and back. I averted my head and closed my eyes, fighting back sickness.
I didn't want to see Caleb's blood staining the walls and sand.
Energy surged through the pit, brushing painfully across my skin, nearly knocking me over. I gasped and stumbled, remaining on my feet by Billy's hand locked onto my shoulder. A deep growl rent the air and the force in the room intensified and shifted. The hair on my arms stood on end as the crowd above erupted into absolute chaos.
I opened my eyes and glanced up.
The rail was completely full now, bodies surging against the railing to watch. Men and women stared down, snarling and cheering, their words mangled and distorted.
The blonde girl who knocked me over was still there. Her eyes—like all the others—glowed strangely and shifted color. Her lips quavered as she chanted along with everyone else.
I glanced back down, searching for the source of the growl.
Caleb was no longer on the ground. His body contorted under his black t-shirt, the muscles in his arms expanding as his body grew and doubled in size.
I gasped at the incomprehensible thing I was witnessing and Billy patted my shoulder in understanding. “It's all right. He's a big boy, and they done pissed him off."
Caleb punched the one on his right, sending him reeling through the air, his body making solid contact with the bloodied wall. A nasty crunch vibrated in my ears and he crumpled unmoving to the sand.
Caleb moved swiftly, rushing the other werewolf and grasping him by the throat. He forced him back, pushing his body against the blood stained wall.
The sound in the room increased, voices mingling together. People yelled out frantically, tones garbled and thick.
The werewolf kicked feebly as he used his arms, attempting to deliver blows to get free. Caleb deflected each with his free hand, until the movements became sluggish and uncoordinated, before coming to a stop all together.
Caleb stepped back, releasing his hold and opening his fingers. The man crumpled to the ground, legs dropping from underneath as he slumped. The crowd erupted in cheers as the energy eased from of the pit.
I sighed in relief. My skin wasn't tingling painfully under the jacket any longer.
"See, no harm done,” Billy offered comfortingly, removing his steadying hand.
I watched Caleb's back. His arms slowly receded, muscles returning to normal. His frame shifted and his bones cracked into place. I envisioned him closing his eyes, taking deep and measured breaths as he fought that struggle within. He lifted his arms, raking hands through his thick hair. He turned around, brushing the sand free from his shirt and keeping his eyes downcast as he approached.
He was embarrassed. For some reason, having me witness this upset him.
"Thank you,” I whispered.
Emotion strained my voice and I smiled at him, crossing the space between us. He lifted his chin, gazing at me, shimmering ice blue staring back. It was different than the indigo I'd grown used to, but lovely nonetheless.
He waited until I was inches away and he reached for me, lightly touching my arm.
His voice was thick and hoarse. “We should make this look legitimate."
He didn't give me the opportunity to consider his words as he bent down, wrapping his arm around my waist and lifting me against his chest. His head bent as his mouth found my own.
If I thought Caleb smelled delicious, he tasted even better. His lips were full and soft as they brushed against mine, and my reserve melted away.
I lifted my arms around his shoulders, hands entwining in silken hair. I lost myself in the strange and irresistible pull that existed between us. I had only kissed one other person in my life, and the experience didn't even compare.
Everything but Caleb fell away in that moment. It was just him and I, our bodies impossibly close together.
"That a girl.” Billy's voice barely registered in my ears. “I'd say he earned it."
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Chapter 6—Fragile
A throat cleared and Caleb turned, keeping me nestled against his amazingly warm and solid chest as he lifted his head.
Haven had changed into a green polo and blue jeans, his hair pulled into a low ponytail. He was shaking his head at us, smiling just the same.
I blushed, cheeks burning red, and Caleb leaned down, holding me until my feet were steady on the uneven sandy turf. I peered up to see the circle had disbursed—save for one person. The lanky blonde was positively seething, glaring down at us with arms crossed over her chest.
"Sam can't make it, dude. Change of plans.” Haven motioned with his hand, indicting we should follow him to the ladder.
Billy crossed to the wooden boards first and I waited, fully expecting him to climb up. He paused, squatting down for a moment and then leaping into the air. His feet landed with a dull thud on the wooden floor and he rose to his full height, smiling down at me.
"Show off,” I muttered under my breath, impressed.
I went next, carefully maneuvering each slat until Billy reached down and helped me to my feet. I gazed down into the pit where Caleb stood watching. He motioned for me to step back, cocking an eyebrow and lifting his lip in a devious smile. Billy and I moved out of the way just as he bounded into the air, landing directly in front of me.
"Jeez,” I teased playfully, “Can you fly as well?"
"Maybe.” He glanced over at me and grinned.
Haven joined us, his feet landing just inches away. He bent at the knees on impact then stood straight. A few wisps of hair escaped the ponytail, falling around his face, and he pushed them back.
The room was crowded and smoky, with the distinctive odor of cigar tobacco clinging in the air. A thick fog hovered over the overhanging lamps, shrouding people in the room with particles of gray. I felt Caleb's steely arm come around my back, gently prodding me in the right direction.
Haven moved across the room to a booth I hadn't seen. The seats, which wrapped completely around, were made of an ebony wood that blended beautifully against the intricate red leather. The rows of black stitching created an alternating thick and thin flame design. An enormous black marble table sat in the middle; the shining stone surface reflecting the stained glass lamp hanging overhead.
Haven slid in first, gliding against the leather until he was seated at the very back. He produced a cigar, running the length of tobacco under his nose and inhaling.
Caleb waited as I sat down. I scooted away to allow him extra room, which he ignored, eclipsing the space between us. Derek appeared out of nowhere, squeezing in next to Caleb. Billy closed the circle, taking the open spot beside Haven.
I'm sitting at a table full of werewolves—a table full of freaking werewolves.
Surreal didn't begin to cover what I was experiencing.
"What happened to Sam?” Caleb asked, shifting back and getting comfortable.
"Shit, bro.” Haven shook his head and lit the cigar. He puffed on the end, stoking the flame, releasing a puff of smoke into the air and watching the expanding cloud billow toward the ceiling. “Luca had to call Sam back. They got a lead."
"Damn it!” Derek snapped.
"I know, bro.” Haven lounged back, resting his arms along the back of the booth. “But there is some good news coming out of all of this."
"And that is?” Caleb's body was rigid but his face was calm.
"Your boy didn't shift. They didn't make him as one of us." Haven grinned at Billy who held up his hand, obviously embarrassed. “He made it out without spilling the beans."
Caleb raised his eyebrows in disbelief.
"You dumb ass!” Derek shook his head, allowing laughter to spill free. “Do you have a death wish or something?"
"No, sir.” Billy shook his head, turning to the woman approaching the table. “I'll have two shots of Jack, ma'am."
She nodded, turning to Haven.
He toked on the cigar and said, “The usual."
She nodded again, turning to Derek, Caleb and me.
"Guinness."
"Bottle or tap?” She rested a hand on her hip impatiently.
"There's only one way to drink a Guinness, sweetheart,” Derek drawled.
She purposely ignored him and her eyes rested on me. I watched her nostrils flare for a moment before she looked at Caleb.
"Killian's on tap, and a coke."
She nodded and walked back to the bar.
"So, that good news.” Haven leaned across the table, cigar pointing at me. I looked away from his attentive face, staring at the table nervously. “Your girl is in the clear. They don't know Sam's involved, so they won't start by looking here."
"When did Sam contact you?” Caleb asked in obvious relief. His entire body relaxed.
"Not long after you arrived, he was en route when the call came in. He said to lay low until they get it all sorted. Luca got the lowdown on a hideout and had them tailed. If they can find the nest, they'll end all of this."
"Freak bastards,” Derek muttered in disgust.
The waitress returned with a tray full of drinks, placing them in front of us. Caleb grabbed his mug and my glass, handing the coke to me. I pulled off the paper tip covering the straw while he brought the beer to his lips, drinking it down in several gulps. Derek followed suit, and Billy tossed back his shots, one right after the other. Haven was more reserved, drinking his red concoction leisurely.
"Another round?” the waitress asked. Everyone except for Haven nodded, and she walked away again.
"We're going to need to stay at the cabin,” Caleb announced.
"I'm already ahead of you. Good thing you left these here.” Haven tossed keys onto the table. They skidded to a halt in front of us and Caleb reached over to grab them, shifting his hips up to place the metal ring inside his pocket.
"Tristan is shitting bricks right about now. He doesn't have the time or the means to look for her.” Haven puffed his cigar again. “Just sit back and relax, Sam will be in touch.
The waitress returned with fresh drinks, placing them in the center of the table. She didn't stick around when everyone indicated they were set, pivoting around and walking away. I watched her prowl over to the bar in her skin tight red leather pants. The crowd quickly surrounded her, leaving only the tray she held aloft visible.
"Well, gentlemen.” Haven finished his drink, tossing it back and swallowing. “It's been fun, but I have a business to run.” He notched his chin and Billy stood, allowing him to squeeze past.
He stopped at the edge of the table. “Stay as long as you like, mi casa su casa. Consider it a way of showing my appreciation. They've missed you around here.” He reached out to Caleb, shaking his hand quickly before vanishing around the corner.
"When do I go back home,” I asked in evident relief.
This was good news—excellent news. No more crazy people chasing me around in places I could very easily find myself killed.
Billy focused on an empty shot glass, twisting the thick container with his fingers, avoiding my eyes. Derek leaned back, blocked by Caleb's body. I felt their tension as they quietly ignored my question.
Didn't they hear a word Haven said?
"He just said not to worry, right?"
"Billy, Derek, would you give us a minute?” Caleb asked and they both slid free from the booth, standing and hurrying to the bar, relieved to be off the hook.
"What?” I turned to Caleb, putting space between us so I could see his face. I hoped he would be less likely to lie if I could look him in the eye.
"You can't ever go back home, Emma,” he answered quietly, meeting my eyes.
"What? Never?” The last word rang in my ears.
I would never go home again.
That truth was harder to accept than I imagined. I believed the house was just a shell before, an empty reminder of how things were before the unthinkable marred my life.
But now...the house represented all the things I'd ever known. From the kitchen I ate breakfast in every morning, to the living room where Grandma and I enjoyed old sappy romantic movies, and my bedroom, where I tried to recall my Mother, shedding unrequited tears of frustration and loss.
All of those rooms were like chambers of my heart, my only remaining link to the things I loved most.
"We'll get someone to retrieve your things,” Caleb offered.
"I just...” I couldn't speak as I tried to keep it together. I didn't want to believe him.
Caleb's hands reached around, pulling me into the shelter of his arms. I relaxed and leaned on his strength, resting my face against his chest and accepting the significant comfort he offered. The smell of pine and forest was soothing and he swayed gently back and forth, consoling me.
"I know how it feels when one life ends,” he whispered tenderly, the words vibrating against my ear, “But you have to look for good things in your new life to balance it out."
"How would you know?” I sniffed miserably and he chuckled.
"Because I wasn't always what I am."
I pulled away from his embrace, meeting his eyes. Dark liquid blue warmed me as his lips lifted in a comforting smile. I brought my left hand to his jaw, touching his cheek. My fingers traced the soft stubble that slowly appeared throughout the day, caressing the velvety smoothness. The attraction was there, entreating and enticing.
I bit my bottom lip, a nervous habit I had almost broken resurfacing. “Will you tell me about it?” I asked quietly.
"If you want."
The distance between us disappeared. I fought back shock, eyes closing at the last possible moment as our lips met.
The kiss was different than before. His hand nestled in my hair, drawing me forward. His tongue traced my bottom lip and I tasted the dark beer he'd enjoyed.
He kissed my lips softly before he pulled away, breathing against my mouth. I lifted my eyelids, breaths coming out in gasps, my heart pounding in my chest. Lungs full of air felt as if they were full of water.
"You're so beautiful,” he murmured. His eyes traveled over my face, returning to my eyes as he stroked my hair.
"Caleb."
The sharp voice intruded, splashing over my skin like a bucket of freezing water. I stared up at the same girl who had carelessly knocked me into the pit and my face reddened with anger.
"What can I do for you, Brigette?” Caleb didn't look away, blue eyes traveling across the planes of my nose and mouth.
"You have a lot of nerve, Caleb."
"What is your problem?” I snapped sharply, glaring back at her.
Her eyes changed, the light blue turning an ominous white. “Don't talk to me human. It's insulting even having you here."
I tried not to wince.
She said human like it was a disease.
"Back off, Brigette,” Caleb growled. He lifted a lock of my hair, rubbing the thick strand between his fingers.
"He doesn't want a mate you know,” she informed me haughtily. “He's too superior, even for his own kind."
Caleb's dense lashes fluttered against his cheeks and I sensed his unease as he played with my hair. He lifted his eyes and met mine. His irises were light blue in the center and dark around the edge, creating a totally breathtaking effect. I stared into the glistening pools of blue, utterly transfixed.
His large hand clasped my neck, pulling me forward unexpectedly. I inhaled audibly as our lips met for the third time, in yet another type of kiss.
My breath caught as I felt my skin heat.
I smelled wood, forest, trees and grass—his scent growing stronger in my nose. Energy rolled off of him in waves, crashing into me. My skin rippled softly, prickling along the surface, humming.
"It can't be,” Brigette murmured in disbelief.
"Obviously, it can, Brig.” Derek sounded amused.
I blushed and pulled my lips away. Caleb was staring at me with the oddest gleam in his eyes. He brushed a tendril of hair behind my ear and placed his hand over my own, turning and facing Brigette. Derek slid into the booth across from us, watching with a curious expression.
"I'm not superior, Brigette.” Caleb's voice was level and cold. “I'm just the first one that didn't want you."
Derek laughed under his breath.
"That's fine, Caleb. But she isn't one of us. Not unless...” She laughed, tossing her hair over her shoulder and placing her hands on her hips. “No, you wouldn't allow that, would you? Creating something in someone else that you can't even stand within yourself? But if you can't do it..."
She looked at me, tilting her head to the side as she leaned in close, venom seeping from her tongue. “We both know what happens when your wolf wants control. And humans, well, they are so very frail, aren't they?"
"You are such a bitch,” Derek snarled, voice laced with animosity, his amber eyes gleaming.
She stood straight, smirking at him, and turned to stare at me long and hard before she vanished into the crowd.
"I'm sorry about that,” Caleb rasped.
"I attended high school. I know all about jealous girl drama.” I was equally angry and my body was still trembling from the confrontation.
The lights dimmed and I lifted my furious gaze, peering around the room. A buzz saturated the air, heightening the growing excitement. Everyone focused their attention to the center of the room, bodies pressing closer to the railing. I tried to slide next to Derek for a better look.
"Don't.” Caleb's hand grabbed my arm and I frowned at him, uncertain at his tone. “It's time to go."
Caleb slid out of the booth and reached for my hand, helping me stand. He brought his large body around, intentionally blocking my view of the pit. Then he glanced at Derek and said, “Get Billy, I'll meet you outside."
Derek nodded, rising from the booth and stalking toward the bar.
Caleb pushed through the crowd, past the surging bodies that blocked our path, making our way to the small elevator shaft. His hand held me upright, keeping me from tumbling over when I nearly stumbled.
The energy inside the room returned, burning across my skin, causing my eyes to water. Voices deepened, turning into angry snarls. I flinched at the sounds of flesh meeting flesh, bones popping and snapping as hard blows landed.
Caleb ushered me inside the cramped space, pushing a button and closing the doors. Before they slid shut I heard a horrendous sound, as if thick plastic was being ripped apart. It was followed by loud growls and an ear piercing howl. The elevator took us up and the noises eventually vanished.
I stepped out of the tiny elevator when the door opened and Caleb pushed the door shut, releasing my hand. He started pacing around the room erratically, clearly agitated. I didn't say anything, remaining completely still and waiting patiently.
He stopped and turned, his eyes were bright blue again, the whitish color so much clearer in the well lit room.
"I shouldn't have brought you to this place.” His voice was brash and coarse. He ran a trembling hand through his hair as he paced the small room, back and forth, side to side.
"It's okay, let's just go now,” I said, trying to disguise just how unnerved he was making me.
He couldn't stand still, moving in frenzied movements around the confined space, like a caged animal. I heard the elevator behind us and moved to the door, giving Caleb room. The hidden wall swung open, and Derek walked out. He glanced at us mischievously, his smile fading as he took a look at Caleb.
"Emma.” Derek stepped to me. “Let's get some fresh air.” He opened the door and ushered me outside, speaking quietly to Caleb as he shut the door, “Take as long as you need. I've got her."
Derek led me down the hallway, the hand at my back never making contact. I could see the dance floor, the rotating mirror ball spilling rainbow slivers across the wood below. Music continued to blare but there were no voices. I knew why when we cleared the hall. Other than the tattooed cowboy at the bar, the place was totally empty.
Derek opened the door and I stepped onto the porch. The rain had come while we were inside, the heavy wetness lingering in the air. I drew in a deep breath, filling my lungs with the outdoor smells while clutching Caleb's jacket around my shoulders. I envisioned the look in his face inside that room. I didn't understand what he was experiencing, but whatever it was, it had the power to unnerve Derek.
"You're into him, right?” Derek asked, gazing into the dark. His eyes focused on something only he could see in the distance, following it as he asked the question.
"Yeah,” I stuttered lamely, blushing in embarrassment, “I don't know how to describe it."
"Do you believe in fate, Emma?” he glanced over as he asked, studying me.
"How do you mean?” I didn't look away. I knew what he was sharing was important.
He sucked in a deep breath, letting it out forcefully and severing eye contact. He brought his hand up, rubbing his head as he shifted his feet from side to side. He turned in a semi circle and placed his hands on the railing, leaning forward. The muscles in his arms grew and expanded as he gripped the wooden rail.
"Caleb has a hard time with his beast. Hell, we all have at some point,” he explained, sighing into the damp darkness.
"But that's normal, right?” My heart lodged in my throat as I waited for him to answer.
"It's normal, but some of us have it worse than others."
I bit my lip, unsure of what to say. This was all new to me, and I was still flying blind. My emotions alone were difficult enough to ascertain. I couldn't even begin to decipher someone else's, not when that person was responsible for bringing the feelings to the surface.
"Listen, Caleb would never hurt you. You can't believe that shit from Brigitte,” Derek told me flatly, his amber colored irises flashing brilliantly in the dark.
"I don't."
If Caleb wanted to hurt me, he had plenty of opportunities already. When we were together, I felt safer than I ever had in my entire life. I trusted my instincts, and because of that, I trusted him.
"Can I ask you something, about them? About Caleb and Bridgette, I mean.” I glanced over at Derek and he nodded. “What's the story there?"
He laughed, sighing in empty humor, “No story. They went out a couple of times. She was into the big dog that came out on top every night."
"You mean in the Pit?” I remembered what Haven said—they missed you around here. I pushed the image of Caleb fighting from my mind.
"Yeah.” Derek rubbed his head frantically, betraying his portrayed calm. “Like I said, the beast comes out stronger in some of us, and she's the type of crazy bitch that enjoys that shit."
I heard sounds and voices coming from inside and glanced toward the door.
Derek moved, standing directly in front of me. His caramel eyes latched onto my own. “Our bodies are stronger and faster, but our hearts are just as fragile, remember that."
Derek jumped off the porch as the door swung wide. Billy stepped out first, smiling encouragingly. Caleb's familiar shape took up the door frame, the light from inside surrounding him in an orange tinted halo. He stepped onto the porch, pulling the door shut behind them. No one spoke for several agonizing seconds.
"So.” Billy ended the awkward silence. “Emma, I think you and Caleb need some quiet time to talk. I borrowed a truck from Haven so we can give you two a bit of privacy.” He waited a moment before asking, “Are you all right with that?"
I knew if I gave even the slightest pause the offer was off the table. I wanted a chance to talk to Caleb without people around, without distractions or interruptions.
I gave Billy a tentative smile. “I'd like that. Of course, you would have to ask Caleb."
"I already did, missy.” Billy smiled, walking past me to Derek. They fell in line side by side, walking away. The dark night wrapped around them, cloaking their forms until they were no longer visible.
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Chapter 7—Drive
I stepped off the porch, lifting my face to the sky. The moon was a bright crescent, stars surrounding it in a jeweled blanket on all sides, their shining lights like miniature diamonds.
I looked for and found the big dipper, rotating in a circle, seeking out other constellations. Stars were easy to see in the countryside, city and street lights didn't interfere with their brilliance. It was fascinating when I thought about it. A light burned for hundreds of years just to reach my eyes right here and now. And the light I witnessed was only a remembrance, as the actual source faded long ago.
I felt Caleb's gaze as he watched me. He had stepped off the porch as well, remaining intentionally quiet and observant.
"Are you okay?” I asked, keeping my head lifted, focusing on the North Star above.
He cleared his throat before answering quietly, “Yes."
"So what are we supposed to be driving?” I smiled over my shoulder, arching an eyebrow, attempting to take the edge off.
He relaxed and chuckled, motioning to the right. “It's over here."
I followed him to yet another Chevy truck. This one wasn't as large, just a cabin and truck bed. The dark paint glistened in the moonlight, the soft white glow flickering across the hood and illuminating the silver chrome.
"You boys sure do love your Chevy's,” I razzed playfully.
"Actually,” he clarified with a small smile of his own, “Haven loves his Chevy's. He just restored this one a few years ago."
He walked to the passenger side, unlocking the door and holding it open for me. I crawled inside, slipping along the slippery leather surface, settling in. Caleb closed the door and glided around the front of the truck. The seat belt was a vintage kind, without a shoulder strap. I placed it around my hips and clicked the latch together, pulling it snug.
Caleb climbed into the driver's side, his weight shifting the truck and rocking it. He placed the key in the ignition and a green glow filled the cabin. He flipped his wrist and the motor roared to life. The truck was much louder than the suburban; the sounds audible and surprisingly physical.
He pulled the gear shift next to the steering wheel down, popping the motor in gear. Then he drove around the building where Derek and Billy waited in the SUV. Red break lights disappeared as we approached from behind and drove from the bar.
"This is probably a silly question, but what about the headlights?” Derek didn't use them earlier and Caleb wasn't using them now.
He smiled and tapped a finger near his eye. “We have pretty good night vision. I can see as well without the lights as I did with them before."
I gazed out the window. The moon moved along with us, bright against the tips of the trees. A few mountains were visible in the distance and I watched as the moon basked them in white radiance, giving the illusion of movement on the horizon. I was unsure of what to say now that we were alone together so I sat quietly.
"It's not like the stories, well, it is, but not entirely.” Caleb's voice was hushed in the quiet hum of the truck. His eyes shifted over to me. “Werewolves are not just the result of a scratch or bite, although that is one way."
"Which are you?” I asked hesitantly, nervous but excited to learn more about him.
"My Dad passed it down to me, but if my Mom had the trait, she could have just as easily."
I watched as red break lights flickered in front of the windshield. The terrain was bumpy and I had to latch onto the dash. The road eventually evened out and I heard the steady crunch of gravel. Caleb turned the truck sharply as we passed through several low hanging trees, the branches striking the roof.
"So you.” I searched for the right words when my body was motionless. “Are a werewolf as soon as you're born?"
"Not exactly.” He glanced over at me and then back to the road. “The trait is there at birth or it isn't, unless both parents carry it, then it definitely passes down. But the change itself doesn't come on until you're older."
"How old were you?” I inquired softly.
"Nineteen, pretty late by normal standards."
"What's it like?” I traced the band on my finger with my thumb, twisting my hand so the moonlight flashed off the white gold. The reflection bounced off the window, bright against the glass.
"Confusing,” he sighed in response. “My Dad didn't tell me what was coming. He let me have a normal life until he sensed the wolf was close to breaking the surface."
"So you didn't know?” I murmured, momentarily stunned.
I tried to imagine how it would feel to wake up one day, discovering something lay dormant all those years inside you. Never knowing something so strong and powerful was there, hidden beneath the surface all that time.
He shook his head. “I developed a really short temper, becoming angry and easily agitated. Then my Dad told me he wanted to take me to Haven's to talk about it. I couldn't wait for that, a night out with the old man, having our first beer together at the bar."
I watched his face as he relived the memory. His eyes glazed over as he traveled back in time. He spoke as if he was talking to himself, reaching back, delving into the past.
"Just as he'd known, the connection from the others brought it on. As soon as I walked in—and it hit me—I can't remember everything, but I remember enough."
"It must have been terrifying,” I said sympathetically. I shivered at the memory of two men beating a helpless third on the blood stained sand.
"That's the thing.” His voice thickened. “There was no fear, just an intense rage so powerful I couldn't resist. I was the first newly changed werewolf that ever stepped into that pit and won."
I wrapped my arms around myself, suddenly chilly despite the heavy bulk of Caleb's jacket. He was my age when he found out, surrounded by those people yelling and screaming, encouraging him to tear someone else apart.
"The next few years, I practically lived there, working for Haven in the Pit at night, learning to control it. Then one night, I met Sam. He'd seen me in action and asked if I was looking for a change, offering me a job on his crew. I took him up on the offer and haven't been back since."
"And did you?” I asked nervously, licking my bottom lip, “Learn to control it?"
"Yes, but when I'm back there.” He hesitated, “It's not so easy."
"What about your family?” I asked and when he didn't answer immediately, I wondered if he would.
"Mom came over shortly after I did, when Dad had to tell her the truth. It was rocky at first. She resented him keeping something so significant from her all those years."
I knew he wasn't telling me everything but I wasn't asking. It was obviously a sensitive subject and I knew all about intruding on personal family history.
"They live nearby actually.” His voice lightened and he smiled. “Maybe I can take you sometime."
The thought made me happier than I knew it should but I responded with equal enthusiasm, “I'd like that."
The discussion about family made me curious about my own. I still didn't know anything about my Father, except his name and his state of un-living. Caleb had deftly dodged each of my questions. But perhaps now he would relent and tell me something.
"How well do you know my Father?"
Caleb paused, giving me a wary look. “I know of him through Sam."
"What is he like?” I stared at my fingers, picking at non-existent nothings on the surface.
Caleb answered in one word, “Powerful."
"Can't you tell me anything?” I pleaded, resorting to petty begging for information—proving I wasn't above it.
He shook his head and chuckled at my dejected expression. “It was the one condition he was clear on."
"What about vampires, then. Can you tell me about them?"
"Well.” He contemplated the question for a moment. “Most of the myths are true—the liquid diet, aversion to the sun, one hell of a long life."
"Immortality, right,” I asked, smiling.
"For the most part.” He nodded, chuckling.
"And why haven't I seen them?” I'd seen werewolves, the first of two things I was told actually existed. So where was the second piece of the puzzle?
"Werewolves and vampires don't usually mingle in the same circles, although it does happen, especially if you drive further south. Why do you ask?” he inquired casually but kept a close watch, waiting for an explanation.
I shrugged. “Because it's who I'm related to and I don't know what to expect."
It was the truth. I wanted to be prepared. No more walking into situations blind as a bat and likely to end up lunch meat—or worse.
"I've only met a few of them,” he admitted sheepishly. “They don't affect us like they do humans. But I've seen how it can be. They are mesmerizing to them. I wish I could tell you more. When we meet Sam, he can tell you everything. He's been dealing with them much longer."
Timid, but determined to find out, I asked, “How old are you Caleb?"
His jaw set, eyes on me shifting away. “Too old for you."
"I'm serious,” I prodded, smiling questioningly. He didn't look much older than me, maybe a few years at most.
He kept his eyes on the road, answering gruffly, “I'll be thirty in January."
"What a cradle robber!” I proclaimed dramatically, unable to contain my laughter.
"See, too old for you.” I saw him fighting back a grin.
I shook my head. “My Grandma always said I was an old soul."
"Indeed,” he agreed, a small smile forming at the corners of his mouth.
I studied Caleb as he drove. His eyes focused ahead, seeing clearly what I could not. He was so strong, so proud, and yet somehow so sad. Even if it meant I couldn't go back, I didn't regret what happened today—if only because it allowed our paths to intersect. Maybe it was fate, just as Derek said.
"A part of me can't believe this is happening.” I exhaled with a shallow laugh. “I keep thinking any moment I'll wake up."
I leaned over and glanced out the glass. The moon was overhead now, shining above us. So much had changed in the course of one day, it was difficult to grasp.
"Hopefully this will do. I don't want to pinch you."
He reached across the seat, gently squeezing my leg.
I lifted his hand off my lap and into the air, pressing our palms together. The outline of my hand was completely eclipsed by his. I lifted my fingers, accidentally tickling his skin. He alternated between watching me and the road.
His face softened as I met his eyes, and he smiled.
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Chapter 8—Bonding
When I woke my head was nestled in between the unforgiving leather seat and the chilled window. The moon continued to shine overhead, illuminating the sky in white. I wasn't sure how much time passed or when I'd drifted off.
I moved my head gingerly, leaning to the left and right to work out the kinks. My neck protested the movement and I winced at the agonizingly tight muscles.
I glanced at the driver's seat—Caleb was gone.
"Did you tell her?"
Derek's voice was so soft I barely made it out. I strained to listen. The speaking was coming from the back of the truck, along with the sounds of scuffling feet.
"No,” Caleb's voice grumbled back.
"Shit man, why not?"
I heard more shuffling and then Caleb, angry this time. “It's too much too fast."
"But she feels it too, man. It's obvious—"
"Boys,” Billy interrupted them. “Talk about this later. There ain't no reason to keep her sleeping like that in the truck when there's a perfectly good bed inside."
Derek mumbled something and I heard footsteps approaching. Caleb appeared at the door, peering through the window.
His eyes grew wide when he saw me fully awake and smiling.
"How long have you been awake?"
I feigned a yawn and stretched my arms, achy muscles jarring to life. “I just woke up."
He frowned and extended his hand to help me out of the truck. I thanked him and stepped down, looking behind us at the cabin.
It was exactly like a framed picture you can buy during our local flea markets. The dark sky provided the perfect opulent backdrop behind the tall cabin. A sturdy porch wrapped all the way around the lower level, intricately carved spindles below matching the ones along the steps. The moon was resplendent, touching the wood and giving it a gray hue, highlighting the ground. A large pond shimmered in back, sparkling in the moonlight, the breeze creating small ripples along the surface.
"It's lovely.” I marveled at the sight.
Billy murmured an agreement. He walked up the stairs and pushed open the door. Light flooded over the porch and down the stairs.
"I'll show you around,” Caleb said, taking my arm to guide me onto the porch.
A stairway was the first thing that greeted us. It was directly across from the door, rails curved outward at the sides and along the bottom. The brown banisters were held aloft by dark twisting pieces of black metal.
"This way.” Caleb stepped away, walking to the left.
In the center of the room was a massive pool table, covered in bright red felt. A zebra pattern rug was directly beneath the elaborately clawed legs, the black and white stripes meshing amazingly well with the wooden walls and flooring. A couple of tables with tall stools sat in the corners, and a rack stocked with cues was attached to the wall. There was a jukebox in the front of the room, exactly like the one I'd seen at the Pit.
"Now, for the kitchen.” Caleb walked past the table, toward the back, pulling aside a sliding door.
I followed him through and he flipped a switch, flooding the space in light. The ceramic tile was an intricate splash of black and white intermingled. Black cabinets and a white marble counter ran the length of the wall, stopping above a sink and dishwasher.
I noticed something strange about the wall and stepped forward. Caleb looked in the direction of my stare.
"Ah.” He smiled, stepping over and unhinging the wood to reveal a large window. He motioned to the shutters and said, “They're all over the house."
He walked across the kitchen, past the door we'd entered from and two large silver refrigerators. He slid open another door that led into a different room.
Situated onto the left wall was a large plasma screen television. A rounded tan couch facing the screen took up the rest of the space, complete with a large glass table covered with various remote controls arranged in order from large to small.
"Bathroom is there.” Caleb pointed to a door along the back wall. “Now for upstairs."
The rooms formed a perfect circle and we stood again at the foot of the staircase. He motioned for me to go first and I trudged up, counting twenty stairs total. When we reached the top he pointed out Billy's room, then Derek's, and the other bathroom.
"Over here,” he said, opening the door in front of us and reaching inside to flip a switch, “Is yours."
His distinguishable scent was all over the masculine space. I looked at the large bed. The backboard reached the ceiling, surrounded by stained mahogany walls. A matching bookshelf was to the left, multiple books cramming the shelves with the exception of the middle, which was adorned with various pictures. The only other furniture was a black stereo cabinet and a nightstand near the bed.
I shook my head. “I can't take your room, Caleb."
"You are,” he stated firmly.
I walked to the bookshelf and bent down to peer into the frames. The same people were displayed in most of the photographs.
"My sister, Samantha.” Caleb pointed to the picture in the middle. The resemblance was astounding. Her hair was the same shade of black, hanging in long curls down her back, deep blue eyes sparkling at the camera. She appeared younger than me, but I couldn't be certain.
"She's gorgeous."
I wondered if she had also inherited the werewolf trait but was afraid to ask. I stared at the image longer than I intended to, thinking she would reveal herself if I studied the image long enough.
"She is, and yes, she is like me,” Caleb answered the unspoken question.
"Can you read minds now?” I held my breath, cheeks flaming.
"No,” he chuckled softly, smiling. “You just have a knack with questions.” He pulled out the largest frame from the back. “This is my Mom and Dad."
He held it out, placing the frame carefully in my hands. His Mothers short brown hair and tiny frame reminded me of a pixie. I gazed down at Caleb's Dad and my mouth loosened, jaw going lax.
This is what Caleb would look like years from now. They were the mirror image of one another.
"She's beautiful and he's...you,” I stammered lamely.
"I know."
I returned the picture to him and watched as he put it back. There was no tension, no worry. I was witnessing Caleb for the first time—his family bringing out the vulnerable side he kept so fastidiously hidden. I liked him like this, no false pretenses, no fear of what other part lurked underneath the surface. No concerns about anything.
Just the two of us, being ourselves.
"I don't know what music you like but I have a decent selection."
He walked over to the stereo, pulling out a CD case and unzipping it. He put it on top of the black comforter as he sat down. He smiled, patting the space beside him.
"Only if you promise to be a gentleman.” I waited, standing still for added effect.
He placed his hand over his heart, masking a grin. “You have my word."
I smiled and climbed up, sinking into the feather comforter.
"What music do you like?” he asked as he flipped through the pages, his fingers tracing the outline of random CD's.
"Almost everything,” I answered, adding quickly, “Except country."
Caleb lifted his brow humorously. “Just don't tell Billy that. You might break his heart."
"What about you? What do you like?” I leaned toward the folder, looking inside the neatly stacked sleeves. The CD's were placed just above the covers.
"Here.” He passed it over, our hands brushing as he waited for me to get a grip.
A gentle rapping sounded on the wall and I looked up as Derek walked in. His eyes flickered back and forth between us.
"Sam's on the phone."
"I'll be back.” Caleb rose from the bed, striding out the door and down the stairs. I heard his feet as he shuffled around the corner.
Derek walked to the bed, glancing down at my hands. “Coldplay?” he laughed and winked at me. “He must keep that kind of garbage around to impress you ladies."
"And just how many ladies has he had up here?” I asked half jokingly.
"None.” Derek stared at me, ensuring I couldn't mistake his seriousness.
The confession made me both elated and uncomfortable at the same time. I pretended to look at the CD's, flipping the pages nervously, fingers quivering. I could feel him staring and it was hard not to shift under the scrutiny.
"What you're experiencing is totally normal,” Derek said quickly, glancing toward the door, “The rush and intensity, all of it."
"How did you know that?” I didn't attempt to mask my shock, allowing the folder to drop limply into my lap.
"Ask Caleb, he's off the phone.” Derek lowered his head and walked out of the room, swerving to avoid Caleb as he topped the stairs, whistling as he went.
"I thought you might be hungry.” Caleb tossed a bag of beef jerky on the bed and handed me a can of Pepsi.
"I'm a Coke girl.” I crinkled my nose distastefully, accepting the can. I hated Pepsi. It left a strange after taste in my mouth that I couldn't stand.
"Have you ever heard the expression about beggars and choosers?” he teased, arching an eyebrow.
"You know, I think I have heard that somewhere,” I laughed.
He walked to the closet, opening the door and stepping inside. I heard rustling that continued for a few seconds before he appeared again, closing the door behind him with a bundle of clean clothing folded under his arm.
"I need a shower.” He motioned in the direction of the bathroom. “I won't be long."
"Wait, what did Sam say?” I hoped he was on his way. I had so many questions to ask. There was so much I still didn't understand.
Caleb turned, hesitating as he answered, “They ransacked the hideout, destroying everything inside.” He was holding back, not telling me everything.
"But there's something else, isn't there?"
"Tristan got out. They don't know where he is."
I nodded, unsure of how to respond. There wasn't anything to say really.
Caleb walked from the room and around the corner, in the direction of the bathroom. I heard a loud click as he closed the door and released the breath I didn't realize I'd been holding.
Tristan, whoever he was, was still out there. I hoped he was too busy with his own problems to be concerned with me. Besides, I was safe here. Only an idiot would try to come inside a house full of werewolves.
I rolled my eyes at myself.
And what exactly does that say about you, Emma?
The shower started and I climbed off the bed, placing the unopened can of Pepsi as well as the jerky on the nightstand. I pulled the heavy jacket from my arms, draping it on the end of the bed.
The bandage on my forearm was still clean but a small brown spot had formed in the middle. My eyes ran over my ruined blouse. The blood had spilled and dried around the sleeve, crusting under the arm, causing each brush of the garment against my skin to itch.
For a moment, I considered walking into Caleb's closet and grabbing something from inside. But I was reluctant to enter his private space without asking first. Instead I walked down the stairs, in search of Billy and Derek.
I found them reclined on the large sofa with their legs sprawled out. Derek's elbows were bent, hands clasped behind his head. Ironically enough, they were watching a bad horror movie. I could make out people in robes carrying a coffin across a marshy moor. The sound was so low I could barely hear it.
"Did you ask him?” Derek's question startled me. He didn't turn around, face glued to the television.
My cheeks burned in embarrassment yet again. No one could ever accuse Derek of beating around the bush.
I cleared my throat, ignoring the question. “No. Actually, I was wondering..."
He flipped his chin up, peering over his shoulder. “Woooonddddering?” he drew the question out and waited.
I motioned to my blouse, pulling at the cloth along the bottom. “Do either of you have an extra shirt or something I can borrow?"
"Absolutely!” Derek was off the couch in a flash.
He rushed up the stairs, bounding along three at a time, reappearing in seconds and handing me a plain grey t-shirt. He seemed really excited for some reason, almost hyper.
"Go ahead and change, the bathroom's right there.” He motioned happily toward the door.
"Derek...” Billy warned with a throaty growl.
"What?” Derek admonished innocently. “She asked!"
Billy shook his head, returning to the movie.
I frowned at Derek before walking into the restroom. I peeled the blouse off, pulling the t-shirt over my head. It was several sizes too large, hanging well above my knees. I sighed as I threw the blouse into the garbage—it had been one of my favorites—and arranged my hair on my shoulders before opening the door, flicking off the light and stepping outside. I could hear Caleb's voice as he came down the stairs.
"There she is.” Derek's entire face lit up like a garish Christmas tree.
Caleb spun around, the grin on his face slowly turning to a frown. He stopped drying his hair with the towel, lowering his arms. His nose flared as he took long steps toward me.
"Take...that...off,” he growled.
"Excuse me?” I was confused but somehow equally annoyed. First Derek was acting crazy, and now him.
Did the full moon come out when I wasn't looking?
Derek started to laugh. I turned from him to Caleb, trying to figure out what new joke I didn't understand. Billy was shaking his head, grumbling something under his breath.
Angry, I snapped, “No, I will not take it off. What am I—a stripper?"
I was tired of being in the dark about everything and it was something I was about to rectify immediately. No more inside jokes.
"Derek, you damned instigator!” Billy yelled, standing up and walking around the couch to me. “Listen darlin',” Billy said consolingly, patting my shoulder. “That shirt you have on is covered in Derek's scent."
Frowning, I reached down and brought the shirt to my nose, cautiously smelling the cotton. I couldn't detect anything but detergent and dryer sheets. I cleared my nose and breathed in again, lifting my eyes.
Caleb was livid, his furious glare stopping me mid sniff.
By now, Derek was cackling with glee. I shot him an angry look and stalked back into the bathroom, slamming the door shut to emphasize my annoyance. I pulled off the shirt, digging the stained blouse out of the trash and yanking it back over my head. Caleb had some serious explaining to do. I opened the door and chucked the t-shirt back at Derek.
Caleb strode over to me and lowered his head, drawing in a deep breath and shooting Derek a murderous glare.
"I'll deal with you later,” he rumbled, throwing the towel at him and then grabbing my hand to lead me back upstairs.
"Ask him, Emma!” Derek yelled, his peals of laughter billowing off the walls.
Caleb remained close as I stomped up. The shirt was doubly itchy now, having found new tender surfaces to chafe. I stomped into the bedroom and crossed my arms over my chest, spinning around to face him. I hadn't been this angry in a very long time.
"You know,” I grated through clenched teeth, “I think in light of everything, I've been a pretty good sport. But this being on the outside, not knowing what in the world is going on, is pissing me off!"
Caleb closed the door behind him and walked to the closet, thrusting the door open and allowing me to see inside. A tall dresser was situated against the back wall, boxes efficiently stacked on top. Long rods ran along either side, clothes neatly positioned on the hanger. Jeans, shirts, slacks, polo's, and dress shirts were all tidily arranged within. He reached for a hanger, grabbing a black t-shirt and yanking it free before walking back out.
"Here.” He offered the shirt to me, clearly infuriated.
I held my ground, keeping my arms crossed over my chest and shaking my head. He was going to spill the beans, and he was going to do it right now. No more excuses.
"Emma,” he rumbled, eyes smoldering back at me.
"You can get as angry as you want, but until you explain, I'm not budging."
His determined face cracked a little. “Are you always so stubborn?"
"Don't tell me and you'll find out.” I sighed exhaustedly.
My anger had faded into a blistering annoyance. I felt fatigue coming on. It had been a very long day and I wasn't in the mood for games. Not from Caleb. Derek was bad enough.
"Fine, just change, please. I promise we'll talk."
I reached for the shirt, glancing around and trying to decide where to change.
"I saved you hot water,” he said quietly, waiting.
I was about to tell him exactly where he could shove that hot water, but then I thought about it. I was grimy. My hair was slightly poufy from the rain. And my body was spent. I could escape for a few minutes; alone for the first time since this morning. No way was I passing the opportunity up. A shower sounded like heaven.
"Where are the towels?"
He relaxed, shoulders no longer tense. “On the sink, I left one for you."
I walked to the door and opened it, observing Derek's buzzed head as it vanished from the bottom of the stairs.
Oh the nerve.
I was already formulating a plan of revenge against that one.
I walked into the bathroom, closing the door behind me. I almost twisted the small lock on the handle but shrugged instead. If they wanted in, a measly little piece of metal inside a brass knob wouldn't stop them.
As Caleb promised, a fluffy green towel awaited me on the sink. On top sat a brush, a newly wrapped bar of soap, and an unopened toothbrush.
I felt my resolve begin to crack. It was difficult to be angry at him when he was so thoughtful. I placed the soap onto the edge of the bathtub, preparing to relax inside the soothing hot water.
I pulled back the dewy plastic curtain covered in swimming fish and adjusted the faucets. I stripped down, stepping into the back, careful to avoid my bandaged arm. I eased into the heavy stream and sighed, the water felt better than I'd imagined.
I scrubbed myself clean, looking around and finding a lone bottle of shampoo. I emptied some of the thick liquid into my hand and scrubbed my hair, then rinsed it free of fragrant floral smelling bubbles. The bandage was wet and I decided to remove it, pulling it free from my arm. I was relived to discover the wound had closed. It didn't need stitches, but the scar it would leave behind was going to be nasty.
I stayed under the stream until the water turned cold. Then I turned the levers and pulled back the curtains, reaching for the towel. I wrapped the soft fuzzy cotton around my body, grasping the brush on the sink and pulling it through my too long hair. I toweled the excess water out when done, getting it as dry as possible, and slowly pulled on my clothes.
The shirt Caleb had given me was even larger than Derek's, the short sleeves dangling past my elbows and the long hem hanging to my knees. I pulled on my jeans and glanced in the mirror.
Fabulous.
I looked and felt like an exhausted hood rat.
I accepted I couldn't hide in the bathroom forever, hanging my damp towel over the rack and tossing my shirt into the small trash can. I switched off the light and walked back to the bedroom. Caleb was there waiting for me, just as I knew he would be.
"Would you shut the door?” he asked politely.
I did as he asked, pulling it closed before facing him again. I wasn't angry anymore, just incredibly drained and absolutely worn out.
"Sit down.” He motioned next to him before adding, “Please."
I took a breath in and let it out. I padded over to the bed, placing my shoes on the side before climbing up, resting my shoulder's against the headboard.
Caleb slid around to sit at the foot of the bed, pushing the leather jacket I'd placed there over and out of the way. “I don't know where to start,” he admitted anxiously.
I sighed. It couldn't be that bad. “Derek said to ask you, but I don't even know how to describe what I'm experiencing."
"I'm sorry about that,” he said apologetically. “This is new to me, too, if it's any consolation."
"And what exactly is ‘this', Caleb?” I asked, still slightly annoyed.
He hesitated for a moment before answering, “We call it bonding."
"Bonding.” I stared at him, the word leaving my mouth and hovering in the air.
"It's fine, really.” He grappled for the right words. “It just happens sometimes...between people."
I tried to keep from laughing. He had fought off two werewolves without hesitation, yet he couldn't find the courage to talk openly with me. I bit my lip to keep from grinning and failed.
He glanced up, scowling as he saw me. “I'm glad you think this is so funny, Emma,” he said, sounding positively furious.
"I don't!” I defended myself, stifling laughter. “It's just—you're always so confident until you're alone with me."
"Like I said.” His expression softened. “This is new for me as well."
"What does bonding mean, exactly?” I asked, withholding burgeoning laughter.
He didn't hesitate this time. “It means the wolf inside, as well as the man I am, have recognized you as a mate."
The laughter dissipated and I froze. The information was unexpected, even after a day like this one.
I reached for the Pepsi on the nightstand, cracking open the lid and taking several long swallows. It tasted all wrong but I hardly noticed. I placed it back on the nightstand and sat quietly.
I had nothing to reply with, no witty observation or snide remark.
"Emma?” he prodded gently, blue eyes full of concern.
"So the way I feel when I'm near you, the way I react, is it me?” I asked fearfully. Maybe that would explain the intense attraction.
"How many boyfriends have you had, Emma?"
"One, why?” I tried to ignore the gleam in his eye as I answered.
"And how did you feel, when you were with him?"
"I don't see how that is relevant."
I was not going to talk about Tom Hardy with Caleb.
No way.
"It's relevant because you're human, and experience regular emotions. Bonding just intensifies them."
I stared at the black comforter and thought about what he asked. Tom was nice looking, and I remembered butterflies in my stomach the first time we kissed. But it wasn't the same. The relationship didn't last long, if you could even call it a relationship. It was nothing in comparison to what I experienced with Caleb. More along the lines of comparing a briar patch with red stemmed roses.
"So that rush that happens...” Words escaped me as I remembered the heat that ran along my skin at his nearness, my heart thundering inside my chest.
Caleb moved across the bed, arms resting on either side of my body.
"This?” he asked, leaning close, brushing his nose along my cheek, down my jaw, and to my neck.
I felt the warm haze spread over me and smelled that intoxicating mixture of grass, wood and earth. I closed my eyes as my skin erupted in diminutive tremors. The world shifted beneath me and I resisted the urge to reach for him—to bring his face toward my own.
"This,” I breathed in acknowledgment, nodding my head slowly, dazed. He backed off, perching on the edge of the bed, watching as I tried to clear my head. I blushed, meeting his understanding eyes. “What is that amazing smell?"
He cocked an eyebrow and grinned. “Pheromones, they're released when we bond."
"So you can control my emotions?” The thought terrified me and it resounded in my voice.
"No, Emma. Don't even think that.” He shook his head and inched closer, “The pheromones will bring emotions to the surface, but only if they are already there in the first place."
"And you can't control my reactions either?” I asked, not totally convinced.
"You didn't respond to Derek,” he replied calmly.
"There wasn't anything to respond to but Tide!” I argued adamantly, “I would know. I sniffed the shirt!"
"Trust me, even when you took it off, his scent was all over you,” Caleb growled softly.
"So I wouldn't react to yours—” I considered what he was saying.
"Unless the underlying feeling is already there,” he finished for me, undoubtedly confident.
"And what about you, how is this for you?"
"More difficult than I imagined,” he conceded, sighing, “My protective nature has never been this strong."
"Is that what happened downstairs?” I thought about Derek's laughter, appreciating the joke even if what he did wasn't entirely funny.
"Having his scent on you, I didn't like it at all,” Caleb confessed, smiling rakishly.
"Does he always cause so much trouble?"
"Always, that's Derek.” He nodded and grinned. “Otherwise, I'd have thrown him through the wall."
I laughed, “He deserves serious payback."
"Don't worry, I'll tell Sarah.” His eyes glinted in anticipation.
"Sarah?"
"Sarah is Derek's girlfriend."
"Derek has a girlfriend?"
I couldn't believe it. Anyone who could put up with the practical jokes and those table manners had to be a saint. I remembered Derek approaching me outside the Pit, telling me they were equally fragile on the inside. Maybe he was more than the jokes, big mouth, and brawn.
"Where is she?” I asked.
"They're taking a break.” Caleb's voice dropped and I had to listen closely to catch the words.
"Why?"
"Because.” He leaned over me, voice hushed. “Derek hasn't bonded with her, and it's been months now."
I frowned. “But you said if the emotions were there it intensifies them."
"It does,” he whispered, adding solemnly, “If our wolf recognizes it and accepts it."
I tried to imagine loving someone that a part of you refused to love as well, only to wait and hope that given time, things might change. The amount of pain something like that would exert on someone was something I didn't want to comprehend.
"What about her?” I asked, positive she was experiencing the same heartache Derek was.
His lips lifted into a knowing smile. “Women, as you know, are fickle creatures."
"Hey, pal.” I gave him my most stern face but couldn't hold it, breaking into a smile. “Will his wolf accept her eventually?"
He shrugged. “I don't know, honestly. Since she's a werewolf, too, that's usually all it takes—if the attraction is there to start. Maybe deep inside the wolf knows something Derek doesn't."
"It's funny,” I said thoughtfully. “You refer to the wolf like it's a different person."
"In a way, it's both.” He considered it for a moment. “It's like a partnership, two sides working together but taking different stances on certain things. You can try to sway one side, but it doesn't always listen."
"Caleb?” I glanced up at him shyly. “You keep saying wolf, like, I don't know, an actual wolf. But at Haven's...Why do you call it a wolf?"
"I'll show you,” he promised with a grin.
"When?"
"I'll surprise you."
I reclined against the pillows and yawned. I wasn't sure what time it was, but I knew it was late.
The feathers surrounded my shoulders in an enticing softness and I let out an exhausted sigh. The bed wasn't only large and plush; it was also incredibly warm, inviting me to close my eyes. I resisted the temptation, forcing my heavy lids to remain open.
"You need to rest. You've had one hell of a day."
Caleb stood, walking to the bedside and pulling back the comforter. “Here, climb in."
"Wait.” I sat up, blushing. “Turn around."
He lifted an eyebrow but dutifully turned his body, facing the wall. I quickly stripped off my jeans and slipped underneath the blankets.
"Okay, you can look."
His grin was visible from his profile as he walked to the night stand and rotated the switch on the lamp. A soft glow warmed the wall, creating a tiny round halo just above. He straightened and walked to door, turning off the light in the room.
"Sweet dreams, Emma."
"Wait.” I leaned up on my elbows.
"What's wrong?"
"Where will you sleep?"
"I'll be right outside,” he answered evasively.
"Caleb.” I hesitated, asking nervously, “Will you stay?"
He froze, standing perfectly still. Then he turned, walking quietly to the bed and laying on top of the blankets. He rested his head on the pillow, facing me.
"May I?” His hand gently caressed my hair, careful fingers brushing along my temple and down my back.
"That feels wonderful,” I murmured, eyes growing heavy.
His fingers lulled me toward sleep, each tantalizing brush sending me under. The last thing I remembered before the world went dark was Caleb leaning in, kissing my nose, and wrapping his arm around me.
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Chapter 9—Payback
When I woke my first thought was—it's too early, go back to sleep. Then everything came crashing back and my eyes flew open.
Caleb was gone.
I reached to his side of the bed and the blanket was cool to the touch. I didn't know what time it was, but I was sure it was early. Sunlight filtered through windows in the walls. I didn't notice them before as they were covered, but now I could clearly make out the pair framing each side of the bed.
I stretched, groaning. My body was sore all over, like I'd worked out all day before venturing into a ring and being beaten into a bloody pulp. I draped my torso over the side of the mattress and felt along the floor for my blue jeans, stifling a wince. When I had them in hand, I peered at the door and took my chances.
I pushed back the blankets and stood, grabbing the jeans and quickly shoving them on one leg at a time. I'd just gotten them buttoned when I heard someone coming up the stairs.
Caleb was barefoot, wearing nothing more than blue jeans. His chest, shoulders, and stomach were bare, smooth tanned skin with a slight slathering of dark hair rippling with every movement of the muscle along his stomach and arms.
I forced myself to look into his face. He'd shaven, the stubble from yesterday gone. He grinned and I blushed, knowing he caught me staring.
"Sleep well?” he asked, chuckling softly.
"Yeah, actually, thanks,” I stammered unevenly. Shy for some odd reason, unable to stop staring at his impeccable body and face.
Get a grip before you make a total fool of yourself!
"Are you okay?” he asked, tilting his head to the side.
"I—I just,” I stammered like an idiot, “I just need to visit the restroom."
"Okay?” He moved out of the doorway and I tried not to stare as I walked by, but it was hard. It was impossible not to admire him.
I shuffled past into the hallway, hurrying to the restroom. I shut the door, leaning against the frame. Of everything I had to deal with in the last twenty-four hours, this was without a doubt the hardest. I never imagined I would feel this way about someone, especially so soon after meeting him.
Was it bonding? That had to explain it.
But then again...His hair was so soft and dark, and those indigo eyes seemed to stare into my mind, knowing more than I was ready to share. I wasn't even going to think about how his body affected me. If the bonding weren't there, I'd still be attracted to him, and I knew it.
It doesn't help when he walks around without a shirt like a Greek God!
I sighed and walked to the sink, reaching for my toothbrush placed in a little blue holder. I scrubbed my teeth longer than I really needed to while my thoughts raced. When I finished, I brushed out my hair. The strands were difficult and I had to wet them slightly to tame the waves.
I finished and opened the door, gaping at Caleb who waited at the top of the stairs. He'd gotten dressed. The dark polo shirt matched his eyes, bringing them further into focus—as if that were even possible...or necessary.
I caught myself staring again and my cheeks started to burn.
Today was different for several reasons. I knew why I felt the way I did, and that knowledge made me feel exposed.
"Are you sure you're okay?” he asked again, smile vanishing and concern appearing in its place.
"Yeah, I am,” I said evenly, clearing my throat and displaying false bravado. “I'm just not a morning person."
"Not a morning person, huh?” he asked, unconvinced.
"Definitely not a morning person.” I was only telling a little white lie. I wasn't a morning person unless I had a morning cup of coffee. “I live for the nightlife."
He smiled, shaking his head and motioning downstairs. “Are you hungry?"
He couldn't have planned it better if he'd tried. My stomach rumbled at the thought of food. I had only eaten once yesterday.
"I'll take that as a yes. Let's get you something to eat."
He led the way down the stairs and into the kitchen, walking to a cabinet and pulling out a bowl before reaching into the drawer below for a spoon. He turned and handed them to me before opening another cabinet, standing aside to let me see inside.
"Pick your poison.” He pointed at the shelves.
I never thought I'd ever be overwhelmed by cereal, but here I was, facing three shelves full of sugary goodness, trying to decide which would taste the best this morning. It didn't help that several favorites were present; Captain Crunch, Frosted Flakes, and of course, the one I finally chose.
"The Fruity Pebbles.” I pointed at the red box and he snagged it for me. He closed the cabinet and walked to a table in the far left of the room.
I stopped, momentarily puzzled. “Was that there before?"
"No.” He pulled out a chair, holding it for me, “Derek brought it in from the barn this morning."
"Whew, I was worried my mind had finally started to slip,” I joked, sitting down.
"We keep it out of the house usually. People don't normally come here to eat.” He snapped his mouth shut as soon as the words escaped his mouth.
"And what is it they come here for?” I asked teasingly.
"Let's just say, with the exception of my room, which is off limits to everyone, the other bedrooms have seen some pretty crazy things.” He pulled out the chair next to me and sat down.
"Why is that? Are you the only one with a room here?” I tried to pace myself, eating small bites. It was a challenge. I felt like a bottomless pit.
"This is where I stay when I'm not working for Sam,” he answered, leaning on his elbows to watch as I ate.
"Are you not hungry?” I stopped mid bite. I felt awkward eating alone and having him watch me.
"I already ate,” he admitted.
I chewed on my cereal, trying to eat as quickly and neatly as possible. Caleb stretched back, leaning in the chair. I caught myself staring again—admiring how the shirt made his eyes deeper, the blue like crushed velvet.
Stop it for Christ sakes! I forced myself to concentrate on my food.
"So.” He glanced toward the door. “Derek and I have to take a quick trip into town and get a few things. It looks like we may be here awhile, and we might as well enjoy the cabin. Billy's going to stay behind with you. Is that okay?"
"Uh, sure.” I pushed aside images of fanged teeth. I didn't like the idea of being here without him, but Caleb promised we were safe, and who could be scared with Billy around.
"I'm about to break a huge girl rule.” He pretended to wince. “I need to know what size you wear, as well as a list of the things you need."
I stopped chewing. “You're going to pick out clothes for me?"
A part of me thought the idea was incredibly sweet and another part rebelled against the entire concept. What if he came back with corduroy overalls and a straw hat? I hoped he wouldn't do that to me.
But Derek would—that would be right up his alley.
"Only a few things, until you can pick things out yourself,” he explained, trying to pacify me no doubt.
"As long as you don't bring back cowboy boots or overalls.” My eyes narrowed in warning.
"No boots,” he promised, “But I will need a list of the small things you might need."
He stood and walked to a drawer, pulling out a pen and piece of paper. He brought it back to the table, placing it next to me.
Suddenly, I had revenge on my mind. I knew exactly what I needed from the store. “I have two questions,” I said, the devious grin spreading across my face. “Where is the coffee, and did you say Derek was going with you?"
"The coffee is in the fridge,” he said, worry creasing his brow, “And yes, Derek is going with me. Why?"
"You'll see.” I took another bite of cereal, writing the list inside my head with each chew.
About an hour later, Derek and Caleb were off, leaving me and Billy behind in the cabin. I instructed Caleb to make Derek do my list shopping. He tried to sway me into allowing him to do it himself, but I was determined. He eventually agreed, but only if I promised to explain later. I knew Derek would spill the beans before I could, but I gave him my word anyway. In the meantime, he wasn't to so much as take a peep at what I'd written.
The suspense was killing him. I could tell.
When they were gone, I decided to take a walk around. It was delightful outside, the leaves beginning to change colors and the sun just warm enough that I didn't need a jacket. A wispy breeze came and went, like a silky caress across my skin when the temperature became overmuch.
The first place I ventured was the barn, which was erected to the left of the cabin. I walked in and immediately found Haven's love—his Chevy's.
There were several parked inside, the biggest displayed proudly in the middle. It was a mammoth red monster with wheels taller than me. Two thick black racing stripes ran up the hood and down the back. The metal frame was lifted high into the air and I wondered how in the world a regular person would even get inside.
I found a ladder that led to the loft and climbed up. There were different pieces of furniture, some tables and chairs, as well as several labeled plastic bins. A few were marked with names, including Caleb's. I walked up to them and touched the outside, wondering what he had hidden up here. I resisted the temptation to take a peek, forcing myself to climb back down.
I walked outside and around the side of the cabin. The water was gorgeous, shining as the sun reflected the ripples scattering across it.
"Hello, darlin',” Billy said from across the pond. He was sitting atop a large white overturned bucket with a fishing pole in hand. The breeze ruffled the curls at his neck, sending them around his face.
"Fishing?"
"There ain't no better way to spend a Sunday morning."
He snared the rod, pulling the line quickly and reeling it in. I could see the fish as it approached the surface, thrashing wildly against the water. Billy lifted the rod and fish into the air, grasping its mouth between his fingers. He removed the hook and tossed it back into the water, winding the line through the tiny metal circles on the pole, twisting the crank.
I laughed softly and asked, “Doesn't that defeat the entire purpose?"
"No, ma'am.” He threw the line back out and perched on the bucket. “I figure they'll let me off for catchin’ em’ if I let em’ off in kind."
I grinned and walked over, plopping down on the grass beside him. He truly was a gentle giant.
He waited a minute or so, reeling the line back in and tossing it out. It was peaceful, watching him fish. The natural sounds all around us were anything but quiet, yet somehow we managed to share a comfortable silence together. It was refreshing.
"Billy?” I asked, my voice breaking the stillness.
"Hmm?"
"Are you married?” He seemed like someone with a family. I could easily picture him with a wife and children. He gave off a strong paternal vibe. But I didn't see any wedding band.
"Yes, Ma'am.” He reeled in the line again, tossing it back into the water. “Right now she's in Canada, with our boy."
"Canada?” I looked at him questioningly. His face was relaxed as ever. “Why so far away?"
"Marcus came into his change early and we're trying to give him room to sort things out.” He caught another fish and reeled in the line, releasing it and starting over again.
"I'm sorry, I didn't realize."
"Of course you didn't, you had no way of knowin’ that.” He looked down and smiled, tossing the line back out.
"You must miss them."
He nodded, gazing at the water. “I'm going back up as soon as you're safe and sound."
"So how does this work, anyway?” I motioned toward the rod, perching over to look at the reel.
Billy shook his head, staring down at me in disbelief. “Don't tell me you ain't never fished before."
I laughed and shook my head. “Okay, I won't tell you."
He stood and motioned for me to join him, reeling in the clear plastic line. I got to my feet and he walked around, standing behind me. He brought the rod up, placing it into my right hand. He explained how it worked, showing me how to toss out the line. He sat down to watch as I struggled to follow his instructions, attempting to toss out the line and reel it back in.
After several failed attempts, Billy stood and said, “I'll be right back."
I cursed the rod in the meantime, trying to get the line to cooperate with me to no avail. I contemplated tossing the damned thing into the water and claiming it was an accident.
Billy returned carrying a different rod in his hand. “I think it best we start you out on a button."
He handed it over, instructing me to press the button and release. The result made me ecstatic. Throwing the line into the water was so simple like this. The rod did all the work.
I managed to reel in six fish within the next couple of hours, but the first catch was the most exhilarating. I didn't particularly care for removing the fish from the hook, but it was a part of the process.
We fished together as the sun rose and the atmosphere turned humid. The air was different here, heavier and more stifling, generating the illusion that it was hotter outside than it actually was.
I heard a noise in the distance and Billy reeled in his line, standing. “That'll be the boys, best help them unload."
He waited patiently as I did the same. I followed him to the barn, handing over my pole which he sat carefully on a small ledge on the inside of the door. We walked to the porch together.
A flash of silver in the distance had me smiling. I watched anxiously as they approached, hoping the small but nonetheless meandering plan I'd set into motion paid off.
Caleb's face was visible first; he was smiling and laughing. Derek was beside him; his face a mask of agitation.
The suburban pulled to a stop near the stairs, and Caleb's laughter spilled out as he opened the door. He came around the back, thrusting open the doors and gathering bags under his arms. Billy gathered some of his own and carried them inside.
"I should kiss you right now,” Caleb said, grinning as he passed. I kept my attention on Derek, waiting for him as he climbed up the stairs and onto the porch. He glowered at me the entire way.
"You owe me,” he vented, thrusting a plastic bag into my hands.
"Did you get everything?” I asked, smiling innocently.
I dipped into the bag and shifted the boxes and containers around with my hand. I frowned, digging around at the bottom.
"No fucking way!” He stomped past, hurrying for the cabin. “Caleb can go back if something isn't there."
"Derek,” I said, and he stopped, pivoting on his heel and narrowing his eyes. I reached into the bag, sifting through the vast array of feminine products and make-up, pulling out the box of maxi pads. The fruits of my labor manifest. “It's okay, I don't even need them."
I thought he was going to explode; his face turned a bright lobster red.
"You're fucking evil, Emma."
He stomped inside and I finally let my laughter escape. I grabbed my sides, laughing so hard the bruises on my ribcage hurt. I heard Caleb's chuckles before his hand brushed my shoulder.
"You should have seen him. He told me I had to do it when he saw your list."
"How did you manage to change his mind,” I asked, continuing to laugh.
Never doubt a man's fear of feminine products.
"I told him I never thought I'd live to see the day he'd admit to being a chicken shit.” He chuckled, leaning over to add, “But that's not the best part."
"No?” Just knowing there was more made things so much sweeter.
"Cassi Dean was working today. I think having a girl check him out made everything worse."
"I hope you're enjoying your little joke there.” Derek stomped past to get the last of the bags.
Caleb stifled his laughter but I didn't, smiling broadly as Derek returned to us. He leaned in, remarkably close without touching.
"It's ON. Just you wait.” He glared at Caleb. “That goes for you too, hombre.” He stopped frowning as if ideas had suddenly come to him and walked back inside, whistling as he went.
"Oh no,” I groaned. My victory much more hollow thinking about what Derek was scheming. I winced, it would be good too. He would never let this one go.
"Well.” Caleb chuckled. “You can't say you didn't see it coming."
Billy was in the kitchen, sorting out groceries and putting them into the refrigerator. He glanced at us and shook his head. I was fairly certain he'd overheard everything. I wondered how exasperating it was for him, being surrounded by impulsive people who enjoyed riling one another.
"Come upstairs, you can see what I managed to find."
Caleb encouraged me to run up the stairs; obviously excited by the things he had waiting. I kept my eyes trained on each slat, mindful of each step. I stopped in the doorway, mouth agape and eyes wide.
The bed was littered with bags.
"You're lucky we have an outlet here. Otherwise, it would have been Marshall's general supply store. Then you would have been stuck with the boots and overalls."
I never had this many new things at once. I didn't enjoy shopping and I wasn't a frilly or high maintenance kind of girl. I approached the bags cautiously, opening them one at a time.
Inside were jeans—mostly Levi's—a few shorts, a mixture of shirts, some cotton polo's and other more girly sweaters. When I saw the lacy bras and underwear, I turned beet red. Writing down the sizes was mortifying enough.
"Please tell me you did not buy the lingerie.” I closed my eyes in mortification.
"I was not about to let Derek do that,” he growled, eyes flashing when I opened my eyes and met his gaze. I didn't know what to say, fumbling around the bags, trying to look busy. He shook his head, laughing quietly at my reaction.
"Don't laugh at me,” I snapped self-consciously.
Now he would know what I had under those clothes he bought, and I did have some sense of modesty intact.
He grimaced and said, “I'm not laughing at you. I'm laughing because you're reacting the same way Derek did when he read your list."
I winced, slamming my eyes closed. “Point taken."
"What about everything else? See no cowboy boots.” He waited for my approval.
"It's all great.” I smiled at him and our eyes met.
My smile faded, shyness taking over yet again. Being around Caleb was a mixture of intoxication, intense awareness of both of us, and a little bit of nervous tension. When everything clashed together, I scrambled for words, my thoughts turning to mush. I couldn't concentrate, couldn't think rationally, and I reverted to that self-conscious girl I worked so hard to keep hidden.
He came around the side of the bed, his hand gently turning me until we stood facing.
My eyes lifted slowly, trailing along his shirt and up his shoulders, past his chin and lips, until our eyes came together. His face was astounding, there was no doubt of that, but it was what I could see inside those pools of liquid blue I couldn't resist. He could communicate entire sentences with his eyes—telling me if he was happy or sad, angry or calm.
He advanced slowly, leaning down, our eyes closing at the last possible moment before our lips touched softly. I felt his left hand come up, fingers nestling in my hair. The right pulled my hip forward.
I placed my hands on his arms tentatively. He was solid, keeping me grounded as the world shifted and floated away. This time, I knew where the delectable woodsy smell came from. The awareness that it was all for me, that I brought forth these emotions where no one else had, was exhilarating and slightly frightening.
I kept my eyes shut as his lips left mine, cracking them little by little, until I could see his face. He waited for my reaction, grinning as my lips curved into a happy smile. He pulled me into his chest and I nestled in, listening to the steady sound of his heart beating rhythmically against my ear.
A sudden and unexpected pain pierced my chest.
I still didn't know where I was going or when I would meet my Father. Would that change anything between us?
"Caleb?” I whispered his name softly.
"Emma?” He reached around, tracing the indention of my spine with his fingers.
"When the time comes to meet my Father—” I was afraid to say the rest and didn't know how to pose the question so I blurted, “—will you have to leave?"
Time seemed to stop after I spoke. He didn't answer me right away, continuing to strum his fingers along my back lightly, swaying our bodies from side to side.
"I will never leave you, Emma.” His voice deepened with emotion, the tone unmistakable.
He meant every word.
"Good,” I exhaled in relief.
I snuggled closer, removing my hands from his arms and clinging to his waist, leaning wholly into his comforting frame. As insane as it might be, I didn't want to imagine tomorrow without Caleb.
I was entirely certain it would break my heart.
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Chapter 10—Sarah
Caleb did an exceptional job choosing the clothing, everything fit perfectly—including the underwear.
I selected a soft pink polo to wear, along with a new a pair of jeans. It felt incredible sliding into clothes that were made for my body instead of something ten times larger than me.
Caleb and Derek purchased movies in town. They wanted to grill steaks and burgers, shoot some pool, and watch a movie later in the evening. I didn't argue. It was nice to feel things were returning to normal—whatever a person considers normal, anyway.
At lunch I made the unsightly mistake of offering everyone sandwiches. Unfortunately, I was unaware of just how much werewolves eat. I made at least a dozen, in various assortments of chicken, ham, and turkey. Which were gone within minutes.
It explained the twenty or so containers of various sandwich meats and cheeses placed in the bottom drawer of the refrigerator.
I finally managed to wrap up cleaning the mess in the kitchen and took a seat in the living room. Derek idled over, plopping down beside me. Caleb wanted to remove a few things from the barn, and Billy had taken the phone outside to call his family, which left us alone together.
I held my breath. I didn't know when it was coming, but Derek had something in store. It was like walking on eggshells, waiting for the inevitable.
"That was pretty good earlier,” he mused aloud, “I hope you take as good as you give."
He didn't say anything else, turning on the television.
Sick bastard—he was giving me time to think over his words and let them sink in. Maybe the maxi pads and tampons weren't the best idea.
"Why do you keep the sound so low?” I asked curiously. I couldn't detect anything coming from the speakers.
"The frequency on some of the channels hurts like a bitch.” He sat forward and grabbed the remote, increasing the volume bit by bit, tilting his head to the side and increasing the sound so I could hear. “We can tolerate it, but if the noise gets too loud, it makes our ear drums bleed."
"Bummer,” I offered my sympathy.
He nodded, reclining back again, watching another horror movie of some kind. The front door opened and I heard footsteps pounding up the stairs, followed by a heavy thud. The footsteps came back down and the front door closed.
"I put the stuff in your room.” Caleb strode to the other side of the couch and sat beside me.
"Where's Billy?” Derek turned his head to look at us.
"He's still on the phone.” Caleb didn't elaborate, leaning back, keeping his body close.
We decided to watch the first movie, yet another horror flick. I was relieved that the sound was down because it allowed me to avoid the loud screams and wails accompanying the gore and carnage. Of course, Caleb and Derek loved it, arguing over about what looked real and what didn't, which made me shudder since they would actually know.
The movie ended and I excused myself, stepping into the restroom. I pulled my hair into a ponytail, glancing at my reflection in the mirror. Soft pink sunburn graced my nose and cheeks, but I looked decent enough. I finished, walking back into the living room and following Caleb's and Derek's combined voices. They were in the pool room, boasting about who was going to clobber the other.
"Straight eight or nine,” Derek taunted, racking the balls into an oak triangle.
"Straight eight, of course.” Caleb walked to the rack, choosing a dark cue with a jade and ivory inlay.
"Okay, man. Remember, you asked for it."
Derek arranged the balls tightly, pulling the frame against his hands, pressing up and then away.
Billy stepped through the front door. His normally relaxed face was tight, his warm eyes narrowed and eyebrows crushed together. He alternated between checking the phone and glancing at the table, waiting until the last ball sank before striding over.
"'Fraid I got some bad news.” Caleb and Derek lifted their faces, concern taking the place of smiles. “Marissa called. Marcus ain't doing so good. I'm gonna’ have to cut this one short. I tried to get in touch with Haven, but couldn't. I figure he must be out and about. And Sam said they couldn't divert no one this way for at least a few days. So, I called the only person I knew you'd trust out here."
Billy glanced at Derek.
"Oh no, Billy,” Derek pleaded, “Please tell me you didn't call her."
"I'm sorry, son. I didn't have much choice, and it's time you two worked out those issues anyway."
Derek cursed under his breath, staring at the floor. “When will she be here?"
"She's on the way now. I need to get my things together. I'm gonna’ need to take the truck."
"No problem, Billy,” Caleb said. “The keys are in the kitchen on the counter."
Caleb watched as he passed, frowning slightly.
"Damn it.” Derek rubbed his head over and over. “You take my spot I need to get a shower.” He shoved his cue at me and rushed up the stairs.
I peered at Caleb. “I'm guessing here, but did Billy call Sarah?"
Caleb hadn't moved since he'd told Billy where to find the keys. He broke out of the trance as my voice registered.
"Yes, something I don't want to think about really.” He looked up, listening for the shower, waiting for the sound of rushing water through pipes.
"Do they fight that badly?” I didn't want to get in the middle of a spat, especially when the couple could literally rip one another apart.
"No,” he sighed, shaking his head and taking a deep breath. “It's sad, actually. They were both torn up over it. They still are."
"Oh,” I whispered.
"It's going to be fine. Sarah is wonderful.” He took the stick from my hand, laying it with his across the table so he could pull me close. “And she will love you."
I blushed, unable to hide the smile that emerged so readily when he was around. “I hope so."
I heard a bump upstairs and remembered Billy; Billy and his son. “Poor Billy, I hope everything is okay at home."
"Marcus will be fine,” Caleb reassured me. “It's just not easy in the beginning."
"Can you tell me about it?” I worried he might not. Caleb didn't seem to enjoy discussing that part of his life.
"Your emotions, your body—everything is hypersensitive. It takes time to control and someone willing to go through it with you to teach you the ropes. I'm sure Marcus just wants his old man with him."
Billy's footsteps echoed in the kitchen and he walked through the door into the room. He was calm, no tension in his huge body, and a dark duffel was tucked under his arm. He approached us and Caleb pulled away, giving him room.
"Miss Emma,” he smiled sadly, brown eyes drooping like a puppy dog, making his goodbye all the more difficult. “I said I'd stay ‘til you were safe, and I believe you are, else I wouldn't go."
"You should be with your son.” I smiled in understanding. I felt an unexplained sadness. I knew I would miss having him around. “Thank you, for everything."
"You take care of her, you hear?” Billy nodded to me and shook Caleb's hand, turning for the door. “I'll be seeing you two again."
I released a huge breath as the door closed. He had a long trip, miles upon miles to drive, worrying all the while about his son. Who as the minutes passed, was transforming into someone else—both figuratively and literally. The truck cranked, roaring to life outside. I listened to the rumbles as they drifted further away.
Caleb wrapped his arms around my waist. “He'll be fine."
The sound of the shower came to a stop upstairs, and we both lifted our faces toward the ceiling, eyes meeting on the way back down.
Caleb pulled me against him, not soft or even sweet. His lips were demanding against my own, arms tight around my waist. My heart accelerated, every inch of him that was pressed against my skin sent prickles along the surface. Warmth spread from my body, making my skin tingle. My head swam and everything else except Caleb vanished.
"Is it always like this?” I breathed against his mouth, hands gripping his back tightly.
"I hope so.” He brushed his lips softly against mine, gazing into my face. Then he frowned, concentrating for a moment. He eventually relaxed and said, “Sarah's here. I can hear her car."
I listened, homing my ears to pick up the sounds Caleb heard so easily, but I couldn't distinguish anything out of the ordinary.
"You don't trust me?” he asked playfully, chuckling.
"Of course I do.” I squeezed his waist, ears finally registering a sound in the distance.
Derek bounded down the stairs, double checking himself along the way. His white button down shirt was tucked neatly into his jeans. He'd even put on a belt. He paced around anxiously and I knew it would be so easy to razz him, but I didn't. He was already extremely nervous, and it showed.
He approached the door before the knock sounded, pulling it open. “Sarah,” he said her name reverently.
"Derek.” She smiled and walked inside.
Sarah was tall, dressed in black slacks and a form fitted blouse, heeled loafers clicking on the surface of the wood with each step. Her hair was glorious, thick and ink black, clipped slightly above her chin. She didn't appear much older than me, but there was a level of maturity that exuded from her warm brown eyes that was impossible to overlook.
She strode into the room, toward me and Caleb.
"Hello, Caleb,” she greeted him before turning to me. “You must be Emma."
She smiled broadly and the effect was astounding, changing her from mousey to stunning. I could see why Caleb liked her so much. She wore her emotions right there on her face for everyone to see. She was friendly and warm, happy to meet me and to see Caleb.
"Hi, Sarah.” I smiled back, it was impossible not to.
Caleb interrupted our introduction, “If you don't mind, Emma and I were just about to take a walk. We'll give you and Derek some time alone."
Caleb grabbed my hand before I could comprehend what was going on. We were out the door in mere seconds. He tugged me along behind him, jumping off the porch and down the stairs. He walked around the back, toward the pond, traveling a sufficient distance from the house.
We stopped at the water's edge before he finally spoke. “I'm sorry.” He smiled ruefully as he apologized. “They haven't been alone in a few weeks, and they don't need us there for the reunion."
"No,” I agreed, staring at the pond. “They need time alone."
Afternoon would be over soon, the sky had already begun changing into a rusty orange hue. The color was enchanting against the water. The reflections of random trees mixed with the rays reminding me of colored glass, the shapes shifting and distorting the polished surface.
Caleb growled softly, yanking me to his chest. Out here we would not be interrupted, and his embrace was made so much more dangerous because of it. He pulled me tight against him, his mouth urgent, hands roaming freely down my back and lower.
The modest part of me protested, insisting to take it slow. But the wilder more feral part of me yearned for this, exactly this, and it was that part that won out.
I grasped his arms forcefully, leaning up, and he wrapped his hands under me, cupping my bottom and lifting me into his arms. My back was pushed into a tree but I didn't notice, wrapping my legs around his waist and undulating against him.
All I could see, touch, and taste was Caleb—his hard body, soft lips, and eyes like the ocean after a heavy rain.
He was irresistible.
"Tempted, I'm so tempted,” he exhaled against my mouth.
He brought his hand to my neck to pull my face closer to his, barely kissing my lips before pushing me away tenderly.
"What's the matter?” I gasped out the words. I felt jittery all over, the smell of wood, pine, and cedar in my nose.
"I won't do this, Emma,” he said, regret heavy in his voice. He helped me down on uneven legs, bringing our foreheads together so they touched. “You deserve more, and trust me, I will give you more."
"I don't know what's come over me.” My voice was hoarse and throaty.
"I know.” He kissed my forehead, exhaling softly. “I'm pushing you too fast. I'll behave."
He sat, pulling me down with him to the water's edge. His breathing evened out and I watched as he studied the water. He seemed guilty and frustrated. He was going to have premature wrinkles if he kept this up. I touched his hand and he glanced over, his beautiful face smoothing as he smiled.
"I am a big girl, you know.” Part of me considered leaning over and pushing those boundaries, but I resisted. This was hard enough on him already. And he was right. There was no need to rush anything.
"Believe me. I know you're a big girl. That's the problem."
The statement made me blush and he chuckled.
"So tell me more about your family.” I still didn't know much about them, other than what they looked like, and I was curious to hear more about his Mom who was once human like me.
"Sorry.” He shook his head and shrugged his shoulders in a false apology. “It's you turn."
I scowled. “I already told you, there isn't anything to tell."
"There isn't anything?"
"There is Grandma,” I answered slowly. I couldn't keep the somber tone from my voice. “She's still alive, but there isn't anything upstairs anymore, at least not for long durations."
"What happened?” He didn't pry, staring at the water.
"She started doing little things, misplacing her keys or making me lunch twice in one day. At first, I thought she was just getting older. But it became obvious pretty quickly that something was very wrong. She burned herself really badly one morning, and when I asked how it had happened, she couldn't tell me. The doctors at the hospital gave me the news."
"Oh, Emma.” He squeezed my hand.
"At least she's in a good place now and she's happy. I miss her, and some days are harder than others when I think about it. But I love her, and she knows that. I can't really ask for more."
"You must be excited about meeting your Father."
"Yes and no. He left, after all. And someone won't tell me why.” I glared at him accusingly, cracking a grin.
"To be fair, I don't know everything, just bits and pieces from Sam. You want more information than I actually know.” He seemed frustrated by that.
I smiled. “When I find out, I'll tell you, how's that?"
I glanced toward the cabin. The sun was dipping in the sky, fading behind the trees. Caleb didn't respond to my question and I tore my eyes away from the cabin to look at him.
He was staring, his eyes fastened on me. He waited as I came to him, remaining perfectly still.
I touched his arm lightly. The bronze skin was warm, the dark hair along his forearm soft and smooth under my fingers. I lifted my hands and stroked his hair, twining my fingers through the thick strands as he closed his eyes. I moved closer, tracing the contours of his face, finally touching those extremely long lashes.
They were as soft as I knew they would be.
The pull was there, undeniable now. I leaned in close, rubbing my lips across his cheek before nuzzling his ear. His hair tickled my face and I pushed it away with my fingers.
"You had better behave now,” he said with a harsh edge to his voice.
"I'm sorry.” I leaned back, leaving my hand in his soft hair. “I've never been like this with anyone before."
"That's a relief,” he growled softly. “I would hate to have to kill someone."
We watched the sunset together. We couldn't see the actual horizon, but the pond managed to create one of its own with the help of the corresponding sky. The crickets came out, singing to one another as birds chirped back and forth.
"I think we've given them enough time.” Caleb stood and held out his hands, helping me to my feet. I brushed the grass from my pants and placed my hand inside his.
We walked back together and I listened anxiously for any signs of an impending disaster, but no noise came from inside. We stepped onto the porch and walked through the door. I made Caleb lead the way, walking behind him. He stopped, listening just inside the quiet cabin.
"They're upstairs, in Derek's room,” he whispered softly, turning to look at me. “What would you like to do?"
"We could be nice and make everyone dinner. It might ease some of the tension,” I offered helpfully.
"Have I told you how amazing you are?” He started at me incredulously, wrapping his fingers inside the hair at my nape.
"No, but there is always a first time for everything.” I grinned, reaching for his hand and walking to the kitchen.
We probably overdid it, which wasn't hard. Caleb and Derek had pillaged the grocery store, purchasing every condiment in the universe. I had things to make salads, steaks, and potatoes.
They even remembered real bacon bits and sour cream.
To my shock, Caleb was staggeringly proficient in the kitchen. He maneuvered around, timing everything perfectly, managing to get the grill started and the steaks on so that they were ready right as the potatoes were cooling from the oven.
Caleb went upstairs to get Derek and Sarah as I prepared the table. I was just placing the glasses into the proper places when they walked in. Sarah had removed her shoes and glided elegantly across the floor. Derek was beside her, and I was relieved to see he didn't look as stressed anymore. Caleb held out my chair and I sat down.
Sarah beamed at us, sliding into her seat across from me. “This looks wonderful, thank you."
"Caleb did most of the work,” I admitted shyly.
"He's always been a great cook.” She tried the steak and shook her head approvingly. “Delicious."
"Sarah bumped into Michael Davies the other day.” Derek took a huge bite of potato and topped it with a chunk of steak, proving his table manners were still non-existent. “He's still asking about Sammie."
Caleb rolled his eyes, grumbling, “He needs to take the hint."
"I think he may once he meets Mr. Blackney.” Sarah laughed, the expressive sound as beautiful as her smile.
"Dad will have him afraid to go to sleep at night,” Caleb chuckled, agreeing with her.
"By the way.” Derek looked up, chomping on another mouthful of food. “Sarah and I are hiking to the bluff tomorrow. You two are welcome to come along."
I couldn't believe my ears. Derek actually managed to sound cordial. The difference with Sarah around was incredible. Caleb glanced over, leaving the decision up to me.
"That sounds great. You have a bluff here?"
Caleb nodded. “You can see it from the cabin once you been there and know where it is."
Caleb and Derek started mapping out the trip, deciding it would be best to leave early, before the humidity struck. Sarah and I didn't say much, sitting back and listening to them prattle on, laughing at Derek's jibes and jokes in between. It was good to see that side of him again. I didn't like him as a grouch.
When dinner was finished Sarah and I got to relax on the couch while Caleb and Derek cleaned the kitchen. I sat on the left end, smiling gleefully each time I heard a loud crash or unexpected “shit” from Derek—the latter of which came after something shattered to the floor. Sarah curled up on the other side, smiling and laughing with me.
"Derek told me what happened. I hope you don't mind.” Sarah's voice was incredibly soft and light.
"Oh. No, I don't mind. Although, finding out all of this exists—that took a little getting used to. I'm still adjusting,” I answered, totally at ease with her.
Her face and voice faltered ever so slightly. “No, I meant about you and Caleb."
I didn't know what to say, finding myself at a loss for words, riddled with guilt. Did she hate me because I had walked into Caleb's life and the connection she so longed for with Derek was already there? She didn't seem angry about it, but she didn't seem the type to lash out with open hostility either.
She sounded hurt when she spoke, “I apologize. It isn't my business."
"Wait, it isn't like that at all,” I insisted, trying to apologize. “I just, Caleb explained that you and Derek, that you..."
"It's quite all right, Emma. I'm happy for Caleb, and for you. He's been alone for far too long."
"Did I hear my name?"
Caleb and Derek walked in, selecting their places on the couch. I smiled as Caleb sat next to me, but it was Derek I watched from the corner of my eye. He slumped next to Sarah, so close they could be touching. Yet somehow I knew they weren't.
"I put the DVD in the player.” Sarah reached for a controller, pressing a button. The movie started and she rolled her eyes. “Can't you two ever watch anything but these disgusting slasher pictures?"
"And why would we want to do that?” Derek drawled.
Caleb used a controller to flip off the lights, lounging back and wrapping his arm around my shoulders. I twisted slightly, pulling my legs up and cuddling next to him, resting my head on his chest.
This movie was somewhat easier to believe, since I knew werewolves did actually exist. Derek, Caleb, and even Sarah, grimaced and laughed at some of the things portrayed. Like the werewolf going crazy during a full moon.
"Is that true?” I asked, interrupting the movie. “Do you sprout fur and lose your minds during the full-moon?"
Derek snorted. “Typical human thinking. Consider the full moon our version of PMS. It comes once a month and makes us abnormally bitchy, but otherwise, it's harmless."
Sarah's sigh was drowned out by Caleb's boisterous laughter.
Leave it to Derek and his inept ability to explain things.
By the time the movie ended, I was struggling to keep my eyes open. Caleb asked if he could speak to Derek and Sarah privately and I graciously excused myself, climbing up the stairs to his room. I organized my clothing inside the closet earlier but I decided to wear one of Caleb's t-shirts, slipping it on and hurrying to the bed.
I drifted to sleep within minutes.
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Chapter 11—Golden Coreopsis
Caleb came to bed at an unknown point during the night, rousing me when his arm encircled my waist to bring me back against his body. He was gone by the time I woke, and I decided that one day I had to surprise him and be the early bird for once.
I stumbled into the closet, choosing a short sleeved polo and a pair of khaki shorts for the hike. I dug inside the bag on the floor for my socks, thankful I'd been wearing sneakers when all of this transpired. Then I snuck into the bathroom for a short shower, drying my hair quickly, leaving it hanging loosely down my back and bringing along an elastic band. I could pull it up if I needed to later. I didn't bother with any makeup since I would only sweat it off anyway.
Sarah's voice carried from the living room when I descend the stairs and I turned in the direction of the sound. All of them were there, dressed and ready. Stuffed backpacks were resting on the floor at their feet.
"Good morning, Emma,” Sarah greeted me with a huge smile. She managed to look sporty in her khaki shorts and blue tank top, her hair parted to the side with a bobby pin keeping it in place. “Caleb said you like coffee, so I made some."
"Thank you.” I smiled at everyone and walked past, desperately needing my caffeine fix.
As promised, the pot was nearly full. I pulled down a mug and poured the coffee, stopping well before the top. I wanted milk and sugar.
Sweetness was just the thing I needed.
Caleb strode in, handsome as always. He hadn't shaved and I thought it suited him. His hair hung softly around his eyes, framing his face. He looked older, more rugged, and totally charming.
"Are you ready for some serious walking?” he teased me, opening the fridge and reaching inside for a bottle of water.
"As long as you're patient.” I took another drink of my coffee. “I should warn you, I'm not an agile hiker."
"If you want, I can carry you,” he offered.
I gave him a funny look, eyes bulging out when I realized he meant it.
"My bruises are finally turning green now,” I declined the invitation, shaking my head forcibly. There was no way in the world I was making that kind of trip again, not if I could avoid it. I touched my stomach absent mindedly, soothing the sore spots.
"I don't have to carry you across my shoulders.” He chuckled, lifting the bottle of water to his lips.
"Just the same, I'll stick to my feet, if you don't mind."
He continued laughing, watching me as I finished the coffee and rinsed out my mug. I walked to the counter and grabbed a banana, eating quickly and then discarding the remainder into the trash before following Caleb into the other room. Derek and Sarah were ready to go. Each had the enormous packs on, the sides bulging out around them.
"What do you have in there?” I asked curiously. It looked like they'd packed an entire room inside.
"All of the things we will need, plus lunch,” Sarah answered, her sweet smile never wavering.
"And where are ours?” I glanced at Caleb. I wouldn't make it far, but I'd give it an old fashioned try.
"No, Emma. We have everything.” Sarah lifted the strap on her shoulder, leaning forward to emphasize the packs. No wonder they were so bulky, she had packed an entire room inside.
"I wanted to make you suffer.” Derek glared at me playfully. “But Sarah threatened me with bodily harm."
Sarah rolled her eyes but smiled at us. “You two just enjoy the scenery. Derek and I have this."
They led the way outside. The grass was slightly damp from the morning dew, causing the plastic soles of my shoes to squeak. We passed the pond and a fish splashed on the surface, creating a circular ripple. I smiled, thinking about Billy and my feeble attempts with his fishing rod.
A path was visible between the barn and an expanse of heavy trees. The dirt scattered with new patches of grass growing throughout.
"We'll follow the path. If you need us to slow down, just yell,” Sarah called to us over her shoulder, following the route in confident strides.
"Will do,” Caleb hollered back, extending his hand. I placed mine inside his warm fingers and we started off.
The initial area was fairly flat, the terrain easy to maneuver. The trees cleared a path and Derek and Sarah moved forward, their bodies disappearing from view.
The sun couldn't breach the trees. Instead it lit them from above, creating a shadowed green canopy. It was serene and calm, the wind building and whistling through the branches, blowing cool against my skin. Squirrels and a few rabbits darted about, bobbing in and out of the shrubbery.
"I see why you love it here,” I told Caleb enviously, taking in as much as my eyes, ears, and nose would allow.
"You'll love it in the winter. The leaves fall, and you can see everything. And when it snows, it's like a blanket of sparkling white.” He squeezed my hand, ducking out of the way of a low hanging branch.
"If I'm here in the winter,” I murmured quietly. I'd love to see the snow here—with Caleb.
"I've been thinking about that.” He pushed more branches out of his way, holding them aloft, keeping them from striking me. “The next time Sam calls, I'm getting some answers."
I peered up at him. “What do you mean?"
"I want to know what your Father's intentions are. I know he wants to meet with you and take care of you, but what else does he want? I'm going to ask Sam and find out.” He smiled confidently. “It concerns me now. Sam will tell me."
"You don't think—” I had entertained one theory but refused to say it out loud with one exception—in the van. “You don't think he'll expect me to...be like them, do you?"
"I don't know much about what vampires refer to as royalty, other than they pick direct descendants to fill in the line if they need to. But I do know Sam has worked with them for years and trusts them. And I trust Sam. He would never help them if the outcome hurt someone—like you for example. And trust me, Emma, I won't allow them to do anything you don't want."
"I know you wouldn't.” I blushed, smiling at his candor. “And answers of any kind would be most welcome."
He chuckled, teasing me, “I'll have to warn Sam about your knack with questions."
My ‘knack’ had me brave enough to broach the one thing that I kept going back to, something personal, and I was certain something private.
"Caleb, back at the house you said your Mom changed, but she could have stayed human, right?"
His smile disappeared and his jaw clenched. I waited, thinking he'd pull his hand away. When he didn't, I held on.
I didn't say anything and we walked for several minutes in silence. I tried to enjoy the sounds and sights of nature around me, trying not to be hurt by his reaction. Guilt made my stomach churn. I should have left it alone until he told me on his own.
"She changed,” he began then stopped, clearing his throat and starting over. His hair fell across his forehead, obscuring his eyes from view.
"When my change started, Mom thought I was a typical young man ironing out my rough edges. After that first trip to Haven's, it was difficult for her. I stopped coming around, too wrapped up in discovering who I was. I went from living at home in college, to living at Haven's and fighting every night in the bar. Of course, she didn't know any of this. Only that I showed up to Sunday dinner with fresh bruises."
He took a deep breath and I squeezed his hand encouragingly.
"One Sunday I came home wired, the night before had been brutal. I didn't get any sleep at all. I went to my room to rest for a little while and I drifted off. I had a vivid nightmare—swinging fists, blood, cracking and broken bones.” His voice was uneven and he paused, collecting himself. “I shifted as I dreamed, and Mom heard me. Samantha was just a little girl at the time and she told her to play quietly while she checked in. I woke when the door opened, still halfway in a dream. I lunged before I could comprehend what I was seeing and she tried to yank the door shut. But not before I got her. A tiny nick of my teeth on her hand was all it took."
"That's how Mom found out, how she was introduced to what we are, and to what she now is.” His mouth lifted slightly, enhancing his guilt ridden face. “I stayed away for months, until she came to Haven's, threatening to haul me home herself if I missed another Sunday dinner."
My eyes burned and I pushed aside the tears that threatened to fall. I had seen the devotion he felt for his family as he shared their pictures inside his room. Now I understood why Brigette's words had cut so deeply.
"It wasn't your fault. You said yourself it's difficult to control.” I attempted to console him, making sure my voice was clear and level.
I let go of his hand, wrapping my arms around him, pressing my body against his.
He squeezed me tenderly with his arms. “They've forgiven me, but I'm still working on it."
I hugged him tighter, burrowing into his chest. That was why Caleb was always so serious. He tried to balance everything on his shoulders. It was one of the most admirable things about him but one of the most heartrending. He judged himself much harder than everyone else did, and he didn't forgive himself if he made a mistake. Perhaps time would change that. I was thankful he decided to share the story. It helped me understand him a little better.
We walked until the trees started to thin and clear, the dark cover widening just beyond. Bright light rested at the edge of the leaves and tree trunks, and I hurried forward, curious to the see what awaited ahead.
"Patience is a virtue, you know.” Caleb smiled, letting me go.
Branches parted and trees separated, a line of sun ran along the edge, separating the woods from the area ahead like a border.
I stepped out of the shade and into the meadow, the sun encasing and blinding me. Grass stretched to my waist, tickling my elbows, dancing as the wind coursed over the terrain covered entirely with golden coreopsis. They swayed together, petals glowing in the sun.
"Wow,” I said breathlessly, eyes wide.
Caleb walked just behind me. “Do you like it?"
"It's too much for words.” I was awestruck, absorbing as much as my vision would allow, yellow bleeding with green in the corner of my eyes.
We walked deeper into the meadow, yellow wrapping all around us, until all I could see were endless waves of gold. I reached down, touching the soft petals and standing straight, gazing out as far as possible, attempting to see past the covering of flowers.
"Where did Sarah and Derek go?” I asked, smiling up at him, basking in the sun.
"They always change when we come here.” His eyes scanned past the tips of the grass, seeing where I could not.
I heard them initially. A playful growling like Mrs. Peatree's Golden Retriever, Ralphie, when he saw me pass the fence. I couldn't see anything but yellow gold, following the direction of Caleb's gaze.
The sound got closer, the growling more intense and vibrant. Flowers parted at the north end of the field, and then—I saw them.
They didn't look like wolves, not exactly. Their bodies were massive, bigger than any dog I'd ever seen in my life. They ran in nimble movements, legs graceful, bodies perfectly balanced. My eyes followed them as they frolicked, color and size indicating who I was seeing. Derek's coat was a honey blond, beautifully striking against Sarah's inky black. He was larger, but she was faster, nipping at his flank and darting away.
"They're beautiful,” I whispered in wonderment.
"I told you I'd surprise you.” Caleb wrapped his arms around my waist, resting his chin atop my head.
"Why didn't you—don't you normally join them?” I was certain he did, just as I was certain they came here often together. Running through the meadow and basking in the sun.
"It can wait for another time.” He leaned down, kissing my hair, inhaling through his nose.
"No.” I turned in his arms. “I want to see—I want to see you."
"Are you sure about that?” He was astonished, his entire body utterly motionless.
"Yes. And will you...Will you come to me?"
"Are you sure about this, Emma?” He sounded worried and anxious, barely breathing.
I pushed him toward the wooded area, voice steady. “I'm positive."
"We don't have to do this now,” he stalled. “You don't have to do this now."
"Don't make me ask again, Caleb.” I shoved him with as much force as I could muster. It didn't even budge his enormous frame but he turned around anyway.
He didn't look back as he jogged, pulling his shirt over his head as he faded into the distance, vanishing under the lush canopy. I glanced toward the sounds Derek and Sarah were making, their happy yips and growls in the meadow making me smile.
A slight twinge of anxiousness sent my heart racing.
After this moment, I knew there was no turning back. This shared experience between us would remove any remaining barriers, cementing everything we were together irrevocably.
My eyes rooted to the spot he vanished, watching and waiting. My heart pounded in anticipation, shallow breaths uneven and excited.
Several long minutes passed before a dark shape appeared in the flowers—black pressing yellow back, down, and out—immense shoulders shifting with each step. Thick dark fur covered him, swirling and shifting with the wind. His muzzle was down, ears pointed and straight. Directly beneath were the eyes I could stare into endlessly—Caleb's.
The breeze ruffled his fur, dark waves distorting. I stood motionless, dropping to my knee when he stood mere inches away.
"I'm fine,” I said, reaching out my right hand.
His paws were larger than my hands with fingers outstretched. His nose came forward, pushing delicately against my fingers. I ran them along the cashmere soft fur, past his ears and to his neck as he continued closer. My other hand touched his head tentatively, gently skimming over his eyes. He sighed, closing them, rumbling thickly in his chest.
"It's not fair,” I smiled, speaking softly to him, bringing my face to his muzzle, “That you should be so beautiful."
He emitted a dry huff from his nose and I laughed. Derek and Sarah's playful snarls echoed nearby and I leaned closer, wrapping my arms around his chest, hands unable to touch entirely. He smelled amazing, even like this.
I combed my fingers down his shoulders, along the coarse hair on his back, before I dropped my arms, settling my weight on my heels. He observed me from behind those intelligent eyes, waiting.
"Go join them."
His head tilted, ears perking as he leapt past, running in the direction of the growls. I hurried after him. Struggling past the grass until I found them all, chasing one another like children.
If I didn't know the truth about what they were, I'd swear they were large feral dogs of some kind, unlike anything I'd ever seen before. But behind all that mass and muscle, strength and power, was the purest devotion and tenderness, loyalty and love. You could sense the connection the three of them shared. It was amazing to witness.
Derek raced for Sarah and Caleb bounded on top of him, sending him rolling into the ground. They snarled at each other, sharp teeth snapping, nimble legs circling. Dancing together, weighing one another's moves, anticipating that perfect moment to strike. Sarah leapt up and over Caleb, knocking Derek back as they whipped around and raced away, disappearing beyond the flowers.
The wind shifted, blowing the grass and flowers against my forearms, sharp blades and stems stinging sharply. My hair blew around my shoulders, covering my face. I pulled the elastic band off my wrist, gathering the hair at the nape and twisting it around to keep it out of my eyes. The wind increased in intensity, pieces of hair escaping free, surrounding my face.
A strange snarl echoed through the meadow, unlike the happy growls before. Derek and Sarah barreled forward, their bodies huge as they raced for me. I stood still, uncertain and afraid.
They slowed just inches away, creeping past my legs, standing on each side. Deep growls radiated from them, their eyes focused on something behind me. I spun around as the wind shifted, blowing softly once more.
I recognized the man walking toward us, but I couldn't place him. He didn't look directly at Derek or Sarah, his attention solely on me. He stopped several feet away, standing at a safe distance. I looked toward the trees for Caleb, eyes going up and down the shaded line.
"Why are you out here, girl?” The man spat each word hatefully. The long scar that ran from his chin to his right eyebrow made him all the more menacing. His dark obsidian eyes were hollow pools that were empty and merciless.
Derek started forward, showing teeth and snarling viciously. Sarah backed up, closer to me, growling deeply. They wouldn't let him pass, protecting me from any potential harm. It made me confident, and I returned his stare.
"I could probably ask you the same question."
"I'm hunting, with Haven's permission."
He flared his nostrils, still looking at my face, inhaling my scent. His eyes tightened and I thought he was about to make the biggest mistake of his life—by moving forward.
Derek snarled, shifting his weight to his back legs, and Sarah brushed her hindquarters against my thigh.
"And she's here with us, with mine.” Caleb's voice carried over the growls, full of authority.
He walked confidently across the field, strolling out of the trees at a leisurely pace. He came to me, placing his hand against my back. He must have sent Derek and Sarah while he went back to change. His shirt was loose and his shoes weren't tied.
He had hurried.
"Caleb.” The stranger kept his gaze on me, dark eyes brimming with so much anger it felt painful. “Haven didn't mention you when he said he had guests."
"Parker,” Caleb addressed him flatly, wrapping his arm around my waist and back, closing any distance between our bodies. “How long are you here?"
Then, I remembered him—the cowboy at the bar.
He didn't look the same without his hat and jacket, but it was him. His hair was dark, cut short and brushed down in a Caesar style. Tribal tattoo's spread around his biceps, the thick intricate lines detailed in matching bands.
"I'm just leaving now. I was making my way down from camp.” He nodded toward the mountain, eyes dark and unfriendly.
"Then we won't keep you."
Caleb wrapped his fingers around my hand and turned toward the north end of the meadow—in the direction Derek and Sarah had initially come from. He didn't rush and he didn't turn back. I started to glance behind us but he squeezed my hand and cleared his throat, shaking his head. We entered the shaded canopy, walking underneath the trees. Derek and Sarah stayed close on our heels.
"Go ahead, you two.” Caleb waved his hand and they vanished into the woods.
Confused, I asked, “What was that all about? I remember him from the bar.” The memory left me shaken. His eyes were totally devoid of anything but anger and hate, completely chilling.
"Someone who shouldn't be here, I don't know what Haven was thinking."
Caleb walked to the packs placed on the ground and rummaged through the front pockets. He searched one, then the other, becoming increasingly frustrated.
"What the fuck is he doing here?” Derek appeared, tucking in his shirt as he walked, clearly pissed. He bent down, tying his shoes.
"That's what I want to know,” Caleb growled, digging in the packs, zipping and unzipping the compartments. “Where is the damned phone?!"
"It's in the front, man.” Derek walked over, helping search the pockets.
They found the phone and Caleb pressed a few buttons and placed it to his ear. He was tense, his shirt uneven, shoes still untied.
Derek and I waited, listening as Caleb spoke.
"Haven, do I need to ask what the fuck Parker is doing out here? No, he's leaving now...No, he didn't do anything...I'm pissed because it's Parker...No, you're right—no harm done. I just wanted to be sure he had your okay...Yeah, Billy had to go but Sarah made it out...No, I haven't spoken to Sam yet...Thanks, man."
"What is he doing here?” Derek's eyes narrowed as Caleb ended the call.
"He should have been gone by now. He asked to come up here to hunt some deer and Haven said yes. He said the invitation is revoked, though. So if we see him again, it's our call.” He snapped the phone shut and placed it back in the front zipper, kneeling to tie his laces.
"And what's the deal with Parker?” I was out of the loop again. I didn't believe they did it intentionally anymore—they just didn't think about it at all.
"Remember when I told you I was the first person in the Pit that ever won the first night?” Caleb asked tersely.
"Yes.” I nodded. The first newly changed werewolf that had ever entered the Pit and won—I remembered his words clearly.
"He was the other person in the ring at the time, and let's just say, he's held a grudge ever since.” He stood, tucking in his shirt and pushing back his hair.
"What a horrible way to ruin such a beautiful run.” Sarah joined us, a vision of perfection. She smiled apologetically. “And he ruined what was supposed to be your moment, too. I'm so sorry, Emma."
"No, it was amazing. All of you are.” I tried not to blush as I complimented them, but it was the truth.
"You've got to hand it to Parker, the asshole knows how to kill good mojo,” Derek snarled through his teeth.
"Don't let him get under your skin. That is exactly what he wants.” Sarah brushed his shoulder with her fingers before letting her arm fall away. It was the first time I'd seen her touch him since she arrived.
Derek's face softened. He ran his hand across his head, rubbing the top, his shoulders slowly relaxing as he calmed. He attempted to smile but it didn't reach his amber eyes.
"I guess we should start up then,” Derek grumbled. He walked over to a pack, shrugging it on. He adjusted the straps, pulling them tight across his chest.
"Definitely, then we can enjoy our day and forget all about this nastiness.” Sarah was the consummate voice of reason. She walked over to her pack and picked it up just as easily, adjusting the straps just as Derek had.
"I thought he went to Florida after last time. The bastard needs to get some common sense.” Derek squatted and then stood, testing the weight, making sure everything was secure.
"His pride is going to kill him,” Caleb said angrily.
"What happened last time?” I was outside the loop again, but at least I was starting to read their conversations.
"The fucker came back around a few times, trying to come over Caleb. Losing in the pit means you lose respect, and he wanted it back. The last time Caleb almost killed him. Hell, he should have killed his stupid ass and did the world a favor."
"Why don't you tell me how you really feel?” I joked half-heartedly.
"Listen to me, Em.” Derek's tawny eyes stared me down. “Parker is trouble. He's got a wicked sadistic streak and it makes him one twisted fuck. You see him coming, you walk the other way."
"Don't worry. He's not someone I'd willingly engage in conversation anyway,” I said it lightly, trying to forget those blank eyes.
"He won't have the chance to get close to her,” Caleb snarled, frightening me. Ice blue glowed in the center of his irises, the color around the outside fluctuating and morphing.
"Let's just calm down.” I lifted my hand to console him and found myself tucked into strong arms, unable to move.
I resisted the instinct to struggle, fighting back increasing panic. Energy surged through the air as the scent of pine trickled down my throat. I gasped, the waves rolling off of him stung, causing my skin to burn painfully.
"Calm down, Caleb,” Sarah demanded, her voice never rising, absolutely placid. “You're hurting her."
Caleb's breathing slowed, his heartbeat against my ear returning to normal. The energy shifted, rolling off and dissipating from my skin. Each surge felt like a burst of adrenaline, once gone, leaving my body exhausted and spent. I drooped in relief, grabbing hold of him to keep from falling.
"I'm sorry,” he apologized against my hair, his voice laden with remorse.
"It's okay. I'm okay."
I tested my feet, able to stand on wobbly legs. He loosened his grip, holding onto me for another moment before lowering his arms to his sides.
"Now, let's head up, shall we? No more Parker talk. He's gotten enough of our time today.” Sarah lifted her head and started walking, ending any further discussion.
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Chapter 12—Picnic
The climb was much worse than I anticipated. The path wasn't clear and the steep incline meant I had to lean over most of the way to keep my balance. Dense trees blocked out the rays of the sun, only a few strands of light managed to break through in patches along the way. The humidity had come on about an hour after we left the meadow, and I chose to leave my hair pulled at the nape. The air was stifling, even under the shade.
Derek and Sarah hung back this time. I watched enviously as they maneuvered around, never out of breath, in constant motion. I couldn't keep up as easily, but I tried.
Caleb was silent the entire way, staying close but allowing me the space to hike up myself. His guilt had returned. He was angry at himself for losing control. Even my little jibes hadn't worked to bring him out of his funk.
As we neared the top, the ground shifted from dirt to rock. I struggled to keep my footing on the jagged edges in my scuffed Nike's, using my hands for balance when I thought I might fall. Some of the rocks slid loose, rolling past and down, making me slip along the way. I willed myself to keep going, sides heaving and legs aching when I finally reached the top.
The cabin was visible, as was the large pond in front. Trees below created tiny little thistles of green and brown; in the middle was our meadow of gold. Looking down made me dizzy so I moved away from the edge, walking around to the fire pit. Large stones were situated all around the blackened surface. The bluff had been used recently. The top of the cavern was covered in fresh smut and smoke.
"You look like you could use this.” Sarah handed me a bottle of water and I graciously accepted, drinking it in large gulps. The liquid was warm, settling easily in my stomach, and I finished it quickly.
She slipped the pack off of her shoulders, crouching and pulling out several plastic bags. She handed them over and I peeked inside, discovering sandwiches and drinks with ice packs slipped into the crevices along the side.
"That's a lot of food.” I widened my eyes and smiled.
"After a run we need the calories,” Sarah explained. “And I'm sure the boys have already shown you the extent in which they love to eat."
"I'll never ask if anyone wants ‘just a sandwich’ again.” I laughed, remembering all too well the last dozen or more I found myself slaving over.
Sarah pulled out a large blanket, placing it to the left of the stone fireplace. She used a few of the nearby rocks to keep it in place and I put the bagged sandwiches into the middle, stacking them slightly. I sorted the cokes, water, and Gatorade, placing them next to the food.
Sarah appraised my work, standing up and glancing around. “That looks great, Emma. Thank you."
"No problem."
I opened a can of coke, happy to have my drink of choice again. Nothing tastes as good as Coca-Cola. As far as carbonated beverages are concerned, it is the only way to go.
Sarah's face tightened, blackened brows coming together. She was listening to something, shaking her head. “Boys will be boys, I suppose. Caleb and Derek have wandered back down to make sure Parker is gone."
She sighed, sitting on the blanket, opening a bottle of water and drinking it slowly. I sat down, too. My legs were still trembling from the climb. The mountains in the distance were perfectly visible from where I sat, my eyes returned to the fire pit. This must have been Parker's camp.
"They're getting pretty worked up over Parker. Is he that bad?"
She smiled stiffly, trying to be polite. “He's very unstable. He killed several people at Haven's during his peak. As you can imagine, he wasn't very well liked."
"He killed people?” I asked, mortified.
"Yes, five in all.” She didn't elaborate, changing the conversation instead. “Caleb says he wants to take you to meet Chris and Beverly."
"Who?"
"His parents."
"Oh,” I laughed nervously, slightly embarrassed Caleb had shared the information with someone else. “He mentioned it before."
"They are amazing. You'll love them. They'll be very happy to meet you, and happy for Caleb.” Her smile was still there but her eyes were dark, her face sad.
"Can I ask—what I mean is—do you want to talk about it?” I flubbed my words. Nothing sounded right, inside my mind or outside of my mouth.
"There isn't much to say. We don't know why bonding occurs. We just know when it does happen, you'll know.” Her voice was quiet as she looked down at the bottle in her hands, her long fingers skimming along the pattern in the plastic.
"But you don't have to bond to be together, right? Anyone can see how you two feel about each other. Can't you just be a normal happy couple?"
"Lisa and Franklin McKennedy,” she blurted the names, tracing the bottle patterns with her fingernail. “They never bonded, but they didn't care. They got married after a five year courtship. Two of the happiest people you'll ever meet. And then...” Sarah fiddled with the wrapper on the bottle, tearing it gently away with her fingers. “April Arthur moved here from Canada. It happened the minute they met, instantly, and there was nothing anyone could do about it."
My heart sank in comprehension. “They bonded?"
She nodded. “Lisa was devastated and Franklin blamed himself. It was terrible for everyone involved. The damage was irreparable and they separated shortly after. Franklin returned here, and though he still loves Lisa, every time he and April cross paths—it's still there. He's delaying the inevitable."
"But Caleb told me the feeling had to be there or it wouldn't happen."
"Caleb's right. But if the wolf is unmated and he finds that person...All it takes is a simple attraction to start the bond."
"That's why you two are staying apart?"
"We don't want that for each other. The hurt would be too much. But the pain of being apart is equally piercing.” She smiled at me, her face and eyes warming again. “Who knows, perhaps it will happen. We have some tough decisions ahead."
"I'm sorry.” I looked down at the blanket. I understood now; love alone couldn't make it work. It was so unfair and heartbreaking.
"No, Emma. I apologize for making you uncomfortable.” She smiled, the warmth reaching her eyes again. She shifted her head, listening. “I hear them coming up now."
Caleb and Derek walked around the ledge, their deep laughter echoing against the stone walls. At least we could enjoy the rest of our day. I didn't want to imagine spending time up here while they were so crabby.
"He's gone, we could see the dust from his truck.” Derek plunked down next to Sarah, snatching a Gatorade. Caleb didn't say anything as he sat beside me, opening a bottle of water. He seemed relaxed, which was a good sign.
"Caleb.” Sarah grinned at him. “I told Emma you should go see your parents."
I choked on my cola, eyes watering as I sputtered for air. Her grin vanished and she reached forward, grabbing the bottle before I could spill it. I coughed violently, swallowing in between chokes, covering my mouth and gagging.
"Oh dear,” Sarah whispered in dismay.
Derek started cackling, his shoulders shaking as he watched, enjoying my embarrassment and reaction.
"I guess I don't need to ask what her response was.” Caleb tried to contain his amusement but failed to hide his smile.
I eventually managed to stop choking and Sarah handed me the cola. I took it, closing the lid tightly and trying to clear my aching throat. Derek was still laughing merrily, and when I scowled, he laughed even harder.
I should have spewed the cola at him.
"You're demon spawn, Derek,” I snapped angrily.
"Pretty words,” he said, baiting me.
"That's enough.” Sarah threw a sandwich, nailing him in the face. “Let's eat before the food gets too warm."
I never met anyone's parents before. Living in a small town meant you grew up around everyone. The first time Tom had taken me out, I already knew the entire Hardy family. It wasn't exactly the same. In many ways, going to church with the same people every Sunday made life easier.
I was too anxious to eat. My chicken sandwich tasted like dried cardboard with a side of dirt. Not wanting to be rude, I took a few bites anyway, masking the taste with my soda.
"You did a good job, Derek,” Sarah said politely.
She also followed each bite with a drink. I paid attention... So was Caleb. It wasn't my anxious taste buds. It was Derek's shoddy food.
"Derek made these, huh?” I examined my sandwich casually as I spoke.
I saw him glare at me around the edge of the crust, eyes narrowed. “You got a problem with that, Miss likes to sleep in all day?"
"No, no!” I shook my head and smiled. “It's great. Thanks for letting me sleep in."
He returned to his food, a happy smirk on his face, taking another bite.
"He's really spoiling me, Sarah.” I tilted my head, looking as innocent and complimentary as possible.
"He is?"
Bless her. She didn't even have to act.
"Oh, yeah.” I smiled broadly at Derek. “He even went shopping for me the other day—"
"Emma!” Derek snapped, eyes flashing gold in warning. Caleb snorted, putting his sandwich aside and covering his mouth, trying to keep the food inside.
"Am I missing something?” Sarah asked.
"Emma gave Derek some much deserved payback yesterday. She sent him into Morgan's Pharmacy for, uh—female supplies.” Caleb burst out laughing and so did I.
Sarah eyes flittered between us, frowning all the while, trying to uncover the joke.
Derek turned red, fuming, “These two are regular fucking comedians.” He lifted his voice an octave as he spoke in a girly tenor, “Let's send Derek to the store for tampons and shit, how fun!"
Sarah's laughter combined with ours, carrying off the naturally high walls and ceiling.
"Laugh it up while you can.” Derek's scowl slowly faded and he smirked.
"Don't be such a hard ass.” Caleb winked at me and I smiled at him. We shifted toward one another, meeting in the middle. His hand wound around my thigh, callused fingers notable against my skin.
"I agree.” Sarah nudged Derek with her shoulder. “She got you, and if I do say so, you needed a dose of what you love to dish."
"I've got plans for you, just wait,” he promised, chomping his food.
"Next time, do you think you can get me some panty hose, false lashes, and maybe some eye glitter? I'm sure that—” I tried to remember her name. “That girl in the store—"
Caleb coughed, “Cassie Dean."
"I'm sure Cassie Dean would be glad to help."
"No!” Sarah's mouth opened wide, her hand coming up and over as she snapped it shut. She looked from me to Derek. “Cassie Dean rang you up?"
"Goddamn it, Sarah!” Derek yelled, throwing down his half eaten sandwich, “Not you too!"
"I'm sorry, Derek! I can't help it. Cassie Dean? Didn't you two have a thing in school?” Sarah was the happiest I'd seen her since she arrived, positively beaming.
"No, she had a thing.” Derek corrected, looking down at himself and rubbing hands along his chest. “And who could blame her?"
"Does she still?” I asked, laughing. He was going to burn me so badly. I had to enjoy it while I could. “After your recent purchases, I mean?"
"Oh yeah,” he gloated. “Nothing shouts sex me baby like a box of maxi-pads, Em."
We all laughed, so hard my stomach started to hurt. A strange sound interrupted our hilarity, coming from behind. Derek scrambled back, reaching for one of the packs. He dug around and found the phone, answering it in normal Derek fashion—waiting until spoken to.
"It's me...Up at the bluff...No shit...No shit...Thanks for the heads up...See you then."
He closed the phone, tossing it inside the pocket and then zipping it closed. He sat down, a huge smile spreading across his face.
"Sam's on his way."
We ate the rest of our lunch quickly, anxious to get back to the cabin. I regretted rushing from the bluff. I hoped to spend more time walking around. Caleb promised to bring me back to show me the cave hidden just below, providing another reason to return.
Caleb didn't say much, tense and anxious, as if he were waiting for something. It made me edgy. I was nervous enough about meeting Sam as it was.
The descent was much easier than the climb, my balance proving to be the only issue. Caleb had to stay close this time. I already managed to slip twice, skinning my palm and elbow. I couldn't stop stumbling over lose stones hidden in the darkened grit. After my third close call Caleb put my hand on his arm, leading the way.
"You weren't joking. You're not an agile hiker, are you?” Caleb cringed as I stumbled yet again.
"Not at all,” I admitted, trying to keep my dignity intact and my body upright.
We made it past the hills and reached the field of gold coreopsis. The sun was on the other side of the meadow now, signaling afternoon. A solid breeze accompanied us on the walk down. I didn't appreciate a good breeze before I'd climbed in humidity like this. It was unlike anything I had ever experienced. The heat enveloped my entire body instead of just shining down, nearly unbearable in its blistering intensity.
I was exhausted by the time we reached the home stretch. My legs hurt, I was sweaty and red faced, and my hair was tangled. I was almost desperate enough to request that piggy back ride from Caleb to see if the offer was still on the table. We walked away from the trees and around the pond. Caleb, Derek, and Sarah, were completely unfazed. Other than an odd ruffled hair, they showed no outward signs of having hiked up the mountain and back.
"I'm calling dibs on the shower,” I grumbled in annoyance. Derek and Caleb laughed while Sarah smiled sympathetically.
I didn't stop when we walked inside the air conditioned cabin, gripping onto the rail and dragging myself up the stairs. I grabbed random things from the closet, not bothering to pay attention to the color, style, or anything else, and shuffled into the bathroom.
I turned on the water and yanked off my dusty clothes. I didn't wait for the water to heat. The coolness felt amazing against my sweltering skin. The cold water dripped down my hair and around my shoulders, removing the evidence of my ordeal.
I almost yelled ‘ah’ like those girls in the shampoo commercials but I didn't want to give Derek fuel. For all I knew he was waiting outside with a video camera. I had to start locking the door. Even a puny defense against him was better than none at all. I washed my hair, the little scrapes on my palms burning as I shampooed.
I finished up and toweled off, tossing on my clothes. The shirt wasn't my usual type, a sleeveless red tank, but at least it would keep me cool. I toweled out my hair, brushing it quickly and leaving the strands damp around my shoulders. The cold air hit as I stepped outside, providing me with a welcome chill.
I walked back into the bedroom, tossing the drenched towel into the hamper hidden in the closet and whipping around the corner. Caleb was there and I tried to stop. My socked feet slipped on the floor and my toe caught on the door frame.
I lost my balance completely, feet flipping into the air as I threw my arms out, bracing for impact. My body was rotated as Caleb hands gripped my waist. The ceiling became the floor and I spiraled around, landing on my stomach on top of him. He bore the brunt of the fall, wrapping his arms around my hips, and landing on his back.
"Oh my god!” I grimaced, pushing my hands against the floor to peer into his face. “Are you okay?"
"I'm fine.” He exhaled the word, groaning and laughing.
"Jesus, what was that!” Derek ran into the room, eyes panicked until he saw us. He grinned at Caleb, hiking his chin and closing the door.
We stopped laughing, each unmistakably aware of the other. He was gorgeous like this, dark hair falling back, soft dark stubble across his chin, affectionate sapphire eyes covering every inch of my face.
We met in the middle, mouths melding together. He flipped over, blurring the room again, our lips never breaking contact. His mouth opened slightly, taking his time, making sure not to rush me in any way. I felt his tongue on my bottom lip and the warmth inside my stomach grew and built, until I wanted more.
I flicked my own tongue back and they touched, silken heat spreading throughout my body. He shifted, placing his weight over me. I moved, pulling against his shoulders, allowing him to come closer. His hands moved gently on my hips and I slipped my hands under his arms, touching his back.
"God..." My voice was not my own, different, husky.
Heat pulsed through my body, liquid jolts of electricity zinging through my muscles and veins. Liquid warmth spread between my legs, breasts aching in a way I'd never experienced. His hands rose and cupped, as if hearing the inner demands of my body, feather light thumbs brushing over nipples that went hard and pert.
"You have no idea,” he growled against my mouth, kissing me again.
I didn't, but I wanted to. I wanted to know where this would eventually take us. Everywhere he touched left the skin sensitive and hot. Pine, forest, and cedar assailed me, absorbing into my head until I couldn't see clearly. Something took hold, preventing me from thinking straight, urging me to go further. I dug my fingernails into his back, feeling the skin give way as I pressed into his gentle hands.
"Emma.” He lifted himself on his elbows and released my breasts, leaving behind emptiness. “I'm going to stand up before this goes too far."
I watched his face, wanting him to go too far. I was torn, thinking we should stop, but not wanting to stop at all. It was hard to sort my thoughts. Everything was confusing, physical feelings overwriting rational ones.
"Tease.” I rasped, forcing myself to pull it together.
"Emma, if you knew what I was thinking right now, you'd realize it's quite the opposite."
"As long as I'm not the only one suffering,” I complained, groaning against his chest.
"You are not the only one suffering,” he assured me.
He stood, helping me to my feet before he vanished into the closet, reappearing with fresh clothes of his own.
"I'm going to take a shower."
"Oh,” I said guiltily, smiling up at him ruefully. “I used all the hot water."
"Good,” he replied, stomping from the room.
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Chapter 13—Sam
Sam didn't arrive until later in the evening. We passed the time by watching television or playing pool. The latter of which Sarah and I observed while Caleb and Derek ran the table.
I was told all three of them attended the same high school. Caleb and Derek graduated in the same year; Sarah followed suit a few years later. Derek came into his change early on—his Cassie Dean phase ruined by a most unexpected development in life. He tried to keep it a secret from Caleb, straining the friendship until years later when Caleb entered the fold.
The entire area was a hotbed of werewolf activity, many families settling on private farms nearby. It was a perfect location. There were plenty of wooded areas to roam in, and it was secluded.
Haven alone owned several hundred acres, loaning and renting out properties when the need arose. They even had an annual get together every summer, just like any other social function. Only these people could sprout fur and bark at the moon. I wondered how in the world something of that magnitude would transpire in the first place.
"You converge together in one place and do what exactly?” I asked, praying it wasn't like the Pit. I didn't classify fighting as wholesome family fun.
"Oh, you know, we shift and gorge on livestock. Sometimes, we throw a bull into the mix, just to keep it interesting.” Derek sounded so believable I nearly bought it.
"Derek,” Sarah scolded him before smiling reassuringly. “It's actually nothing at all like that. People rotate where it will be each year, and we set up a stage. There is plenty of live music and food. Just like a family reunion. Everyone relaxes and spends time with one another."
"What about the people who—” I lifted my fingers, creating bunny ears “—are not in the know?"
"They don't have to be. We don't use that time to shift, Emma. We use it to visit one another—as a show of solidarity. It also helps pack leaders keep abreast of what is going on."
"Wait.” Just when I thought I'd heard it all. “You have packs?"
She nodded. “Haven is the Alpha of the pack in this area, but Sam is the Alpha of one located in Alabama."
"It's so much more complex than I imagined,” I mumbled.
"It's really no more complicated than a huge business. You have your boss, and you follow his instructions. If you're not happy, you can look around for another line of work. So long as you have a good reference. And if you screw up, you're fired. Of course, it's hard to get into a pack after that."
"And what pack do you belong to?” I envisioned Sarah speaking with people; her sweet nature an asset used to broker deals.
"Sam's, of course.” She smiled.
I prepared pizza for dinner, and it was a good thing I heeded Caleb's warning to take at least three from the freezer. They devoured four in all—Caleb, Derek, and Sarah eating each one while the other thawed in the oven. I finished loading the dishwasher when Derek informed us Sam had arrived. I shoved the remaining glasses on the top and slammed the door shut, hurrying into the living room.
Everyone took seats on the couch. I sat at the far end, next to Caleb. The time passed peculiarly, seeming too fast and too slow. Sounds in the room magnified, booming in my ears. Objects became sharp and crystal clear. I noted the smear on the television, the dust mites in the crevices along the floor. My stomach was somersaulting inside, making me queasy.
A car door slammed and the sound was soon followed by feet pounding up the stairs and heavy footsteps striding across the porch. The latch clicked as the knob turned. The door swung open before closing quietly. He didn't ask where we were, walking around the corner and striding confidently into the room, stopping in front of the couch.
Sam was smaller than Caleb and Derek, deceptively compact. Grey hair covered his head and face, his thick mustache and beard perfectly trimmed. His face was long, nose bent slightly to left. His blue shirt was tucked into his tan slacks, the color enhancing his light blue eyes.
"Caleb, Derek, Sarah.” His deep voice seemed to resonate from his chest. He nodded at them, eyes finding me. “Emma."
"Sam,” they echoed one another as I said hello.
He crossed his arms, settling his weight on his heels.
"Good news first. I'm here because we got him. Tristan's been handed over to the DeViard family as of this morning."
"Shit, yeah!” Derek shouted, grinning at us. Caleb relaxed visibly as did Sarah. That was good news.
"Which means.” He glanced down at me. “You have some travel arrangements to make."
"About that.” Caleb sat up, removing his arm from my shoulders. “We need to talk."
"You do and we will leave you to it.” Sarah agreed softly, smiling at me before standing and walking to Sam. She lowered her voice and touched his shoulder. “Come see us before you go."
Sam frowned but nodded as they walked around him. He remained standing, openly impatient. Caleb wrung his hands, betraying his intention to remain calm.
"She can't just leave,” Caleb told him. “The situation's changed."
"Her Father hired us to make sure she arrived home safely, and she'll do just that. You know how this works, Caleb.” Sam's voice was firm as was his face, completely uncompromising.
"We've bonded, Sam."
The words were spoken quietly but Sam heard them just the same. His eyes widened, darting back and forth between us. He was obviously stunned and at a loss for words. He brought his hand to his mouth, struggling to make the decision to sit or remain standing. He chose to sit, sinking into the cushions, sitting with elbows braced on his knees. He digested the information, taking several agonizing minutes.
Finally, he asked, “When?"
"I thought I felt something the first time I touched her, but I knew for certain shortly after. It didn't take long."
"That does change the situation.” Sam studied both of us, thinking everything over. “But she has to meet with Luca. He'll only send someone here after her. You know that."
"What does he want exactly?” Caleb remained surprisingly calm.
"Technically, I'm not supposed to tell her anything. That was the deal. But this falls out of normal lines, into pack business.” Sam didn't sound or look angry, just contemplative. His hand came around to his beard, thoughtful fingers brushing along the bristles. “I think it's safe to assume if I only told you, you'd wait until I left and tell her anyway. Quite the predicament you've put me in."
He craned his neck, regarding us carefully, stretching his back and shoulders. He studied me, considering how to approach the subject. His hands came back down, stopping on his legs as he started talking.
"Emma, there are two types of vampires—truebloods and commons. Commons are just as they sound—common. They have the strength, speed, senses and longevity, but otherwise, they have no distinguishing powers or characteristics. Truebloods, on the other hand, have all the normal attributes, as well as exceptional ones on top of them."
"Exceptional ones,” I questioned.
"Mind control, telekinesis, and telepathy, for instance,” he explained, “And this only happens when someone is turned that has a direct blood lineage to the family. A direct descendant if you will. Like you."
"Hold on a minute.” I swallowed the rising panic that threatened to take over. “I didn't sign on to go meet my Father and become a trueblood or whatever."
"Of course not, nor would you be forced to. Luca spoke with me years ago about you, Emma. He wanted to have a plan in place as a precaution only. He had no intention of following through with it unless something transpired that forced his hand. As we all are aware, something did."
"So what does he want now that the danger is past?” Caleb asked. “The threat is gone, she doesn't have to leave."
"He wants to meet with her and tell her about himself. I'm sure he wants to explain the circumstances surrounding his absence in her life, and no doubt he will offer her a permanent home.” Sam's voice never changed. He was being completely up front about everything, even the difficult aspects.
"So I can meet with him and return to my normal life? I can go back home after all?” I asked, wanting a definitive answer.
"Certainly.” Sam nodded agreeably. “I don't see any reason why you shouldn't."
I could go home. If I were alone I would have cried.
I didn't have to say goodbye to all those memories, allowing someone else to pack up my belongings. I could walk up and down my staircase or sit in the kitchen and stare at the walls if I wanted to. My future was up to me again. I relished in that certainty, grateful for the power of choice.
I relaxed and sighed. “Then its fine. We can go and meet with him, and I can come home.” Everything so much easier than I'd imagined. Of course I'd go. I still wanted to know the truth. I would come home directly after.
With Caleb alongside me, it would be cake.
"I'm afraid it's not so simple.” Sam shook his head earnestly. “Your Father, as well as the majority of his kind, resides on other continents all together. It's safest there. You'll have to travel to a hidden location that even I'm not aware of."
"Okay, and?” I shrugged. I had never flown, but I could overcome my fear of planes. No problem.
"They'll have one of their people accompany you on the flight over, but we can't go. No one other than truebloods or their blood relatives are allowed to see where they live. No one, Emma. No exceptions. That includes Caleb."
I felt Caleb beside me, body trembling, fighting for calm. The one thing that would tear him apart was being thrust in his face. He'd said his protective instinct had never been so strong, and now it was being crushed back, forced into submission.
"How long would I be gone?” I whispered, knowing they would hear.
"I don't know,” Sam answered truthfully. “I spoke to Trent this morning. He's the one who handles all of Luca's affairs. We agreed I would meet with you tonight to explain the situation and he would call tomorrow, giving us time to speak."
"And if I don't go? What then?"
"They would come for you. The entire family knows that you are aware of them. They anticipate an opportunity to meet and speak with you, wishing to offer you a place among them. And your Father has been waiting for this as well."
A place among them.
It was amazing how the course of a couple of days can change the outlook on a person's life. I'd been in pity party hell, worrying about the quiet kitchen, wanting to be surrounded by people and voices. Now, I was being offered just that—a family, never to be alone.
But it came with a cost I didn't think I could bear.
Caleb remained astoundingly composed. The timeframe our relationship evolved in was short—too short if I was being honest with myself—but I couldn't deny how I felt about him. And the complexity of my feelings only increased with each passing minute we shared together. It was what it was. And the way I felt about Caleb, no matter how irrational, was not something I was willing to sacrifice.
"If I go, I'm coming back.” I somehow managed to keep afloat, frail emotions hanging on a thin string, like Caleb's. His hand squeezed mine reassuringly.
"I give you my word. I will speak to Trent and tell him exactly that. I will also explain what has transpired and how it changes things."
"Will I meet with Trent, before we go?” I wasn't prepared to go with a total stranger. I had to know what Sam said was true.
"Yes. He didn't want to overwhelm you by coming with me. Their kind can be a shock to the senses initially."
"Caleb?” He hadn't spoken except at the start, and I needed his input.
His voice was heavy, conceding all the harder because his other half also wanted me to stay. I could see his emotions, not in his face, but in his eyes—he was torn.
"As long as you promise me she will come back. That they will allow her the choice...I will let her go."
Let her go.
Hearing it, even though it was meant in the most selfless way imaginable, was painful. I tried to keep things in perspective. This was equally as hard, perhaps even harder, for Caleb. But I had to go. I had to get the answers. After I had them I would return, all of this becoming a distant memory. I had no desire to reminisce with my Father about the past. I didn't owe him that.
"How soon can you go, Emma?” Sam posed the question without expectation, avoiding Caleb's eyes and meeting mine instead.
There was only one real reason I could find to delay. “I want to say goodbye to my Grandma, now that it's safe."
"Of course,” Sam agreed, nodding in understanding. “Is there anything else?"
"I'm taking her home to meet my family before she goes,” Caleb added quietly.
Sam slapped his hands down, rubbing them briskly across his slacks, nodding. “Tomorrow you can visit Chris and Beverly. We'll make the trip back together to gather your things while you visit your Grandmother. I'll tell Trent to prepare to see you Wednesday. You can decide what day to fly out then."
I took a steadying breath. It was happening so fast, just like everything the last few days.
"This will work out,” Sam promised. “If it makes you feel any better, the DeViard's won't risk sacrificing our working relationship over this. They'd sever all their connections if they did, and we're watching too many of their people for that."
Caleb didn't respond, eerily silent.
Sam noticed, addressing him quietly, “I'm sorry, Caleb. You know I'd never send anyone bonded away from his or her mate if I had the choice. This is something I've never seen or heard about before."
I frowned at that. Caleb's Mom was human, and Caleb said that was common. How could Sam not have seen it before?
How was this different?
"What do you mean something you've never seen? Werewolves bond with humans all the time."
Sam nodded to validate my statement. “Yes—we do bond with humans. But we don't bond, or we haven't to my knowledge, with anyone who is a descendant of a trueblood relative. Believe me, Emma. That is what we do; protect the living line. I've never come across it. Not in all my years."
"It has to have happened at some point,” I laughed nervously.
"I've been alpha of this pack for forty-two years. If it has happened, I've never witnessed it."
"Why didn't you tell me?” I whispered to Caleb, staring ahead at the coffee table.
"Does it matter, would it have changed anything?” he asked quietly.
No, it wouldn't have. Even if he had told me that first night, it wouldn't have changed anything. My feelings would have remained the same. I wasn't a vampire. I was still very much a regular person.
"The wolf in us chooses many things that shape our lives. Their intuition is often better than our own. If Caleb bonded with you, there is a reason behind it. If you're not aware of what that reason is now, one day you will be,” Sam tried to reassure me.
"You will tell them exactly what this means and why she has to return?” Caleb asked, desperation revealing itself for the first time.
Sam leveled with Caleb, staring him in the eye. “You have my word."
Caleb jerked his head in a quick nod.
"It's settled, then.” Sam sounded relieved. “I'll call Trent in the morning."
He braced his hands on his knees, bending at the waist and standing. He leaned his arms against his back, popping bones in his spine as he rotated his head from left to right.
"I'm going to head back out and give you time alone. I have to swing by Haven's as well.” He smiled at me. “It was nice to meet you, Emma. Welcome to the family."
"Thank you for everything,” I said, my weak smile vanishing as quickly as it appeared.
He reached over my head, shaking Caleb's hand. “I'm going to say goodbye to Derek and Sarah. It's nice to see them together again."
He made his way out of the living room and up the stairs, knocking on the door. Hushed voices filtered through the ceiling. Caleb was sitting exactly as Sam had left him, his hair hanging across his face, totally devastated.
"Caleb.” I crawled over, into his lap. I brushed the hair back, tucking it behind his ears so I could see his eyes.
"I knew from the moment I wrapped my arms around you in that alley that this moment would come. I've braced myself for it, prepared for the inevitable. I thought when it finally happened, I would be ready.” His eyes seemed to float, an ocean of blue lined by a ring of near white, his irises faltering and expanding as the colors changed into a swirling kaleidoscope. “But I'm not."
I hugged him tightly, wishing I could blink quickly and have made the trip, our embrace being shared after my absence.
"I will come back. Staying away isn't an option."
"I know.” He squeezed me back.
I already knew the answer but I asked anyway, “You'll go back home with me to get my things?"
"I wouldn't let you go without me."
The voices upstairs grew quiet—Sam saying his goodbyes. Footsteps came down, shoes heavy against the wood. I didn't know if he paused to watch us. I kept my arms around Caleb, holding him close. The front door opened and shut, followed by a car door slamming. The loud engine started, tires spinning under gravel as he drove away.
So many words hung unspoken in the air. I had envisioned this moment before, imagining how it would be to finally meet my Father—be it blowing him off dramatically, or yelling and raging at him. I figured one day I'd get a knock on the door and he'd be standing on the porch, full of apologies and regrets. Or maybe he'd be watching from afar, building up the courage to approach me after all these long years and beg forgiveness for his inexcusable choices.
But I never saw myself going to him in these daydreams, not even once.
Now, I was facing this truth alone. Just like everything else in my life. I was forced to be mature and to do the responsible thing. My adolescence had been taken before I could even comprehend it, starting with my Mom, followed by my Grandmother. Each time I stepped up to the plate, forced to do the right thing, and this would be no different.
Sometimes you have to do things—not necessarily because you want to—because you have to.
I was going to meet Caleb's family, and then he would come home with me so I could introduce him to mine. I would make the trip to hear my Father out. I would ask my questions and receive the long awaited answers. And when I finished, I would close the book on that chapter in my life.
And I would be free.
"What are you thinking about?” Caleb's voiced was muffled against my chest, the words gruff.
I sighed, “That it sucks doing the right thing."
He hugged me tighter. “Tell me again why we have to do the right thing."
"Because if I don't go, we'll stress and worry about when it's going to happen, because we both know it has to eventually,” I answered.
Family secrets, especially ones like my own, didn't just go away. You always had to pay your due, holding out was just that—holding out. The free ride wouldn't last forever.
"I know you're right.” He lifted his face to mine. “And I trust Sam. He won't let you go if he doesn't believe you won't be allowed to return."
"If Sam can't take care of it, I'm sure I can. I've been living on my own for too long. I don't like to be bossed around."
I cupped his face between my hands, fingers pushing his hair back and away from his eyes. I leaned in and pressed my lips to his, breathing him in.
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Chapter 14—The Blackneys
The next morning wasn't easy. Caleb may have woken early, but he stayed put, greeting the day with me nestled securely in his arms. He stayed as near as possible, only allowing me out of his sight when I went into the bathroom.
We'd gotten out of bed early, beating Derek and Sarah. They stayed in the bedroom the rest of the night and I hoped that signified some headway as far as their future together. Maybe seeing what Caleb and I were faced with gave them a new appreciation of what they had. Or perhaps I was completely wrong and being around one another was trigger enough.
I took my time deciding what to wear, choosing a pretty white camisole and a pair of jeans. I made sure to dry my hair carefully, removing any waves, leaving it long and flowing down my back. I applied a tiny bit of make-up, wanting to make a good impression.
Derek and Sarah declined the offer to join us, adamant we needed to visit Caleb's family alone. They wanted time alone as well. They didn't have to say it. I could see it written all over their faces. Derek was glued to Sarah's side, brown eyes tracking her movements. They had made progress last night.
Sarah pulled me upstairs to the bathroom, retrieving a bottle of perfume and attempting to soothe my rattled nerves.
"I thought you might like this.” Her friendly smile was vibrantly happy. It was a bottle of her favorite, Chanel No. 5. She pulled the tiny cap off and touched it to my neck and wrists, instructing me to rub them together.
"What will they expect, Sarah?” I was worried and unsure of myself. “This isn't like going to meet a regular boyfriend's parents."
"It's exactly like that,” Sarah corrected, brushing my hair behind my shoulder. “If anything, they'll be more relaxed because they trust their son and his intuition. Bonding is something cherished among us. You'll love them, I promise. Have a good time."
"I wish I were as confident as you,” I mumbled.
She smiled, grasping my arms and forcing me to face her.
"You are. You've been through so much in the last few days and you've handled it beautifully. Don't tell me meeting two harmless people has the power to intimidate you. You can do this."
We came downstairs and Caleb was waiting for me, standing in the living room talking to Derek. He smiled as I came down the stairs, holding out his arm. I placed my hand inside the crease of his elbow, wrapping my fingers around his sleeve.
"You're beautiful,” he said, lifting my hair back and off my shoulder.
"And you look amazing,” I countered, meaning every word.
He looked different, but more gorgeous than ever. His black slacks were neatly pressed; the blue button down dress shirt opened at the collar, revealing a tanned expanse of skin at his throat. His dark hair was pushed away from his face, the skin smooth from shaving. I ran my hand along the shirt, the soft folds giving way under my fingers.
"I called and told them all about you this morning.” Derek winked at me, an evil grin emerging.
"Ignore him, Emma.” Sarah punched him in the arm.
"Hey!” Derek grabbed her by the waist, tugging her over the couch and into his arms. Their combined laughter made me smile. The break was undeniably over.
"Are you ready?” Caleb asked.
I nodded, following as he led us out the door and down the stairs. He walked to my side of the Chevy and pressed me against the door, bringing our bodies together. I brought my nose up to the collar of his shirt, inhaling deeply. He smelled heavenly. My arms wound around, gripping under his arms, hands nestling in his back.
"Are you nervous?"
"A little,” I confessed.
"Don't be. I talked to Dad this morning while you were in the shower. They're very excited they get to meet you before the trip."
"I hope they're not disappointed.” I worried about that more than anything else. I didn't know what their expectations would be.
"Emma.” Caleb squeezed me tenderly. “If only you could see yourself the way I see you."
"It's all in the pheromones, huh?” I smiled and my mood lifted. Who could be worried when someone talked about them like that?
"Maybe for you,” he chided, chuckling.
He leaned down to kiss me before opening the door. I pulled the seat belt across my lap and buckled in. Caleb walked around, the shirt brighter in the sun, the blue more vivid. He opened his door and stepped up, settling in and sliding the keys into the ignition.
"Last chance.” He kept a straight face until he saw mine and he grinned.
"Last chance,” I mocked.
"You're not getting out of this that easy. Not a chance.” He cranked the engine and threw the suburban in reverse.
He warned me the drive was long, a good hour or more away. His family owned a ranch in Rhea County, nested in a valley between the mountains. It was the place he grew up, the place he still considered home.
His parents owned livestock and he'd helped them work the farm until his change. His sister graduated the year before; her college plans temporarily on hold while she transitioned. Samantha changed at the beginning of her senior year and was still deciding exactly what she wanted to do and where she wanted to go.
Driving along the scenic back roads was amazing. Trees hung up and over, forming a perfect arch on each side. Everything grew in various shades of green, with flashes of brown thrown in from tree trunks and branches. When the trees cleared a glimpse of the mountains in the distance would appear. The sky was a perfect blue backdrop, cotton ball clouds randomly spaced in between. We passed houses along the way but most of the time it was just fields of grass covered with the shapes of grazing cattle. The thin metal barbed wire moved along with us, the twists and turns seemingly racing until stopped by wooden fence posts.
"We're getting close.” Caleb turned the suburban onto a graveled road. It had been miles since we'd passed anything.
"You look green,” he chuckled, teasing me.
"I bet. I feel green, too."
I tried to settle the butterflies in my stomach. But no matter how many reassurances I received, I was nervous. I wasn't only meeting Caleb's parents but also his sister. I couldn't relate to any of it. I didn't know my own parents, and I didn't have a sibling.
We drove to a large metal gate. Large wooden pegs with wire fencing ran for miles in either direction. Caleb threw the SUV in park.
"Be right back,” he said, climbing out.
He walked to the gate and opened it, swinging it wide. Then he returned to the suburban and climbed inside. He pulled the vehicle through and hit the brake, shifting the gear into park.
"One more time,” he laughed, climbing out to close the gate and then returned to the suburban.
The gravel thickened and fences appeared on either side. Metal posts sprouted from the ground and thin wire ran along the rows in between. Cows in a vast assortment of colors lounged in the fields. Some looked from the grass as we passed, but most didn't pay attention.
The smile on Caleb's face expressed his happiness. “And we're here."
The fence stopped ahead, two parts divided by the gravel. To the right was an enormous barn and beside that some sort of metal structure with two large trucks underneath. Dogs were scattered about, lounging in the sun. Directly ahead was Caleb's home.
Four large pillars lined the grey stoned porch that staggered in two rows onto the ground. Concrete was poured into a circle, the gravel ending just as it began. The white house was bright, the green shutters and front door matching perfectly. Glass squares ran along each side of the door frame, forming an interlocking pattern. White rocking chairs were empty on the porch, potted flowers hanging from metal fixtures directly overhead.
"It's beautiful,” I told him softly. The house was beautiful—it was true. But the sense of love flowing from the inside out made it all the more lovely.
"It is,” he whispered.
He pulled to the right and parked, cutting the engine. He peered at me, lips curving, that soft smile forcing my heart into my throat.
The green door flew open, and when I turned to look, he did too, smile going wide. He threw open the door, leaving it ajar as he ran for his sister. They clashed together and he lifted her body, twirling her around as they clenched their arms around one another.
Her voice was lovely, with a slight southern accent. “You're home!"
"Sammie.” He hugged her tightly before letting go.
"Where is she?” she laughed, peeking around his shoulder.
They came over to the SUV and I opened my door, trying to mask the anxiety I felt.
"Sammie, this is Emma. And of course, Emma, this is my sister, Samantha."
"It's great to meet you, Emma!” She jolted forward and threw her arms around my neck.
I was relieved she couldn't see the initial shock that crossed my face. I hugged her back and Caleb beamed at the two of us.
I smiled in spite of myself.
"You too, Samantha—"
"My friends call me Sammie."
"Sammie,” I corrected myself.
"Excellent!” She grinned.
It was easy to identify her and Caleb as siblings. If their faces, similar hair and coloring, or those deep blue eyes weren't enough—one could easily perceive it in the unmistakable adoration shining in their faces for one another.
Caleb walked to me, and for the first time, I felt embarrassed and shy. He reached for my hand, clasping it firmly in his. If he had any indication of my inhibitions he wasn't letting on—nor was he going to allow it to dissuade him.
"Where are Mom and Dad?"
Sam bit her lip, smiling and giggling at us. “Mom is making one of your favorites for lunch, chicken and dumplings. So Dad is trying to avoid her as much as possible. She told him he can't work today, since you'll be home. He's already said she's driving him ape shit."
"I guess we should spare him, then.” He smiled at me and explained, “My Mom goes overboard when I visit—cooking, cleaning, and expecting Dad to join in. He usually hides in the basement."
We walked to the porch. The grey stone was beautiful, reaching all the way around. Sammie stepped to the door which was still open, skipping inside. I stopped behind her and Caleb closed the door.
The ceilings were enormous, crown molding framing the high walls. The dining room was to the left, a brilliant glass chandelier hanging over the huge table. Two seats were placed under each section. The basket in the middle filled with bright red apples.
"This way.” Caleb laced his fingers around mine, leading me down the hallway and past the staircase, into a doorway on the left.
The kitchen was gigantic. A dark wood island in the center of the room was covered with speckled white marble. The marble on the countertop matched, wrapping around the wall. The sink was surrounded by flowers, a stove and black oven situated at the far end.
Mrs. Blackney looked up from preparing dumplings, white flour covering her apron and hands. Her mouth hung open and she hurriedly crossed the room. I released Caleb just in time. She was diminutive against him, just like the pixie I'd imagined. Her hair had grown since the picture, hanging in waves at her shoulders.
"When you called this morning, I was so happy. It's so wonderful to have you home."
She fought back tears, her delicate hands going to her face. She turned her attention to me, pulling free of his arms. Her light blue eyes were brimming and she sniffed, laughing.
"And you must be Emma. Welcome to our home, come here.” She wrapped her arms around me, just as Sammie did. This time I wasn't shocked. I had to bend my knees, even I towered over her.
"It's nice to meet you, Mrs. Blackney."
"Oh, none of that! Call me Beverly, please."
"Beverly,” I corrected myself again.
"That's better.” She touched Caleb's arm as she passed, love shining in her eyes, and returned to finish lunch. “Your Father is in the basement. I told him I'd send you down."
"Come on!” Sammie grabbed my arm, pulling me out of the kitchen. “Dad really wants to meet you."
I stumbled but recovered. Her enthusiasm didn't cease when we reached another set of stairs, but at least she released my arm. She bounded down, disappearing around the corner.
I turned anxious eyes to Caleb.
"I'll lead,” he chuckled, holding my hand as we descended the steep stairs.
The light was dim and I could hear Sammie speaking excitedly, “She's really pretty, Dad!"
"I'm sure she is, Sammie. Now settle down, before your Mom comes down here,” he scolded her lightly.
"She's too busy slaving over those dumplings. I don't understand why they have to be perfect. It all goes down the same way."
We reached the foot of the stairs, turning into the basement. A couch was situated below a large flat screen television mounted into the wall, a love seat and recliner on either side. Sammie was on the couch, speaking to her Father in the recliner on the right. The main light source came from the lamp next to him, the window high situated in the wall barely emitting any of the outside sunshine. Caleb led us around.
"Hey, Dad.” Caleb reached out and they shook hands. “This is Emma."
"Son,” he said affectionately. Then he turned his deep blue eyes to me I had to clear my head, he and Caleb looked so much alike. “Hello, Emma."
"Hello, Mr. Blackney,” I was waiting to be interrupted this time.
"Call me, Chris.” He motioned to the couch. “Take a seat. Your Mom will be at it for awhile yet."
"She's already driving you ape shit? It's not even noon.” Caleb laughed and we sat down, Caleb taking the middle. His hand wrapped around my shoulders to keep me close and I realized he had zero qualms about displaying his affection—none.
"Your Mother, as much as I love her, has been driving me ape shit since I met her. It's all a part of her charm—best given in doses,” Chris admitted, shaking his head.
"Sammie.” Caleb grinned mischievously. “Sarah bumped into Michael the other day. He was asking about you."
Chris grumbled something and Samantha scowled distastefully.
"Not him again,” she complained, rolling her eyes. “I already told him the last time he called here to leave me alone. I'm not changing my mind, either. I will never go out with anyone again because I feel sorry for them. Talk about the date that won't go away. If I bonded with him, I'd have to kill myself, seriously."
"He can't be that bad,” Caleb riled her. “Anyone who keeps coming back for more of your emotional beat downs must have something going for him. What did you do to the poor guy anyway?"
"Since when did you start defending stalkers?” she huffed defensively, narrowing her eyes and folded her arms across her chest.
"I'm not defending him,” Caleb countered, shrugging. “You know that if I had my way, you'd be old and single forever. Besides that—you're too young to date."
As soon as he said it, I squeezed my eyes shut and bit my lip, grimacing. I looked down at my hands, holding in my laughter and hiding my smile. He was about to eat his words. Sammie didn't miss a beat.
"No you don't, Caleb. Emma's barely older than me. You can't use that line anymore.” She smiled at him, totally ecstatic.
"Dad,” Caleb grumbled, sighing. “Will she ever outgrow being so annoying?"
"It's not annoyance, son. She's just gifted with the talent of a smart ass. Just like your Mother,” Chris chuckled, causing us all to laugh.
We chatted together for a while, Chris explaining what had happened on the farm and Sammie filling us in on the local town gossip. Beverly came downstairs when lunch was ready and we went up after her.
As Sammie forewarned, everything had to be perfect. The china was in place along with cloth napkins and expensive silverware. I sat next to Caleb, our seats brushing, elbows bumping. He reached under the table and squeezed my leg, smiling rakishly.
I flashed back to the movie where a dating couple is having dinner with the family. The girl touched the guy inappropriately while everyone else was oblivious to the sexual innuendo's taking place right in front of them. I stifled a snicker and Caleb looked at me inquisitively.
"What's so funny?” he whispered.
"I'll tell you later,” I giggled, squeezing his hand.
The food was delicious. The chicken melted inside my mouth along with the dumplings. Beverly prepared a huge pot of them, and by the end of lunch, she was scraping out the remainder. Sammie, Caleb, and Chris gorged themselves, leaving nothing over.
"Time for desert,” Sammie chirped, wriggling in her seat. She glanced at me and said, “Mom made fresh apple pie, it's the best in the county!"
"Actually.” Beverly glanced at Caleb and they exchanged nods. She stood, walking to the side table and plopping a worn cloth tote in front of us. “I've prepared a special desert just for Caleb and Emma."
Chris cleared his throat and said, “Beau is in his stall, son."
Caleb pushed away from the table, helping me from my seat and collecting the tote. Chris and Beverly were smiling and Sammie seemed just as confused as I was.
I peered up at Caleb as he led the way from the dining room, whispering, “What is going on?"
He grabbed my hand and squeezed my fingers. “A surprise."
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Chapter 15—A Warm Place
"All of this belongs to your family?” I asked in disbelief, rocking in motion with Caleb's body as he guided the reins and directed the horse beneath us.
"Our property line extends to the mountain."
He clucked his tongue and I braced myself, latching onto the mane of the large chestnut gelding for dear life. I'd ridden on multiple trail rides back home, but never bareback. Without the comforting grip of stirrups for additional leverage, I felt unbalanced.
Caleb's arm tightened around my waist and he bent over my ear, whispering, “I've got you, Emma."
"Sorry,” I exhaled, loosening my hold.
He laughed, keeping me close. “Don't worry, we're not far now."
I knew he wouldn't tell me, but I chose to ask anyway, “Not far from what?"
"I told you.” He brushed his mouth against my cheek, heated breath creating goose bumps along the skin. “It's a surprise."
We continued following a path through the thick trees, winding up the narrow trail and then following it back down. The sky was slightly overcast, covering the trees in a thin shade of grey. Thick green ivy ran along the trunks of trees, the flooring of the forest practically covered in it.
"A person could get lost in here,” I mused, winding my hand around Caleb's arm. “I can't remember the direction of the house."
His words at my ear caused me to shiver. “That's why you always stay on the path."
We came to a divide in the trail and Caleb guided Beau to the right, taking us down the mountain. The trees thinned, revealing more of the sky and an unbelievably breathtaking view of the land below.
Something flashed in the distance and I pointed to it. “What's that?"
"I told you,” he growled playfully, nipping at my ear.
"I know, I know,” I sighed, “It's a surprise."
He laughed, and when we cleared the trees and entered a meadow, he clucked his tongue again, sending Beau into a smooth canter. The wind breezed across my face and through my hair and I relaxed into Caleb, holding onto his arm for support.
We came to another line of trees with a large path in the center but instead of continuing on horseback Caleb released my waist and kicked his leg round, carefully sliding off. He reached up to help me down, hands grasping my hips.
I placed my hands on his shoulders, and he held me close, my feet dangling inches from the ground. His lips found mine as his free hand wound into the hair at my nape, bringing me closer. I responded by parting my lips, welcoming his tongue as he teased and tasted my mouth.
Beau shifted at my back and snorted and Caleb groaned, pulling away to smile at me. “Come on, beautiful. It's this way."
He lowered my feet to the ground and took my hand as he reached for the reins, leading the way. The trees continued to part and thin out as we walked through, a large shack of some kind located at the end.
We reached the little hut with no walls and a thin metal roof and Caleb directed Beau inside, tethering the horse in the shade.
At my questioning gaze he explained, “Derek and I used to come here with Sammie when she was a little girl. It was easier to build this than to chase the loose horses each time."
He offered his hand and I took it, moving near as he walked past the trees, the dirt thinning and revealing rock like gravel. I stared at the huge stone formation just ahead, with trees and foliage along the top. Several trees wove around the right side and Caleb guided me to the left.
We walked to the center and I finally set eyes on my surprise, lips curving into a smile. “You have a rock quarry?"
The fresh rain water inside the stone barrier was a glorious mushroom blue, the surface still and unaffected as the breeze was blocked by the large rock walls surrounding it.
"Let's sit over there.” He pointed to an expanse of grass growing along the side, shaded by several large trees.
We reached the spot and he removed the tote on my shoulder, pulling it from my arm. I watched as he plopped the satchel onto the ground and dug inside, removing a thick blanket and then carefully spreading it out.
I sat down when he finished, laying on my back and lifting my arms over my head. The sky above was gray with heavy clouds, the sun barely visible. Amazingly, the temperature wasn't as hot, the air far less humid.
"I could spend an entire summer out here,” I murmured, closing my eyes and basking in the serenity of this heavenly warm place.
Caleb nestled next to me, an arm coming around and fingers brushing against my stomach. I opened my eyes and he was leaning over me, weight balanced on his elbow.
"Emma.” He breathed my name like a caress, a promise, face descending and lips brushing tenderly against mine.
I knew then that my surprise wasn't the quarry but something else all together. This was the last time we would have before I was sent away, the only time we could be completely alone. My heart began to race and my body began to tremble.
"Are you afraid?” he whispered, lifting away.
"I am.” I nodded, swallowing. “But only because I don't know what to expect."
"Is it your first time?"
Embarrassed, I murmured, “Yes."
"You don't have to be afraid, Emma. I'll be as soft as moonlight with you.” He seemed torn, playing with the hair at my temple. “I want everyone to know the bond has been consummated. No one can keep me from you once that happens. It's our way, our law."
I licked my bottom lip nervously and asked, “How would they know?"
"When we make love to our bonded mate.” He brushed his lips against my eyelids. “A portion of ourselves—our scent—is affixed to them permanently. All of my kind will know I've taken you as my own and that you've accepted the bond."
"W—what about,” I stammered, blushing, “birth control?"
He smiled at that and nuzzled my nose. “You're fine."
"How can you possibly know that?” I asked breathlessly, mind going blank when his fingers moved under my shirt and touched the skin at my navel.
He moved his head to my shoulder, pressing kisses to the hollow of my throat. “We can tell when a female is near her cycle."
"Oh,” I groaned, swamped with his presence, his nearness. The smell of the forest was stronger, combined with Caleb's own masculine scent.
His fingers moved in a direct path, a large palm finding and cupping my right breast. I moaned, arching into his hand. His thumb gently brushed the nipple beneath and my body responded, tingling and heating.
"I want you so badly, Emma.” He breathed against my skin, lips returning to my mouth. “I've never wanted anything so much. Will you make love to me?"
I couldn't think, left only to feel and want in turn, and I responded with the only word that made sense.
"Yes."
He growled, hand vanishing from underneath my clothes. He sat up and made quick work of his shirt, tanned skin glowing warm in the sun. He sat me upright and helped me with mine, pulling it over my head.
He stopped and his eyes traveled along my body. “You're so beautiful, absolutely perfect."
The embarrassment fled, replaced with a fierce and uncompromising intensity. I traced my fingers along the smooth skin across his chest and murmured, “So are you."
He returned to me, kissing my forehead, lips trailing down my nose, stopping at my mouth. His body settled over me and I relished the nearness, urging him closer.
His lips were rough when they ground against mine but his hands were ever so gentle, mere fingertips brushing against my bare skin. He pressed me back into the blanket, settling between my legs. His velvety warm tongue lapped at mine, moving in perfect harmony with his hips as he grinded against the unrelenting heat building between my legs.
My hands wound beneath his arms, fingers cupping and then digging in to the smooth skin at his back. I met each of his frenzied thrusts with my own, wrapping both legs around his waist and rotating my pelvis.
"I'm taking this off,” Caleb rasped thickly, lifting my body and unclasping my white cotton bra.
I started to protest the loss of his lips until his mouth brushed against my chin and throat, moving lower. His hand cupped my right breast and then his mouth surrounded the nipple, tongue tenderly flicking against the sensitive flesh.
A wet surge of molten heat erupted at the very center of my body and I cried out. “Oh, Caleb,” I whimpered, arching my back and raking my nails into his warm and giving skin. Nothing had ever felt so wonderful, so erotic.
He released the nipple and shifted to the left, bestowing the same ardent attention to the other side. The scents engulfing me were as overwhelming as the new impulses I was experiencing. I had the insane urge to bite at his skin, to encourage him to bury himself so deeply into my body he would always remain a part of me.
I found myself growling, nipping at his skin and breathing headily. When I caught myself biting at his shoulder I froze, groaning. “What's happening to me?"
"It's all right, Emma," he assured me, lifting away despite my protest. “It's perfectly normal, trust me."
He removed his shoes and then mine, working at the button on my jeans and pulling them from my hips. He groaned when the material slid free and he saw my panties. “How did I know you'd choose those?"
My modesty resurfaced as my body cooled and I blushed, quickly averting my eyes. The white cotton panties with cherries were the most adorable of the bunch, not the sexiest.
"I would have thought you'd have liked the red lace,” I whispered, completely embarrassed.
"No, nothing with lace, I pictured you wearing those,” he confessed, returning to me and kissing my belly button. “How did you know?"
His warm and experienced tongue silenced my answer. His mouth descended on my breasts and his heated skin caressed mine as he came over my body, pressing down. His hands didn't remain on my breasts, exploring every surface of my body, putting every valley and crevice to memory.
I mimicked him, trailing my fingers along his spine and then bringing my palms to his chest, hands lingering against the corded muscles. He lifted himself as I worked my fingers down his stomach, toward the thin trail of hair that disappeared into his slacks.
When I stopped at the barrier he balanced himself on one arm, working at the button of the pants and then focusing on the zipper. He slid the material down his hips and our lips separated as he kicked them free of his legs along with his black boxer shorts, leaving nothing behind.
He returned his bare body to mine and I felt all of him, eyes growing wide as his swollen erection pressed into the softness of my belly. His blue eyes were there, watching me. The irises swirled, the inner edge a beautiful ice blue, the center deep indigo. I felt a flutter of nervousness return.
"Don't be afraid,” he whispered and kissed me tenderly, tongue brushing past my lips and then dipping inside.
His hands danced over my body, his fingers flickering across the sensitive skin, rotating around each hardened peak. I stopped breathing correctly, drawing in ragged gasps when I could, my body constantly moving. His mouth replaced his fingers and then his hand went lower.
I jumped and tensed when his fingers went beneath my panties and he touched the sensitive mound softly, cupping lightly with his hand and urging my legs apart with his hips. “I would never hurt you, Emma,” he soothed, brushing his finger gently along the outside of my sex.
He parted the folds carefully and slid a finger inside slowly, pressing forward until I took the entire length. Then he began shifting his hand back and forth, gauging my response as he watched my face. The warmth spread, enveloping me completely, a hot haze taking over everything as his mouth returned to my breasts.
"What are you doing to me?” I rasped, devoid of something I needed—unsure of what it was.
With each sweep of his tongue across my nipples, first left then right, I gasped. I cradled his head, wiggling uncontrollably. I felt hot but shook as if I were on ice. My body trembled violently inside and out, yearning for something I didn't fully understand.
Caleb's hand stilled and he placed another finger beside the first, gliding into my slick heat as I shifted, bucking and lifting my hips. Each thrust was too much yet not enough, and I began whimpering pitifully. He groaned and brought his free hand around to grasp my bottom and reach under, cupping and lifting.
"Please,” I breathed the plea, shivering uncontrollably. “Please, Caleb."
"Not yet. I want to taste you first,” he said, chest quaking and voice heady. He pulled my panties off with the hand lifting me, gliding the slip of cotton down my legs.
His mouth moved to my stomach, lips pressing against my hips and then descending further below.
The world disappeared with the first stroke of his hot tongue against my sex. I couldn't concentrate, couldn't focus. All I could do was feel and smell. Forest scents overtook my senses, drowning out everything but the man touching me, tonguing me, tasting me. His throaty growl was one of possession, as if he were marking me permanently. Each long and deep lap of his tongue grew bolder, until I relaxed completely and gave myself over to him entirely.
My body began to heat as I started climbing a pinnacle, each swipe of Caleb's wicked tongue bringing me nearer to the edge of it. His fingers moved in a deliberate and unhurried rhythm, combined with the continuous lapping as he sucked and licked at the center of my sex, and my body erupted.
A pulsating energy coursed through me and I cried out, whimpering and writhing in pleasure. The sensations were unimaginable, perfect—blissful.
"That's right. Just like that,” Caleb encouraged, moving his hand quickly against me. “God, you're beautiful."
My breathing was shallow and uneven as I descended from what felt like heaven, the cloudy sky above slowly coming into focus. Caleb's face reappeared and I reacted, reaching for him, pressing his mouth to mine. He kissed me tenderly, pulling away only as he moved against me.
"Do you want me, Emma?” he whispered hoarsely. “If you want to stop, tell me now."
"Don't stop, please.” I shook my head, voice husky. “I want you."
He guided my hand to his erection, groaning when my fingers wrapped around the shockingly warm but silken length.
"Touch me, feel me. Learn my body. I don't want you to be afraid."
I moved my hand as he instructed, stroking the satin flesh that became slick and heated. He was long and hard, rounded and thick, impossible to sheath with just one hand. My fingers rotated around the broad head, a thumb tracing the swollen crown and then the thin slit in the center.
He kissed me deeply, mirroring the thrusts of his hips with those of his tongue. The scent of forest returned, bringing my body to a fever pitch. I lifted my hips to meet the motions of his thrusts, groaning with the emptiness I could no longer bear.
"Please,” I moaned in agony, pressing my lips into his shoulder and gently biting down. I murmured wantonly against his skin, “Make love to me, Caleb. Make me yours."
His fingers wrapped around my wrist, stilling the movement. I let go, wrapping my arms around his waist, hands grasping his hips.
His body shook as he spoke, his arms trembling, “I'll be gentle."
He gazed into my face and guided the rounded head of his engorged length against my damp sex, wetting himself with my arousal and pushing forward to carefully merge our bodies. His shaft stretched me, notably thick and heavy as we slowly came together. The invasion was pleasant initially, becoming intrusive, and I could feel every inch of him as he moved deeper.
His eyes stayed locked with mine, the irises shifting like a kaleidoscope. The stretch turned to a slow burning, painful but not overly so. I trembled as the pain intensified, biting my lip.
"Relax, Emma. You have to relax for me.” He stopped moving, kissing my neck and nuzzling my ear. “You're so small and tight, and when you tense up, I'm afraid to move. I don't want to hurt you."
I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, doing as he asked and trusting him implicitly. His lips brushed over my eyelids and I opened them, meeting his gaze. His mesmeric indigo eyes shifted color, prismatic and gorgeous. I focused on the beauty of his swirling iris, blocking out everything else.
He rocked his hips, moving the tip of his shaft in and out of my body. I grew accustomed to the shallow thrusts, relaxing and going soft beneath him, and he lurched forward. A sharp pain caused me to gasp audibly and cry out as hot tears burned my eyes.
He stopped, burying his face inside the crook of my neck, his body trembling even harder as he struggled for control.
"It won't hurt anymore,” he whispered against my throat, brushing his fingers along my face, “I promise."
After a moment, he lifted onto his elbows, gazing down with concern and worry. “Are you okay?"
Unable to speak, I nodded instead.
He kissed away the tears in each eye before his lips covered mine. The easy laps of his tongue were soothing and comforting, until pain faded and pleasure returned. He moved his hips experimentally, bright blue eyes focused on my face, ensuring I wasn't in any pain.
I gasped at the new sensations, encouraged by the pleasure wrought from his movements. The hands wrapped tightly around his waist relaxed, fingers changing from gentle to harsh as the warmth I experienced before returned. The smell of cedar and grass intensified with this newfound ecstasy, creating an insatiable frenzy.
"Caleb,” I moaned his name, shocked by the intimacy of having him inside me, reveling in the unison of our bodies moving so perfectly together. I matched each thrust of his hips, rising up to meet them.
"Christ,” Caleb lifted his head as he continued to drive his hips forward, taking all I offered to him, peering into my face with total adoration. “You feel so good, Emma."
Caleb's movements remained slow and even, pushing me forward, bringing me to that blissful place. As I neared climax he brought his hand down, brushing his fingers against the swollen center of my sex, and everything shattered.
My muffled gasps came out shallow as my body erupted from the inside. My head flew back as my hands clenched his skin, fingernails piercing the warm flesh on his back.
His body tensed and he thrust deeply, moving faster and then harder, entering my body with smooth and powerful strokes. His tanned skin was slick with sweat, the muscles along his back trembling.
"God, yes,” he hollered, body shuddering and hips grinding. Liquid warmth spread inside my body, erupting within as he found release. His breathing remained uneven as he collapsed on me, keeping the brunt of his weight on his elbows.
When he lifted away, brushing random strands of hair away from my face, he asked, “Are you all right?"
"I think so.” I blushed, unable to look away from his ever changing eyes. The light blue was fading, dark indigo taking over. “Are you?"
"I'm more than all right.” He smiled and laughed, raining kisses across my face and neck and then flipping over. He lifted me into his arms and carried me to the crystal clear rain water, spinning my body around as the heated liquid surrounded us and lapped at our shoulders.
He pulled me into his chest and I wound my legs around his waist, twining my arms around his neck. I pressed my body against his, settling against him and sighing in bliss.
"Shit.” He kissed my shoulder and shifted uncomfortably.
"What's the matter?"
His arms squeezed my waist and brought my bottom lower, allowing me to feel the cause of his discomfort. He grinned rakishly at the moan that slid past my lips when his swollen length nudged my bottom, irises shifting from light to dark.
"I want you again."
"It's okay.” I leaned back and returned his grin with one of my own. “I want you, too."
He smiled, and when his lips descended, I met him halfway.
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Chapter 16—The Hustler
We returned to the Blackney home after our extended skinny dip in the rock quarry. I blushed when his parents knowing faces greeted us as we came through the door disheveled and wet, well aware that they knew what had transpired between us. We took a seat in the living room, visiting with his family.
I shared a few stories about my hometown when they inquired about my family, steering clear of the topic of the Father I was yet to meet. Caleb pretended to be hurt when I informed him I actually did know how to shoot pool, and rather well. He demanded a rematch, and I agreed, but only after I retrieved my cue from home.
Beverly cried when it was time to leave, but she tried to contain her hurt as much as possible. Chris was better, but his face remained marred with concern. Sammie was the hardest. Her huge eyes—so like her sibling's—brimmed with unshed tears as she made him promise to return soon. They told me they would be waiting for me, too, insisting their home was mine as well.
They waved from the porch as we drove away. Chris had his arm around Beverly and she had her arms wrapped around Sammie. We waved back, Caleb's happy smile disappearing for the first time. I undid my safety belt and slid next to him, breaking my rule just this once, until we reached the gate.
"They're great,” I told him after I'd buckled in.
"They are.” He stared at me, his smile returning. “And they love you, just as I said they would."
I laughed. “Sammie's a riot."
"Sammie is turning Dad grey prematurely."
"Speaking of that, your parents look so young! Is that courtesy of good genes?” His father only looked a few years older than him, not decades.
"We age slower than normal people. It's one of the perks, I suppose.” He grinned at me.
"So you've discovered the fountain of youth?"
He shrugged nonchalantly. “Something like that."
The drive back was shorter and we arrived back at the cabin in the late afternoon. The sun had already begun the descent in the sky, glimmering from behind trees. Caleb opened my door, holding it wide as I climbed out. His arms came around my waist, pulling me into his chest.
"Thank you,” he said softly, lowering his face and kissing me tenderly.
"For what.” I breathed against his mouth, opening my eyes and staring into liquid pools of heavenly blue.
"For coming with me today, for meeting my family.” His voice rippled, husky and deep. “For making love to me."
I smiled, pressing against him. “Today was perfect. Wasn't it?"
We walked up the porch hand in hand, opening the door and stepping inside. The tantalizing smell of food drifted from the kitchen.
"Welcome back!” Sarah yelled, appearing from the living room. “We made dinner this time. Hope you're hungry!"
We followed her to the kitchen. The table had been set and covering every inch of available space was food—fried pork chops, mashed potatoes, macaroni and cheese, green beans, and dinner rolls.
"Wow. This looks wonderful, Sarah."
"Definitely, thank you,” Caleb agreed, wrapping an arm around my waist and nuzzling my nape.
Sarah's smile wavered and she flared her nose, staring at us perceptively. She recovered when I blushed and shook her head, smiling again and saying, “It's the least I could do."
"Don't let her lie, it's my favorite and she lives to please me.” Derek strutted into the room, cocky and full of himself.
"Oh please.” She rolled her eyes at him. “Come on, sit down!"
We sat together. I put moderate portions on my plate, still stuffed with chicken and dumplings, but the rest of them piled it high. I watched as Derek sucked the food in like a werewolf vacuum cleaner. His table manners still not improved, shoveling it in until his cheeks bulged. Sarah didn't notice, she was blissfully happy, laughing and joking with Caleb.
"Derek, Emma's been holding out on us. She's been playing pool since she could see over the table. Her Grandmother entered her into a youth league when she was just a kid."
Caleb smiled when I hung my head, groaning. So much for waiting until I had my cue.
"Oh shit yeah, revenge baby!” Derek grinned, slapping his hands together and rubbing them briskly. “You and me—tonight."
"I'll tell you what,” I offered slowly. “I'll play, but only under this condition. If I win, this revenge stuff is over. We're even."
"I would say no way, but since this is pool we're talking about, why not?” He grinned arrogantly.
When dinner was over, it was directly to the table. I sorted through the rack, trying to pick a solid cue. I didn't have my glove so I'd have to settle for swiping my hand against my jeans. The cue I eventually chose was Caleb's. It was a McDermott, just like my own, but much more expensive and a bit heavier. The ivory and jade inlay was beautiful against the brown and black wood, the leather wrap familiar in my hand.
"Pick your game,” Derek taunted, slapping the rack onto the felt.
"Nine ball,” I decided immediately.
He racked them, giving me first break. I chalked up and got comfortable. I didn't have the chance to test the felt so I broke safely. The table was fast and I sank three off the break. I looked over the table, holding back a smile. It was easy to run. None of the balls were locked up and all were clear of the rails. I cleaned them off one by one as Derek watched in disbelief.
Caleb was grinning from ear to ear.
"Hell no.” Derek shook his head when the nine ball was pocketed. “I want to play straight eight."
He racked again with me breaking. I knew the felt would carry and I kept it on the table, sinking two solids and one stripe. Since the eight tied up with a skinny and thick on the rail, I decided to play it safe.
I cleared out my balls, drawing the cue back on my last shot and bringing it back down the table. I banked my stripe and shot the eight down the rail, stopping short of the pocket, locked with one of Derek's. He'd have to clear his out and break it free to win. If he could do that, he deserved the game.
He cleared his balls, attempting to break the eight apart on his last shot. The cue bumped it but not enough to move it clear of his. He was forced to try and cross bank, bringing the ball to the corner pocket at a backward angle. He missed, the cue resting toward the center of the table. The only shot without scratching was a long bank, hitting the eight off the side rail and pocketing it in the corner down the table. I called my pocket and lined it up. I put bottom on the ball, hoping the draw would keep the cue from the pocket, and took my shot.
It sank and I smiled at Derek as Caleb erupted. Sarah clapped her hands, cheering.
"She kicked your ass!” Caleb ran over, lifting me up and swinging me around. I struggled to keep his cue safe, holding it aloft with my arm.
"What the fuck man!” Derek laughed too. “We have got to take her down to Darryl's. Can you imagine the money we'd clear? We'd warm them up and then she'd take them down!"
"I was never one for hustling,” I admitted, blushing.
"Fuck that,” Derek huffed, shaking his head. “We'd make a killing."
We played several games, Caleb and Derek alternating. Caleb was a better shot than Derek, taking his time and looking ahead. He beat me the first two times but I got him the third. He didn't gloat, seemingly happy that I was as competitive as he was.
When it seemed like Sarah was beyond bored, I recommended a movie. I went into the kitchen to make popcorn, pulling down the box of movie theater butter. Sarah walked into the kitchen behind me, pulling down two large bowls.
"You play very well,” she said.
"There isn't much to do in a small town. You bowl or you shoot pool. And I never did care for bowling."
"I don't care for either myself,” she confided.
We popped four bags, putting two into each of the large plastic bowls. Caleb and Derek already had the lights dimmed, sitting at opposite ends of the couch.
On the screen, to no surprise, was another horror movie. This one I recognized, as they had chosen a classic—Halloween. They kicked up the volume, activating the surround sound speakers. I was guessing they tested this movie before and it didn't hurt their ears as much, which was odd, considering the high piercing shrill that filled the room whenever Michael Meyers stalked his victims.
Sarah and Derek cuddled together, her head against his shoulder and his arms wrapped possessively over her legs draped over his knees. I was happy they'd decided to make it work, hopeful that things would change for them. If anyone deserved to be happy in love—they did.
During the movie I sat as close to Caleb as possible, wrapping my arm around his waist and sighing contentedly as his fingers wound along my hair and down my back.
Contemplating tomorrow was both exciting and upsetting. I wanted to see Grandma. I wanted Caleb to meet her. I wanted to go home again. But if I could freeze everything, I would. I didn't want the day after that to happen.
The more I thought about the trip, the more concerned I became. They wanted me to come to them in an attempt to persuade me to join them. I gathered that from Sam. But who were ‘they’ exactly, and would they graciously accept my refusal? Would there be veiled strings attached I was unaware of? Would there be a hidden price to pay?
So many questions, and no answers until I arrived, making the entire situation so much worse.
Then, there was Caleb.
He'd refrained from mentioning anything about my leaving. I left it alone as well, giving him the opportunity to broach the subject with me if he was so inclined. But I could sense his edginess.
The movie went off and Derek and Sarah made excuses to go to bed early. Caleb asked if our shooting a few more games would be a problem and Derek grinned.
"We said we needed to go to bed early, not to go to sleep."
Sarah blushed, losing her composure momentarily. They walked upstairs holding hands and we went to the table. I racked the balls, placing the eight ball into the middle, tightening and bracing them together with my thumbs. I pulled the rack away and tucked it on top of the light fixture above.
"You truly are amazing, Emma.” Caleb positioned himself to break, staring at me.
"What makes you say that?” I smiled, crossing my arms over my chest.
He broke the balls, sending them in all directions. He sank two of each and looked over the table, deciding on solids or stripes.
"You care about other people, you're smart, you're a pool shark.” He looked away from the table and stared at me. “And you're incredibly beautiful."
I blushed and he smiled, returning to the table, taking his shot. I played terribly the next two games, too rattled by his praise. No one ever thought of me like that. I pulled it back together in the end, beating him two straight. He smiled proudly each time.
Before we went to bed, I excused myself, washing my face and brushing my hair and teeth. I came into the bedroom and he was there, waiting.
I went into the closet, cracking the door behind me and changing into one of his shirts. The laundry basket was full but I wouldn't have to ask where the washer or dryer was. We'd be gone tomorrow.
I pushed the thought from my mind.
I climbed under the covers and laid my head on the pillow, facing him. I traced his face with my fingers, burning each crevice into my memory. He closed his eyes and I touched his eyebrows and lashes, brushing my fingers down his nose and my thumb along his bottom lip.
When he opened his eyes again, I simply stared into them, the most devastating blue I'd ever seen. He reached for me as he raised his head off the pillow. His hand wrapped into my hair and along my neck and he craned his head, eyes open as our lips met.
"I love your eyes,” I whispered against his mouth.
"Mine pale in comparison to yours.” He leaned in, kissing my nose.
"They are my Mom's eyes—like you have your Dad's."
"Do you know if they changed with her mood?"
I felt my face flush at his perception. “You noticed that? I think they did."
"When you're angry or upset, they turn brown. When you're happy, or with me like this, they're green.” He brushed his fingers along my temple, threading his fingers through my hair.
"When did you know about us, Caleb?” I asked quietly.
"The first time I touched you in the alley I felt something, but I didn't think anything of it at the time. Then, in the bathroom, when I cleaned your arm.” He gently traced the scab that had formed with his thumb, “I felt it again. You're a gorgeous girl, Emma. I thought it was just physical attraction."
"So when did you know for sure?"
"When you stumbled against me in McDonald's, it distracted me and I dropped my guard. But seeing you against that wall, hurt and afraid, everything fell into place. I knew for sure then."
Softly, I whispered, “And what happens now?"
"We discover one another. I have money saved. We can just go. Anywhere you want. We can just be together, without any of the stress or complications. As soon as this is over, it will only be me and you, for as long as we choose."
"I'd like that. It sounds perfect. I've always wanted to travel. And don't worry, I have money, too, you know."
"I've fallen for an heiress?” he said teasingly.
"Nothing as extravagant as that,” I sighed, shaking my head, “Mostly precarious thinking on my Grandma's part."
He kissed me again, lips flush against my own, our mouths opening and meeting. My heart accelerated as my body heated, pine and forest engulfed my nose, overtaking my senses.
His arms were rough against my back, the blanket sliding down as he cradled by body and brought me closer. I wrapped my arms around his neck and his body lifted over, leaning across me, pushing me into the pillows and mattress. My hands touched his arms, chest and back, fingers tracing the muscles, following them through his shirt. He groaned and shifted over, hands roaming freely. The wild primitive part of me demanded I grab him, forcing him tighter against my body.
"Emma,” he breathed my name against my lips.
"Caleb,” I moaned into his mouth.
"We have to stop.” He pulled back and my entire body screamed in frustration.
"Why?"
"I want you completely to myself. We will not do this with Derek and Sarah in the next room, in Haven's cabin."
"Please, Caleb,” I groaned, tugging at his shirt. “Make love to me."
His eyes flashed bright and he pulled the obstructive thing over his head, sliding into the covers beside me. His body was warm, his hands tender, and soon I was a mass of trembling muscles and aching parts.
"I don't know what I would do without you,” he rasped, sliding carefully into my slightly sore but very willing body and then grasping my hips in his hands. “Being apart from you is going to kill me."
"Shh,” I whispered, raising my head and kissing him softly. “Don't think about that. We're together now."
Both of us knew the dynamic would shift, changing everything when the sun came up.
We listened to each other breathing in the darkened room after our bodies were spent, wishing in vain that time would stand still. I closed my eyes, playing with his hair, falling asleep when I didn't mean to—too incredibly snug and content against his heated body.
I opened my eyes before the daylight trickled into the room. Caleb was still sleeping, his face against my neck and an arm draped across my hip. I lay as still as possible, afraid to disturb him or interrupt our last morning together. I waited until the light filtered in before I slipped free.
I managed not to wake him, tiptoeing into the closet and retrieving my clothes to take a shower. I hurried, saving everyone water, and towel dried my hair quickly in an effort to maintain the silence until everyone woke. I padded silently into the bedroom and Caleb was awake, dressed and leaning against the headboard.
"Good morning,” he greeted me in a thick voice. His hair was ever so messy.
"Good morning,” I replied, smiling. I leaned into the closet and tossed the towel on top of the pile of clothes in the hamper.
"I'm next,” he said.
He lifted himself off the mattress and walked to me, grasping my hip and kissing my forehead. Then he went into the closet for his own clothes, quietly padding into the bathroom.
Another door opened and closed and I glanced up. Sarah peeked around the door and smiled at me.
"May I come in?"
"Sure.” I motioned to the bed and she sat across from me, looking fantastic, even first thing in the morning. Derek was a very lucky man.
"You must be nervous, big day today,” she said.
"Very nervous, worried, all that good stuff.” I nodded, releasing a sigh. “The last few days have been unbelievable—first Caleb, and now this. I don't over think it anymore because just when I think I have it all sorted, another curveball gets thrown in."
"That's very understandable. Perhaps after you meet with Sam and his liaison, you will feel more secure about everything."
Quietly, I asked, “Do you know anything about vampires?"
"I do.” She glanced at the door. “What do you want to know?"
"Why does this happen with blood relatives? Why not anyone else? And what's with all the secrecy?” The questions flew from my mouth as quickly as they came to me.
"That's a loaded question.” She smiled, laughing quietly. “We'll start at the why. The special characteristics that some obtain when they change only occurs when it's from a direct descendant. We're not sure how it happens exactly, and of course, they'd never tell us. We work for them, and we're friendly with them, but not that friendly. From the snooping I've done it seems to be something in the genetic make-up, but I can't be sure. There have been a few times when the people we've protected have been sent to the fold. I don't know why they are picked or what happens to them, but I asked once. Sam wouldn't budge, and I don't think it's because he was being stubborn. I think there are aspects of all of this that Sam isn't privy to."
My anxiety filtered through my voice. “How am I supposed to trust these people? I'm expected to get on a plane and travel across the world just because they promise it will all be okay? That isn't enough for me."
"Don't worry.” Sarah attempted to reassure me. “Sam will demand they give an oath before you go. If they break it, they will be declared enemies of his pack and all the other packs he's linked to. They are not irresponsible enough to even fathom such a thing, not even for Luca DeViard's daughter. They are all about self preservation, Emma. Otherwise, they'd never send us to look after their families."
"Have you ever met one?” I asked curiously.
"I've met several common vampires when I went to the pack gathering in Biloxi. They were amiable, easy to talk to. Truebloods, however, are a totally different story—very standoffish and snobby. They don't like to be around anyone that isn't of pureblood.” Her tone didn't match her polite expression as she continued, “The first time I met Trent Balman, I wanted to rip him apart. Of course, he attempts to be more pleasant now."
"How did you start working together?"
"It's a long standing thing. Sam took over just as his Alpha before him did. It's our line of work, dating back hundreds of years."
The water to the shower stopped and Sarah rose from the bed. “Everything will be fine, Emma. I know it will."
"Thanks Sarah, I'm really glad I had the chance to meet you."
We smiled at one another and she walked back out, returning to Derek's room. I pictured her crawling back into the bed, nestling close to Derek.
Beads of water trailed down Caleb's neck when he appeared, fluffing a towel briskly across his hair. He was completely dressed, in the same clothing he'd worn the first day we met. Indistinct black t-shirt, blue jeans, and his scuff marked combat boots.
At least I didn't feel self conscious about my own attire. I decided to wear a green short sleeved blouse with jeans. If we made it home today the temperature would be cooler, far too cool for shorts.
I stood and strode over, his towel dropping to the floor as I reached out for him. I decided to forget about Sam, truebloods, and commons for the moment.
I had more important things to appreciate while they lasted.
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Chapter 17—Blind Spot
We stayed in the room as long as we could, preparing for the trip. I collected the remaining clothing Caleb purchased, as well as a framed picture of him and his family taken a few years back.
I wanted a reminder of what was waiting for me when I returned home.
Sarah and Derek waited on the porch. She was smiling, but her beautiful face was sad. She hugged me, eliciting a promise that I would call if I ever needed anything before slipping a piece of paper into my hand. Derek wasn't his usual self, ill at ease and jumpy. He and Caleb embraced quickly, patting one another on the back.
We loaded into Sam's Cadillac Escalade. No Chevy this road trip. Caleb slid in beside me, lying in the back seat and resting his head in my lap. He confessed he didn't over sleep earlier and had only managed to drift off as the sun came up. I combed my fingers through his hair, watching him when he finally slept, feeling my heart wretch painfully.
Sam had an earpiece he used to make calls as he drove along, chatting away. A few times he got calls that he quickly ended, stating he couldn't talk at the moment. Official pack business, I presumed. He didn't speak to me, but he did peer through the mirrored rearview from time to time.
Perhaps it was the lack of adrenaline or knowing where we were going, but the time passed quickly. We only needed to stop a few times for gas and food, arriving in front of my house in the afternoon. A surge of emotion overcame me upon seeing the brick porch, my trusty grey Honda still parked exactly as I'd left it. Sam pulled onto the curb and we climbed out.
I hurried to one of several potted plants on the porch, reaching under and pulling out the spare key. I would have to replace the locks soon, having lost my original set when I'd left my jacket in the back of the van.
"I'm going to finish up some calls, but I'll be in momentarily,” Sam called to us, dialing on his cell.
Caleb walked onto the porch behind me, following inside when I pried the door open. I slid the key into my jeans for safe keeping.
I started the home tour with Mom's picture. Caleb fawned over it, an incredulous smile on his face. “You say I look like my Dad. I could say the same about you two.” He touched the frame and quickly yanked his hand away.
"Are you okay?” I grabbed his hand, flipping his fingers over and inspecting it closely. The pads were slightly pink and welted.
"It's a silver frame,” he explained, motioning to the picture.
"I'm sorry, I forgot.” I smiled apologetically. “Why is that anyway?"
He shrugged. “It burns our skin. It's slower to heal, too."
We walked up the creaking stairs to my bedroom. Fortunately, everything was where I had left it. There was no underwear thrown over the dresser or dirty laundry left scattered, but the bed was still slightly messy.
Caleb smiled at the pool trophies displayed on the shelf, walking across the room to take a closer look. I used the opportunity to start packing necessities, starting with my clothes and working my way to the toiletries. I made sure to pack a little of everything. I still had no idea where I was going or how long I was going to be there.
I hoped Trent showed himself soon, I had too many questions to ask.
By the time I finished, it was well into the afternoon. I told Caleb we needed to go soon if we expected to see my Grandmother—visiting hours didn't extend past seven o'clock.
I left my bags, leading him back down the stairs and through the house. Sam was exactly where we'd left him, talking on the phone, circling the front lawn. He pressed a button, leaving his ear piece attached, waiting for us to approach.
"We're going to see her Grandmother now, if that's not a problem."
"None at all.” Sam tossed Caleb the keys. “Take the caddy. I'll go inside, if you don't mind. I'm still ironing out the kinks."
"Please, help yourself,” I offered hospitably, smiling.
The drive to Franklin Place residential community was relatively short. The building only a few miles away, located directly in the center of town. It was a new facility, recently added to our township. Caleb pulled into the front parking lot, parking the expensive SUV in an open slot.
Guilt washed over me. It had been over a month since I last visited. I shook off the weight, opening the door and climbing out.
"This way.” I pointed toward the double doors in the front.
Caleb walked beside me, resting his hand possessively against my lower back, and I grinned. In a small town like Big Falls, there would be talk. Did you hear about Emma Johnson and the tall, dark, and handsome stranger? No? She came to visit her Grandmother at Franklin and he came with her.
My ears were already burning.
We checked in at the front desk, greeted by a new receptionist. The staff here was composed of the old timers and the constantly fluctuating newbies. It wasn't an easy job, especially if you became attached to the residents.
Grandma's room was in the same spot on the second floor, middle of the hallway, on the left.
I knocked on the door, staring at the light glowing from the narrow slit under the frame that indicated she was awake.
"Come in."
"Hi,” I said softly, pushing the door open and walking in. I didn't introduce myself or offer my name. Sometimes it made things worse. I waited for her to either recognize me or to ask why I'd come to visit.
"Well, hello. Can I help you?” she asked sweetly.
Grandma looked absolutely the same. Tightly coiled gray curls covered her head, light sky blue eyes shining. Her room hadn't changed either. A few framed paintings hung on the walls, all of them landscapes. She wasn't allowed pictures of me or her family. Oftentimes, they caused more harm than good.
"We volunteer at the hospital and wanted to come by and see if you needed anything."
I decided on the same guise I'd used time and time again. It was safe, solid, and reliable. If she happened to remember me, she would think I volunteered. If not, it was the same thing.
"Oh that's sweet, dear.” She shook her curly head. “But I'm afraid I have plans. My granddaughter Emmaline is coming to visit today."
My voice caught in my throat. This was always the worst part. She knew my name but not my face. Bitter tears burned my eyes and I inhaled a ragged breath, forcing the blurry liquid back.
"Oh, that's nice. Would you like us to wait with you until she arrives?” My voice cracked and Caleb's hand rubbed my back comfortingly.
"Wait for whom, dear?” she asked, frowning in confusion.
It's a really bad day.
She'd deteriorated since the last time I visited, just as I'd been warned she would. The memories were there under the surface, she just didn't have the power to recall them.
It is like a beautiful sunset you see once in your life, one you swear you will never forget as long as you live. And you never do forget, but you never have a reason to restore the memory—so it remains hidden inside. Until one day, for no apparent reason, you remember that sunset. You recall the way your skin felt as the sun brushed across it, the way the colors painted the sky. You wonder why it took you so long to go back to that place again, swearing you won't take so long next time. Only you do forget the memory and you may or may not ever relive it again.
That's what Grandma's illness did. It cleared those memories from the forefront, putting them into a locked storage container, only allowing minor glimpses of the past from time to time.
She started to panic and I pushed Caleb behind me. She didn't recognize me. She only saw two strangers in her room, having no idea how they had gotten there or what they wanted. I didn't want to upset or distress her.
"I'm sorry, wrong room.” I smiled, fighting back tears, ushering Caleb into the hallway.
Caleb tried to comfort me as we left the building, keeping his warm arm around my shoulders, whispering soft words I couldn't quite make out. As we drove home he tried to bring me out of my stupor but I didn't want to talk about it. I assured him I just needed a few minutes to collect myself.
The sun had long since set, glowing streetlights changing from antique to the more modern ones as we left town. By the time we arrived at the house, I was almost myself again—almost. It was never easy returning home after a bad trip to Franklin, but knowing I wasn't alone helped.
"Come in here please,” Sam called out when we came through the door, waiting until we rounded the corner to the kitchen to continue. “So, the good news is Trent will be here shortly. I've told him in no uncertain terms we will speak to you together. If you're uncomfortable in any way you will stay here, end of story."
"That sounds good.” I nodded, trying to be upbeat.
"And the bad news, I'm starving and your kitchen is empty. Where can we get some decent food, pronto?"
I laughed, concentrating. “What do you like? We have a pizza place. And I have a menu for Joe's cafe, if you'd like to see what they offer. Unfortunately, we haven't evolved to fast food yet."
Sam decided to go with Joe's, phoning in an order large enough to feed a small army. I was grateful that Sam asked Caleb to come along, hinting that they had important matters to discuss.
I needed time alone to think; I wanted some space to rationalize things on my own.
I stood at the window, watching the Cadillac pull from the curb as they drove away, driving into town. The red break lights faded down the dark street and I sighed, turning to the picture on the antique desk.
I smiled at the image of my Mom, touching the fragile glass before tucking the frame under my arm to bring along on the trip. I hurried into the kitchen, popping open the fridge and snagging a coke off the bottom shelf. I whipped up the stairs, my mind a whirl of questions and thoughts, placing the coke on my nightstand and plopping the frame onto the mattress.
The force that came from behind smashed me into the bathroom door, the wooden frame crashing into my sternum and forcing air from my lungs. I fell to my knees, trying to breathe, gasping in tattered breaths. Strands of thick hair covered my face, making it almost impossible to see.
Brown steel toed boots became visible through the long hair and I lifted my head, staring at jeans, a black t-shirt...
Oh god no.
"Not so high and mighty now."
His obsidian eyes hadn't changed since the meadow. The black irises seemed to burn from within, red flames glowing inside the pools of ebony, his thin lips flat and menacing.
I couldn't formulate words, my breathing too ragged, lungs barely drawing air. He knelt, reaching for my hair, and I recoiled, hindered by the wall at my back. He lifted a strand to his nose and inhaled, his lips curving into a terrifying smile.
"I knew it,” he proclaimed excitedly.
He rose effortlessly to his feet, walking in a small circle and turning back to me.
"They will be back,” I managed to speak in a raspy and weak voice.
The bones in my chest burned from the impact with the doorframe, throbbing relentlessly, each syllable held painfully in my throat. My body protested my feeble attempts to move, providing agony as a reminder of the inflicted injury.
"I'm sure they will. In fact, I'm counting on it,” he taunted, smiling pleasantly all the while. He appeared more sinister in his friendliness, dementedly cordial. “And by the time it's over, I'll be long gone. They want to give you some time alone. I heard them myself."
He paced back and forth, stalking me with his eyes inside the small bedroom. The walls closed in and surrounded me like a cage, creating an inescapable cocoon as claustrophobia took root.
His eyes glowed like flaming embers, black, gold, then yellow. The scar on his face was harsher, twisting and distorting. The thin piece of healed skin seemed to stretch like a separate entity on his face—alive, dangerous and aware.
"Why are you doing this?” I asked quietly, averting my gaze and staring at the carpet. My fingers wound inside the synthetic fibers, digging in, cementing the reality of my nightmare.
"Because this is too good to pass up, Caleb never saw it coming. And most importantly.” He growled deep in his throat, cackling exuberantly. “Because I can."
Fingers twined in my hair, the other set ruthlessly grasping my throat. I felt my airway going as he lifted me off the ground, blocking oxygen completely. My hands came up and I clawed feebly at his skin, trying to find leverage to breathe. He twisted his head, a wicked smile crossing his lips at my efforts.
My stomach somersaulted when he flung me across the bed and into the wall. The shelf collapsed onto my shoulders, trophies tumbling freely onto my back. I shook my head from side to side, pushing onto my elbows and dragging myself across the soft carpet. I managed to balance my weight on trembling hands and knees, attempting to make it to my feet.
"Good girl,” Parker crooned softly, clucking his tongue and pointing at his feet. “Crawl to me."
I grimaced and attempted to stand, reaching with shaking hands to feel for the wall. The back of my head was aching, each pounding throb bringing forth a new gush of wetness into my scalp. The strands were sticky, and when I reached behind to access the damage, my palm and fingers came away covered in bright red blood.
"You and me, we're going to give Caleb a present.” Parker smiled pleasantly, striding over and leaning in, hands surprisingly gentle on my face as he pushed several wild strands of hair free from my eyes. His fingers were firm under my jaw and he lifted my chin, forcing me to meet his gaze.
"I'm afraid you won't like it much,” he told me, sounding genuine in his feigned regret. “You'll cry and scream, begging me to make it stop, eventually telling me you can't take it anymore. But I'll show you exactly how much you can take. And when that happens, and you've been wholly broken, I will end your pain."
"I won't beg you for anything,” I vowed rashly, uncaring if it incensed his variable temper.
He was going to kill me. I knew that with absolute certainty. And he wasn't going to be quick about it. My death would be a symbol, a representation of what he intended Caleb to suffer. His pride had been destroyed, and it would only be restored when vengeance was served.
"You will,” he cooed. Careful fingers caressed the skin along my neck tenderly. “I promise."
Unyielding fingers thrust into my hair again, driving me over the bed. My body shuddered painfully as I fell heavily into the waiting carpet, skin and bones aching. I stumbled on liquid legs, attempting to stand upright as the world spun uncontrollably. My disoriented eyes located him across the room, bringing his massive body into focus.
Parker watched me intently while his body shifted, enjoying the fear that widened my eyes and engulfed his nose. His arms bulged as sinewy muscles expanded, chest broadening and jaw distending. His features were a mixture of man and wolf—nose elongated, teeth lengthening, hair sprouting from his body and face—becoming lupine. His growl was animalistic, raw, beastly, and intense.
Nothing in the final days could have prepared me. Not for what was about to happen. Knowledge about things howling at the moon or drinking blood in the night wouldn't save me. I was out of options and out of time; my extended period of luck finally coming to an end.
There was no one here to stand in front of me, no one to protect my too human body from what he intended. I couldn't fight him. I was too weak and too frail, and he reveled in that singular truth.
Yellow eyes gleamed as did perfect white teeth in the soft glow of the lamp light. He prepared to devour me, snapping his lethal teeth and snarling a threat—a precursor. I suppressed a shiver but he could sense my fear as he advanced, ready to do as he promised.
Because I had no other choice, I faced him head on.
His large frame was on me before I could move, slamming my smaller body into the wall and pinning me in place. I gasped, pushing against his infallible chest.
Terrifying teeth snapped at my face, his massive throat snarling as claws tore into the walls on either side of my body. His breath was hot against my cheek and I turned away, closing my eyes, slamming the lids shut.
A painful slap to my face was followed immediately by another. He demanded my attention, snarling in a rage filled voice to open my eyes and look at him. My bottom lip trembled uncontrollably as fear set in. The cackle inside his head sounded demented and wrong, more beast than man.
The half human face pressed against my own and his tongue ran along my cheek. I shuttered in revulsion, flinching away with nowhere to run. The muzzled mouth ran along my neck and then he struck, teeth latching into the flesh of my shoulder. He rattled his head violently back and forth, sinking his teeth in—digging, devouring, consuming.
I screamed in pain, desperate hands reaching for anything, contorting fingers digging into the soft carpet. Something smooth ran under my palm and I stretched for it, ignoring the pain and sounds of razor sharp teeth pillaging tender muscle and flesh. I gagged in realization; the odd gurgling filling my ears was the result of my blood trickling through his mouth and down his throat.
My fingers clutched the silver frame, grasping it. I forced the sharp corner over and down, striking him sharply in the temple. His angry roar was deafening, the sound ripping through my skull.
Teeth tore away from my skin and I scurried away, slipping on the bloody wall and floor as I sprinted for the stairs. Loud thrashing from behind filled my ears and suddenly I was air bound, my body traveling head first down the descending stairs. I rolled the distance, stopping at the entrance to the kitchen, my body limp and broken.
"You little bitch!"
Parker's face was human once more. A thick line of blood ran from his temple and down his chin, along the line of his scar. His teeth remained longer than normal, his throaty voice still too deep to be human. He grabbed my hair at the nape, lifting me from the ground. His fingers forced themselves into the shredded skin at my shoulder and he trapped me against the wall.
"Beg,” he demanded, pushing his thumb into the jagged edge against my collar bone, slipping inside the freshly constructed hole. Blood gushed out, dripping down my shirt and chest.
"Please,” I cried out, the pain too intense to hold back any longer. I could feel his finger repositioning deep into muscle, almost near the bone.
"Please what?” he whispered in my face, twisting his hand, his thumb disappearing further into my body.
"Please stop!” I wailed in agony.
The metallic smell of blood lined my nose and he laughed happily. The sound was so out of place within the confines of what was occurring, as if he were watching a beloved family film. I whimpered in misery when his fingers slipped free, breaths coming out in pained gasps. He licked each clawed finger clean, closing his eyes and savoring the thick red fluid as if it were fresh honey. My neck, chest, and back were wet and slick, warm blood oozing freely along my skin.
"Mmm.” He licked his lips, tracing the contours of my face with bright gold eyes. “Does the rest of you taste this good?"
He opened his mouth and ran his tongue along my neck and upward, his body pressing flush against mine.
"NO!” I thrashed violently, punching and kicking the brick wall of his body, trying to dislodge myself. “Stop!"
"Invite me in!” An unknown voice bellowed through the door just behind us and Parker turned swiftly, dropping me to the ground.
Without thinking, I screamed, “Come in!"
The door crashed open, wood splintering and hinges cracking with the impact. Parker lunged at a man I'd never seen before, snarling viciously. The black trench coat surrounding him flared out, encircling them in a dark cloud when they collided. Parker's body and face started to shift, his arms and bones cracking into place.
"None of that,” the man said smoothly, thrusting a hand under Parker's chin and shoving another into the base of his skull, twisting and turning abruptly. An audible snap filled the hallway and Parker sank to the floor.
Trembling took over, teeth chattering loudly in my ears, blocking out any other sounds. I focused on the splintered hinges in the doorframe, thinking the tattered pieces looked like frayed rope. My mind was too far gone to comprehend anything and I allowed myself to drift into a chaotic nothingness.
Minutes passed, seconds ticking by. Every part of me hurt; my shoulder was burning in the places Parker had stretched with his thumb, my head throbbed with each beat of my heart.
Something blocked my view of the door. Large and black, it lifted me, whispering softly, carrying me into the living room.
"You're going to be fine,” the voice promised.
He—it was a man.
He placed me on the couch, arms gentle and cautious. Careful hands ran deftly over my head and shoulder, gauging the wounds and gashes.
Blackness again, swirling to the right—then gone. Something pressed against my mouth, cool and wet. I swallowed the sweet liquid once, twice, and a third time. The fog began to lift and the cool wetness against my lips vanished.
"Where is Sam?"
The terror receded and I lifted my eyes to look at my rescuer. White blond hair was cut short, the longer strands on the top spiked slightly. His skin was pale like ivory and flawless, smooth and clear. His lips were flushed and full, matching his sculpted face and nose. Black eyebrows and lashes brought out his brightly colored aqua eyes, causing them to pop. I'd never seen anyone with an eye color like it before.
"They—” I had to clear my throat, swallowing again as the sweetness lingered on my tongue. “Went to get food."
"You're a mess, I'm afraid.” He threw the trench coat around my shoulders, enveloping me in the sweet scent of fresh honeysuckle. “But you'll feel better shortly."
"You didn't tell me your name.” My teeth had stopped clacking together, the pain in my body ebbing. I sighed in relief.
"Trent.” He had the trace of an English accent, not completely, just a hint. “Sam told you I'd be coming."
"Yes,” I acknowledged, feeling odd. My body was tingling, my shoulder pain nearly non-existent. I lifted my hand to my chest, frowning in confusion.
Trent observed me perceptively, touching my right hand, placing our palms together. The crackle made me jerk, a connection developing between us like electricity running back and forth.
"What is that?” I looked at our merged hands, the current passing between us felt like a million tiny prickles in the skin. He smiled, lips curving and eyes flashing, and I was mesmerized, totally transfixed.
"Emma!” Caleb screamed from the door, his voice full of rage, panic and despair.
Trent pulled away, severing the contact. The current dissipated, leaving me empty and vacant before I could protest.
Caleb burst into the room with Sam directly on his heels. Trent moved from his place beside me and Caleb's body engulfed it. His frantic eyes raced over my face, fingers gentle as he shoved down the coat. His face recoiled in horror at the sight of my torn shoulder, a howl of fury torn from his chest.
"I'm okay,” I reassured him, strangely calm after the attack, though my voice resonated far away in my ears, “Trent got here before he could hurt me."
"He bit her, Sam,” Caleb growled, both furious and heartbroken, fingers shaking as they examined my shoulder.
Sam rushed to me and glanced down. I couldn't see the wound very well but the edges were sealing shut and the bleeding had stopped.
"Sweet Jesus,” Sam whispered in mortification. He spoke over his shoulder to Trent. “If she's been bitten, she can't leave. We can't be sure how soon she'll change."
"She won't change,” Trent informed them indifferently, leaning casually against the wall.
"She has been bitten, Trent,” Sam retorted heatedly. “I think we would know the outcome."
"Of course,” Trent agreed amicably. “But she isn't your average bite-tee, for lack of a better expression. She won't change, not like this anyway."
"Listen—” Caleb tried to maintain his calm but energy filled the room, rubbing against me, and I gasped.
This time it didn't sting. The hum went past my skin, absorbing into my body, restoring and reviving me. The wound on my neck tingled and I placed my hand against it, feeling the gashes closing under my fingertips. My eyes and mouth gaped open incredulously.
"See.” Trent smiled at me, teal eyes shining. “You can't change her. Not without her permission."
"Start explaining,” Sam demanded.
"It's her blood, obviously,” Trent answered him as if it were the most logical thing in the world. “You always knew our blood was special, Sam. It's the reason we guard our families so carefully. It's why we send you and your hounds of hell to protect them. Although, I must say, Emma will be much happier when she's with me. I won't leave her alone for a dinner break."
"Don't start, Trent.” Sam's eyes burned silver in fury. “You better give me a damned good explanation, and that doesn't cut it."
Trent rolled his eyes and uncrossed his arms. “You always were daft, missing things directly in front of you, loup-garou."
He strode leisurely to the couch, sitting at my feet; one leg lifted on the cushions, the other on the floor. He smiled and my eyes fixated on his aqua ones, so bright and clear.
My heart began to pound rapidly in my chest, fluttering wildly. Caleb growled and moved closer, pressing his hand into my own. The smell of forest actually cleared my head for once, surrounding me in the comforting scent of pine and grass.
Trent's lip curved slightly at the corner in amusement.
"Emma,” he said formally. “Did you know that your family history spans hundreds of years back? In fact, you can see the family tree if you'd like when we return home. It's all there, our humble beginnings and how it all began for us. I'd like to tell you a story."
He sat back and began, as if reading a child a bedtime story.
"Once there was a normal, average farmer. He was a gentle soul, heartbroken over the death of his young bride just a year before. Each day, after he finished his plowing and tilling, he would visit her grave underneath their favorite tree. He would speak to her of their undying love, of his loss, and how much he missed her above all."
"Unbeknownst to him, someone witnessed his devotion to his lost love. Every single day she would watch and listen. She had never been in love, you see. And she was mystified by this emotion that tied someone so closely to another. In all her years, she'd never experienced anything like it. So every afternoon she'd sit in the tree out of his sight and listen to his sad words. The weeks passed into months, months into a year, and then one day she had an epiphany. She couldn't stop going to spy upon this man, this loving soul. If she tried, it would pain her to no end. You see, she not only learned about love, she was experiencing it firsthand."
"She faced a difficult choice then. Because she couldn't share a life with him as she was, and he couldn't evolve to live as she did. This meant she would have to be the one to leave her life behind. She agonized over it for days, attempting to stay away from the farmer. But her heart won out in the end, and she bid her family farewell and ventured off into the human world, taking her chances with love and mortality."
"And it came to pass that one day the farmer came to his tree to find a beautiful young maiden. They fell in love and married. And one day, the bride was both elated and surprised to discover she was pregnant. It was the first of many children, seven in all she and her husband would have together. But the fairy tale wouldn't last forever. The husband was mortal and she was not. The time came when he was too old to hear and too blind to see. She remained with him until he passed over into the next life. Her children were all grown, some with children of their own, and she was left alone. She made the decision to return to her former life, visiting the twin headstones under the tree to say goodbye. She thanked them for teaching her about love, devotion, selflessness and even heartache. Then she returned to her own people."
"But.” He lifted his finger, eyes intent. “She didn't leave this world behind completely. Her sons and daughters passed pieces of her down through the years, each generation carrying just a touch of her inside them. And it just so happened that one day a vampire met someone with a touch of that blood, and when she turned him, he displayed extraordinary abilities. She took him to her people, and everyone beheld the first trueblood ever created. It was decreed other descendants should be found, and over the years they were. Descendants like me...and you."
He finished and sat back, eyes on me.
"That's a great story,” Sam growled, clearly annoyed and at his wits end. “And what was so special about this blood that was passed down?"
"Only that it came from the most magical of races. A race from the oldest of fairytales.” Trent laughed without humor, shaking his head. “Fairytales indeed."
"I don't understand,” I admitted, twisting my fingers together nervously.
His laughter evaporated, serious once more. “A Fae. The girl who fell in love with the man was Fae. She passed a trace of her magic to each of her children, and they passed it to their children, and so on."
I didn't see Trent move. His hand was just there, encompassing mine. Caleb snarled at him, a humming and energy combined and it bristled across my skin, sinking into my muscles. It built, surging inside, too much at once.
"Stop,” I screeched in panic and fear.
"That,” Trent said, breaking contact and standing up, “Is what I mean. The magic in you has lain dormant all these years. I imagine the first time wolf boy here got too close it awakened everything."
"That doesn't explain why you can change her but we can't,” Sam interrupted.
"It's very close in nature to werewolves. Whereas there is always free will with the two sides. The Fae is a living part of her, and has a voice when choosing her future. The bite could change her if she and the Fae agree to it, but if not, it won't happen. You could bite her in a thousand different ways and it still won't matter,” Trent answered, seeming bored.
"How is she healing so quickly?” Caleb asked, astounded. He traced lines on my shoulder with his fingertips, outlining the healing lesions.
"I gave her some of my blood. That and our little show earlier sped things along. The two forces we emitted together passed through her body, and as it had nothing else to do, it tended her injuries."
"You did what?” Caleb thundered, indigo eyes shifting color in his fury as his attention diverted to Trent.
They began to bicker back and forth but I didn't hear them, one thought barreling through my mind as I touched my lips. That was the cool sweetness I'd tasted earlier, that delicious wetness that clung to my throat and mouth.
Trent's blood.
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Chapter 18—The Most Important Thing
The person reflected in the bathroom mirror looked the same. Her dark wavy hair was damp from the shower; her pale throat faintly bruised. The eyes peering back were an all too familiar hazel.
The brutal attack transpired just a couple of hours beforehand, yet my shoulder was scabbed over, the wounds completely closed. I touched my scalp. The cut there was also mending, the closed flesh no longer tender.
For all extents and purposes, I looked exactly the same. So why did I feel completely different?
Caleb, Sam, and Trent were downstairs; their voices carried up the stairs as they continued to bicker.
Trent wanted to leave in the morning. Caleb wanted another day for us. And Sam was backing his pack mate. None of them had asked me about my opinion, which pissed me off, but I left them to it. I had too much to absorb as it was.
Fae, fairies, fairytales; all of it was real. So were vampires, werewolves, and God knows what else. As much as I prided my acceptance of the unbelievable in the last few days, this was without a doubt the most improbable. My family tree consisted of mythical creatures and vampires of all things. Not to mention, I was absolutely certain I was falling in love with a werewolf.
Who are you kidding? Falling? Please. That train has already left the station.
I shut off the light and walked into my bedroom. The shelf was still on the floor, trophies and books scattered about, blood splashed along the carpet and opposite wall. I wasn't sure what Parker intended, but the memory of his body grinding against my own suggested he had specific things in mind before he finished me off. God knows what would have happened if Trent hadn't come along when he did.
Trent.
I was drawn to him for reasons I couldn't understand and the harder I endeavored to stop thinking about him...the more I did.
He was unlike anyone I had ever seen before—spectacularly stunning and striking. His alabaster skin was lovely, combined with those dark eyebrows and glistening eyes the color of the ocean.
To put it simply—he was exquisite.
Caleb sensed my bewilderment, carrying me up the stairs so he might speak privately. He held me securely in his reassuring arms, apologizing profusely for leaving my side. He didn't need to say it; I knew he felt responsible.
Now that our time was reaching an end, he regretted his decision to give me a bit of space to pack. I'd reassured him that I was fine, that it wasn't his fault, but it didn't matter. Caleb wore his guilt like a shameful badge, hidden underneath the facade he worked so obstinately to maintain.
"She needs time!” Caleb's furious voice roared through the floor. I could feel his anger in each distinct syllable. “You will not take her tonight!"
"The sooner she is with her family the safer she will be, or do I need to remind you of what I interrupted. You're lucky I showed up when I did. She could have been killed because of you,” Trent responded coolly.
"Caleb,” Sam interceded, keeping his deep voice calm and understanding. “You know she has to go. It has to happen sooner or later. Trent, can't you give them more time?"
"I've purchased the tickets and our flight leaves first thing in the morning. Her Father is expecting us. He's already commandeered a private jet for her homecoming. We discussed this, Sam."
"I want to know where you are taking her,” Caleb demanded.
"Wanting isn't getting. She will contact you when she arrives. That is what we agreed upon. Don't think that the monkey wrench you've thrown into the situation changes anything. We are not your kind. She is not your kind."
"You'd better watch yourself,” Sam growled in warning. “I explained how it works when we bond."
Trent never raised his voice, detached and tenacious. “All the more reason she needs to leave. She has the right to choose her future without any interference from him. Or are you afraid she might change her mind when she's away from you and able to think clearly?"
Caleb snarled and there was shuffling below. I left the bedroom and descended the stairs. This had to stop. I was the one who had the final say—not them.
They stopped their argument as I approached, growing eerily quiet. Trent remained across the room, watching Caleb hurry over to me, obviously displeased. I didn't sit, too fired up and angry at all of them.
"Shouldn't this be my choice?” I asked in exasperation, crossing my arms over my chest. I stared each one of them down, eyes narrowed and determined. Sam and Caleb looked uneasy, but Trent didn't seem to mind either way.
"It is your choice,” Caleb answered quietly, agreeing with me.
My face and tone softened. I couldn't be angry at Caleb. This was agonizing for him, especially with everything that transpired.
"Caleb,” I said imploringly. “You know how I feel, we've discussed this. But I have to go, now more than ever. I can't explain what's happening to me. I feel different somehow and it's frightening. The sooner I leave, the sooner I can come home.” I narrowed my eyes at Trent who was gloating arrogantly, as though he had won. “And I'm grateful to you. You saved my life. But the way I feel about him and our relationship is none of your business. You came to take me home, so take me home. Everything else is off limits. Got that?"
Trent bowed slightly at the waist, acknowledging my request with an amused smirk.
"When is the flight?” I sighed, grasping Caleb's warm hand in my own, giving it a strong squeeze.
"First thing in the morning, we need to arrive at the airport at 5:00 am sharp,” Trent answered amicably.
"And I have your word that once I meet with my Father and his family I will be able to return home?” I stared into his dazzling aqua eyes.
"You have my word.” He pursed his lips, meeting my gaze readily, suppressing a smile.
"Sam, will you please find out all the details? I would like some time alone with Caleb."
"Certainly, Emma.” Sam nodded, sounding tired.
I led us out the back door, down the concrete stairs and through the backyard. I wanted some semblance of privacy the house couldn't provide. The large swing Grandma purchased years ago rested in the soft ground, nestled along the back fence.
I tugged on Caleb's hand and he sat beside me, brushing his thigh against my own. It was dark out, the crimson moon casting a picturesque red haze across the sky. We sat holding hands, legs swaying back and forth.
"He's right you know.” Caleb looked forward as he spoke, eyes straight ahead. His shoulders sagged heavily, appearing exhausted. “You will be safer with them, no one can touch you."
"Don't do this again.” I shook my head in frustration. I'd heard this same thing from him earlier. “It wasn't your fault. I wanted time alone, and I would have asked for it either way. You can't blame yourself for being blindsided. Other than being slightly shaken, I'm fine."
"You could have been killed.” His voice trembled with fear, outrage, and a deep-seated regret. “I'd rather let you go and know you're safe and happy somewhere than to keep you here and risk losing you totally. Whatever keeps you safe—that is the most important thing.” He faced me, those glorious indigo eyes hollow and tormented.
"You don't mean that.” I couldn't mask the hurt in my voice.
"Yes,” he corrected me in an exaggerated exhale. “I do."
I barely slept that night, even with Caleb's soothing breath brushing against my ear and his body nestled against me.
He decided this trip was in my best interest after all, resolute about his decision to let me go. Nothing I said about returning home afterward seemed to register, his ears tuning me out. He remained distant, even when we gathered my things for my trip to the airport.
It was early when we arrived at the large windowed structure, a multitude of passengers checking bags and purchasing tickets.
Through the power of forgery, I now had a brand spanking new passport of my own. Trent arrived at my house with everything except a destination. I still had no idea where we were going. I was only informed that after several layovers, everything would fall into place. It seemed fitting I would overcome my fear of flying on not one, but several flights.
I checked my bag at the counter, giving the woman in an immaculate navy blue uniform a forced smile.
Trent requested I only use a carry-on, assuring me my other things would arrive at the location separately. He looked arresting in a black business suit, a blue silk tie that matched his eyes, and a long black trench coat. I felt like a shrub by comparison, wearing my usual ensemble—blue jeans, sweater, and scuffed loafers. He'd watched me attentively when he thought I wouldn't notice, averting his face when I caught him staring.
Caleb accompanied me to the gate, holding my hand but remaining ever silent and moody. I wished I could slip inside his mind to see exactly what he was thinking.
"I'll give you two a moment.” Trent faced Caleb deliberately, looking him in the eye. “I'll protect her with my life; I give you my oath."
Caleb nodded in response and Trent's eyes flickered to me. He didn't linger, walking to the wall and reclining his broad shoulders against it. He removed a mechanical gadget from his coat, fingers roaming across the pad, pretending to be busy.
"I guess this is it,” I whispered, facing Caleb. My heart fully bereft. Facing the veracity of truly letting him go was too much to bear.
"Be safe, Emmaline,” he murmured tenderly, using my full name for the first time. His warm fingers brushed against my cheek, collecting the tears that spilled over. I leaned into his palm, wishing things were different.
Don't go. The thought came into my head suddenly. Don't leave him like this. You'll both regret it.
"Ask me to stay,” I said rashly, tear filled eyes meeting his and searching within the indigo depths. “Tell me not to go and I won't."
"I can't,” he whispered miserably, dropping his hand. “You have to go, Emma."
I wiped my face with the back of my fingers, embarrassed to be seen crying in public. He wrapped me in the security of his arms, resting his chin on my head. I encircled his waist, holding him tightly, bracing my cheek against his chest and breathing in his comforting smell.
The attendant announced the plane was boarding and my eyes blurred as fresh tears burgeoned. Strong hands gripped my shoulders, gently pushing me away. Caleb lifted my chin with his fingers, drawing attention to his heavenly blue eyes. His tender lips swept softly over mine, the barest of touches.
"Here.” I pulled the ring off of my finger, placing the white gold circle in his palm. He frowned in confusion and I closed his fingers over the top. “It was my Mother's. Keep it safe for me."
"No, Emma.” He attempted to give it back.
"Don't argue,” I cut him off, covering his hand with my own. I stared into his eyes, shaking my head stubbornly. “I'm leaving this with you. I'll be coming back for it."
I leaned in and kissed him one last time, breathing in his balmy scent, feeling as if my heart were breaking.
"I'll see you soon,” I whispered against his mouth.
Caleb didn't speak, pulling me into his arms once more and holding me against him. I envisioned us standing together in the field of gold coreopsis, without interruption or unavoidable family obligation. We would soak in the sun together, bodies crashing into the grass, staring up at the vast blue sky.
The moment couldn't come soon enough.
"I'll miss you, Emma,” Caleb whispered against my hair, pressing a kiss to my temple and dropping his arms.
Each step away from him was agony, any distance being too far. I walked numbly to Trent, feeling miserable and heartbroken. He shoved his shoulders off the wall, meeting me halfway. His pale hand extended a ticket and I accepted it in a daze, trudging to the counter. Seconds ticked by but I didn't notice, allowing myself to be ushered into a huge square hallway.
I swore I wouldn't look back, but I couldn't resist. I had to rest my eyes on his beautiful face one last time.
Caleb was standing in the same spot I left him, haunted velvet blue eyes hollow and empty. The temptation was too unbearable. I wanted to crash through the bodies and go to him, wrap my arms around his waist and never let go.
A body bumped into me and Trent's solid arm wrapped around my waist. He guided me onto the plane, deftly maneuvering through the passengers, taking me to our seats in the front. The airplane wasn't what I expected. All of the movies depicted crowded quarters, people pushing and shoving, climbing over one another for trips to the toilet and arguing incessantly.
"There is so much room,” I said in confusion, frowning at the posh surroundings. “I thought it was supposed to be shoulder to shoulder, arm to arm?"
Trent's bright eyes met mine and his lips curved. “This is first class, not coach."
I nestled into my seat, gazing forlornly out the window. Tears didn't resurface until the plane took flight, solidifying the fact I was leaving. I kept my face purposely averted, aware that Trent was a witness to my pain. He didn't speak directly to me, making phone calls instead. He spoke quietly, as if to keep from disturbing me.
I couldn't stop thinking about Caleb. What was he doing right now? Driving back most likely. Where would he go? What would he do? When would I speak to him? He had given Trent a number to pass along after I was safely away, which meant when I was off United States soil.
I'm not even afraid of the flight anymore, I thought bitterly, my mind somewhere else.
"How long will I be gone?” I asked in a splintered voice, tearing my eyes from the window.
Trent raised his head up from the palm gadget and looked at me thoughtfully. “That depends on you Emma,” he answered, his lyrical voice soothing and light. “We only want the opportunity to show you how wonderful your life can be among us."
"If I become like you, you mean?” I deducted flatly. I might not be as talented as they were, nor as strong or fast, but I was determined to be equally as smart.
"I won't deny that is the hope. Your Father was not pleased when he learned of the unlikely development between you and the loup-garou before I arrived.” He stopped speaking to wave down the flight attendant to request an orange juice for me. She made a fool of herself gaping openly at him. He didn't appear to notice.
"How is that any of his concern?” My temper reared its ugly head. “He isn't entitled to an opinion. Not after all this time. This is my life, not his."
"I think you'll find your outlook on your Father changes significantly once you learn a few things. Don't be so quick to judge. You don't strike me as the type of person who enjoys placing a foot into her mouth."
"And you.” I stared at his thick and beautiful buttery white hair, offset by those dazzling aqua eyes. Super models could only dream of looking so good. “Why did you get involved in all of this?"
"I have my reasons.” He shrugged noncommittally, lifting the palm pilot into his hand once more.
The attendant returned with an orange juice, placing it beside me on the arm rest. She smiled flirtatiously at Trent and he blew her off, acting as if she weren't even there. Her smile faltered and she walked way.
"Are you always so charming?” I took a sip of the orange juice and grimaced, it was super sweet.
His lips crinkled at the corners. “If you knew what she was thinking, you'd be proud of me for being so polite."
He put the palm pilot away and shifted in his seat, facing me. His blue eyes were brilliant and intense, radiant inside the cabin.
"What was she thinking?” I asked curiously, nosey despite myself.
"She was thinking I must be a model, and that you had to be an assistant of mine, because there is no way I should settle for anything less than perfection. And she was thinking she'd like a few minutes alone with me to join the mile high club. She had several...things she wanted to accomplish in the restroom together.” He flashed a breathtaking smile, displaying his beautifully white and perfect teeth.
"Less than perfection,” I grumbled absently, combing fingers through my hair and looking away, shrugging my shoulders. “It's a good thing I don't have self esteem issues."
"She's jealous. It doesn't take telepathy to know that. I'm sure many girls have been green with envy over you."
He was no longer smiling, his expression changing, making me slightly uncomfortable. Caleb was the only person to ever look at me in that way, as if he wanted to delve inside to the person underneath. I didn't know how to react so I drank my juice, eyes intentionally downcast. Trent continued to stare; I could see him from my peripheral vision.
"Several of the employees and passengers thought the same thing, Emma. Caleb isn't the first, and he won't be the last, to see you as exceptionally beautiful.” He didn't move, absolutely still and observing me reflectively.
"Don't do that,” I snapped, completely embarrassed and totally mortified at the notion he could read my mind.
I tried to block my private thoughts, finding that the opposite occurred. Memories rushed unbidden to the surface, thoughts and worries for Caleb, our future, my Father.
The last thought was the one I wanted suppressed the most; the unexplainable way I felt about Trent. How I reacted to him even when I didn't want to, and how he was in my mind when I'd rather someone else be there instead.
"Interesting.” He grinned at me devilishly.
"Listen,” I told him heatedly, eyes narrowing in anger. “Don't do that. Keep out of my head. Go play with Susie flight maker over there if you want.” I nodded toward the stewardess from earlier. “My thoughts are personal and private. Stay out of them."
"Then don't broadcast so loudly.” He raised his hands defensively, teal eyes widening. “When you scream them out at me, I can't help but listen."
"Trent.” I ground my teeth in frustration, forcing myself to refrain from yelling. “In case you've forgotten, I have no idea what is happening to me. I don't know how to broadcast, or any such thing. So be a gentleman. Give me my privacy."
"I never liked being a gentleman, but I'll try, how's that?” he offered cordially.
"Great, an egomaniac with a super power, just what the world needs.” I glowered at him, pausing before I asked, “That is your only talent?"
"Oww.” He placed a hand over his chest, rocking forward, as if wounded. He shook his head at me and sighed. “Ye of so little faith. Of course it isn't."
"I'm waiting,” I stated impatiently.
He didn't respond, cocking an eyebrow and grinning. I opened my mouth, prepared to give him the tongue chew of a lifetime.
"No one has ever accused you of being impatient have they?"
His lips never moved but his voice was still in my head somehow. My eyes widened and my mouth shut tightly.
I wondered if I was hearing voices.
His laugh echoed in my mind. "No, you are not hearing voices, just mine."
"How do you do that?" I thought back, wondering if he'd hear me as well.
"You said not to listen, remember? And yes I can hear you," he teased, answering, “It's as simple as a thought directed to you."
"Is there anything else you can do?” I didn't bother trying to hide what I was thinking. He would already know. And I was curious.
He shrugged and smiled. “I have to keep a few secrets. Otherwise, you'll lose interest."
Don't get any ideas buddy, I'm taken.
The thought was intended as my own inner dialogue, but he heard it anyway. His eyes shifted to me, aqua shimmering, pinning me in the seat.
He leaned across, reaching over my body for the empty glass. His chest was mere inches away from my own, that angelic face tuning everything out. The breath caught in my throat, my breathing stunted when I stared into his eyes.
"If you say so." He sound amused.
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Chapter 19—Heartbreak
Caleb's hands grasped me tightly, impatient fingers pressing up and down the length of my body. I groaned, pulling him closer, eager fingers tracing the smooth outline of his back. Our lips met, caressing and brushing softly.
"I missed you,” I whispered thickly, eyes tightly shut, bringing my hand up to twine fingers through his hair.
I frowned as my fingers brushed through the super soft strands. The hair wasn't long but short, my hand resting against his bare neck. Panicked eyes flew open, seeking out calming beautiful indigo. Shock flooded my system, my heart pounding achingly inside my chest. Pale aqua eyes stared back at me.
Trent leaned in and kissed me deeply...
I woke up startled, breathing raggedly. The dream so real it took several moments to register that it was, in fact, not.
I glanced around the cabin.
Trent was gone.
I drew in a huge breath, relieved he wasn't present to read my mind. My hand was trembling as I tucked my hair behind my ears and pressed back into the seat. I wanted that phone number. I had to speak to Caleb soon.
Trent and I boarded a private jet hours before, flying to a location I never imagined I would see in my lifetime.
Scotland was a place I'd envisioned but never dreamed I'd visit. When I inquired about the reasons behind all the secrecy, Trent explained families moved around often, residing in different properties across the world. It was safer that way and it also kept things spontaneous. An eternity of life would get monotonous without a little change of scenery every decade.
Trent's tall form appeared from the front of the plane and I fought back the blush creeping into my cheeks.
"Sleep well?” he asked politely.
I couldn't tell if he had read my mind or respected my wish for privacy. I decided to give him the benefit of the doubt—until he gave me a reason not to.
"Yeah.” I stretched, straightening and clearing my throat.
He changed while I napped. His suit was gone, black slacks and a baby blue long sleeved dress shirt in its place. The top buttons were loose, revealing a patch of alabaster skin at his throat. He sat across from me, relaxing into the leather reclined seat.
"So, here's how it's going to work. We'll be landing shortly and a car will arrive to take us home. We'll be traveling to your Father's private residence. It's a long trip, but well worth the privacy it permits. You won't be taken to meet the rest of the family until you are ready. There is no rush whatsoever. The next few days are intended for the sole purpose of acclimating you to all of this."
"Days?” I shook my head in the negative. I didn't want to be gone for days. “I don't think this will take that long. I'm here for answers from my Father, nothing more. And let me be honest here, I'm not joining up with the family. My decision has already been made, sorry."
Trent's eyes tightened and his mouth formed a harsh line. “You would be wise not to make rash judgment decisions, Emma. A smart person would wait and gather all the facts beforehand. And basing your decision around a wolf you barely know is beneath your intelligence."
One second he was across from me and the next he was kneeling between my legs. His cool fingers wrapped around my wrist, electrical current passing through the smooth skin. The pressure built—humming and flowing under my skin, up my arm, into my shoulders, chest, and finally my legs—all of my body coursing with the strange tingling.
"This won't go away, even if you deny us,” Trent whispered forcefully. “We can teach you how to harness it, so you can use it in situations when you face potential harm. But even then it's weak, fed off of the strength of others. If you consider the smart alternative, you would never have to fear psychopaths like that mongrel I killed. You could destroy him yourself."
The energy was all around me, my hair standing on end. I couldn't sit still, shifting uncomfortably. Trent didn't move or let go. It increased, building, sharp stings like needles trying to press out of my skin.
"See, even now you don't know what to do,” he spoke softly, bringing his hand up and along my hair, following the movement with his eyes.
"Stop,” I whimpered. My ears were humming now, my teeth clattering as I started to tremble.
"Just return it to me,” he instructed, his ice blue eyes observing me closely. “See yourself giving the energy back. It's the same as speaking to me privately. Will it, Emma. Will it to happen."
I did, picturing the trickles in my skin running from my wrist and back into his hand. At first, it was a redirection of the energy through my body. I felt the vibrations traveling back up, out of my legs, past my chest and shoulders, and down my arm. My wrist began to burn, as if over an open flame.
"Yes,” he encouraged. “Like that."
The burning increased and I bit my lip to keep from crying out. The lick of heat, burning in long stretches that extended between our bodies, was agonizingly strong. The final bursts of electricity passed out my body, leaving me weak.
My boneless body tumbled forward, crumbling into his waiting arms. My head lolled on my shoulders, exhausted eyes searching for and finding my wrist. The skin was inflamed, marked with bright red welts, the outline of his fingers easily identifiable.
"When you learn how to control this, it won't be so painful, and you won't be so fatigued. But you have to give yourself time. That's all we're asking for, Emma, time."
He stood, carrying me as if I were nothing more than a child. He rested back in the recliner, situating my body so my head nestled comfortably in the crook of his shoulder. I tried to move and couldn't, my limbs refused to cooperate, languid and spent.
I closed my eyes and the world went dark.
When I lifted my heavy lids I felt leaden, my body stiff and achy. Solid arms held me close, keeping me upright. I shifted with each bump, opening my weary eyes. We weren't in the plane any longer, traveling in the confines of a car.
I tried to speak but my mouth was dry, so I reached out, thinking instead. “Where are we?"
"We're almost there.” Trent's hand brushed across my shoulders in a soothing motion. “How do you feel?"
"Like shit.” I could hear his laughter in my mind. “How long do I have until this passes?"
"Not long, you slept most of it off."
His fingers raked gently through my hair, flittering through the strands to my back, sending shivers down my spine. I knew I should tell him to stop, or attempt to move from of his embrace, but I was too tired.
"I want to speak to Caleb."
"After you meet your Father, I'll hand you the phone personally,” he promised, continuing to stroke my hair gently.
We drove for at least another hour in silence, the dark sky visible from the window informing me it was indeed night time.
I shifted in my seat, pulling free from Trent's chest. He moved away and I pushed my body across the seat, putting safe distance between us, grateful my strength had finally returned. I glanced out the window, unable to see anything.
"We're home,” Trent announced, offering a slight smile.
The driver pulled the car into a gated area, the black metal fencing lifting to the sky. My stomach was uneasy, full of butterflies and nausea. I thrust my thumb along my finger, reminded my ring was no longer there. I comforted myself with the knowledge that soon I would return home. Soon I would be with Caleb.
Soon this would all be over.
Someone opened the door of the car, stepping aside. Trent offered his hand to help me from the back. I swayed on my feet, standing on numb legs.
He didn't touch me, motioning to a huge set of stairs that led to an enormous door. I climbed up the stairs, stopping in front of the large door that appeared to be crafted from some sort of metal. Trent pushed it open, standing aside to allow me to pass.
"Welcome home, Master Trent,” the man at the foot of the stairs bowed at the waist, speaking in a thick Scottish brogue. His suit was clean and pressed and his brown hair was slick across his head.
"Thank you, Keith. Where are they?” Trent asked, coming to stand beside me.
"In the study sir.” He motioned to my right with his arms.
"Can you inform them that we'll be in momentarily? The young lady needs to refresh herself after our journey."
Keith bowed in deference and hurried away.
"Come with me,” Trent said quietly, leading the way up the staircase.
The ceilings were vast and intricate, reaching impossibly high. I tripped several times as I gawked at my surroundings. The paintings, furniture, carpets and rugs, reeked of wealth and affluence. The staircase veered in two at the top, carved rails splitting left and right.
Trent turned right, leading us past several doors.
"In here.” Trent guided me into a room, closing the door behind us.
The huge glass window was the first thing my eyes rested on. It was almost as large as the wall itself, framing the sky perfectly. A canopy bed was placed against the wall, the matching dresser and vanity on the opposite side. Trent walked to the left, opening a door.
"Come here, Emma,” he said, stepping inside and immersing the space with light.
I followed him inside the largest closet I'd ever seen. The walls were lined with dual racks. Chairs and stools sat in the middle, a rack lined from ceiling to floor with heeled dress shoes and loafers just across from us. He started rifling through the clothing, making his selections carefully. He brought them to me, pushing the items into my awestruck arms.
"That should do it. I'll be right outside.” He exited the closet without another word, closing the door behind him.
I stood stunned and shocked, eyes going from side to side. I lifted my arms and glanced at the clothes. The blue sweater was the softest material I'd ever touched. I flipped the neck to look at the tag—cashmere. He'd also chosen a pair of jeans.
I shrugged out of my clothes, pulling the pants on first. They fit wonderfully, stretchy and long around my feet. The sweater came next, so soft I wanted to sleep in it. I stroked my fingers along the sleeve, bringing it up and rubbing the soft material across my cheek. I slipped on my loafers, stepping to the mirror to take a peak. I looked the same, the clothing in the same vein of what I wore normally, only crafted from better and much more expensive materials.
Trent knocked on the door, his muffled voice still melodious. “Are you decent?"
"Come in,” I answered, combing my fingers through my hair, grateful I had the foresight to dry it straight.
"You look wonderful.” He nodded approvingly, mouth curving at the corners.
He hurried to the vanity and reached inside the drawer, removing a brush. He stood behind me, combing the bristles through my hair. I couldn't retain the sigh that escaped my lips. It was the first time someone other than my Grandma had ever brushed it.
"A few things,” he said, gently tracing the brush strokes with his fingers. “Please listen to what your Father has to say before jumping the gun in there. Remember, you are not the only one that is nervous. And please refrain from the potty language. I know you were around undesirables before, but in this family, we reserve colorful talk for special occasions."
"Where did all of these clothes come from?” I glanced into the mirror at Trent.
He grinned, not deviating from the task at hand. “As soon as it was decided you were coming home, we prepared everything for you. You didn't need to pack anything. That's why I requested you only use the carry on. I knew everything was ready for your arrival.” He finished, handing me the brush for the last detailed touches.
"Are you ready?"
"As ready as I'm going to be,” I answered truthfully, biting my lower lip.
My heart was stammering as we left the room and descended the stairs, beating so frantically inside my chest I thought it would burst. I passed all the furniture and exquisite rugs in a haze. My mind chaotic, questions flowing, fear overriding my earlier confidence.
We passed through the left corridor with hallways lined with massive pillars. The floor beneath was constructed of an expensive stone, gold and cream marble swirled together. I counted each step, trying to distract myself.
"Breathe,” Trent offered encouragingly.
I deferred to his advice, taking deep calming breaths. I was more anxious with every step, each one bringing me closer to a moment I was certain I would never experience.
We stopped at two double doors on the left of the hall. Trent pulled them open and I stepped inside, waiting for him to close them behind us. The room was surprisingly bare, a few pieces of opulent furniture scattered about.
Directly across the way were two chairs, each occupied with a body. I squinted, unable to see clearly as the light at the door wasn't very good, the lamps and fireplace were further inside. Trent placed a reassuring hand on my arm, guiding me toward the chairs. My throat tightened and I felt sick, my hands clammy and shaking.
They stood in unison and my eyes drifted to the one on the left that stepped forward. He was tall, with thick black hair and slate grey eyes like the sky following a storm. Emotion seemed to cross his face, vanishing in the instant it appeared.
His broad body fit inside the dark sweater and slacks easily, his shoulders hovering only inches above my own. I couldn't tear my eyes away. This was the moment I'd imagined since I was old enough to conceive of his absence. This was my Father.
"Emmaline,” he spoke my name reverently, stepping forward. His voice was the barest of whispers, a Scottish accent discernable even still.
I stood uncertain. I swore that I would hate this man. That I would listen but I wouldn't cave. The heartache of an abandoned childhood had kept me going, nourishing my sense of betrayal. I wanted to wash my hands clean of him just as he had of me and my Mother, bringing him to suffer just as we had.
I'd replayed this exact moment over and over in my head, in a million different places, in a million different ways. But now that I was faced with the reality, it wasn't as simple as I'd convinced myself. I didn't even know how to address him. I didn't know what to say.
His eyes swept over me before resting on my face. He stepped forward again, stopping inches away. It was odd, he appeared only years older than myself, his change to vampire freezing him indefinitely in time.
He was handsome. The dark hair on his head combined with those eyes and that brogue...my Mother never had a chance. A fierce protectiveness surged within, reigniting my anger with a vengeance. My jaw clenched tight and I felt myself flush.
"Welcome home, daughter.” He attempted to hug me and I stepped back and away from him, bumping into Trent.
"Don't!” I demanded in a shaky voice. “Don't do that."
His face dropped, hurt replacing his excitement. I expected guilt to surface but it didn't, just the intense anger remained, a fire burning within.
"I came to listen to what you had to say to me. I promised that much. But this isn't a happy family reunion. Don't pretend that everything is suddenly hunky dory because you've decided to play Daddy,” I told him evenly, body trembling.
"I understand,” he said sadly. “I don't expect anything more from you, I never have. But your Mother—"
"Don't,” I snapped, my temperature rising with a newfound animosity. “Don't bring her into this. You don't have the right."
"If you would just listen—” He started and I cut him off again.
"No, we will not discuss her. What gives you the right? What kind of person leaves behind a woman who's pregnant with his child anyway? What kind of man are you?"
"Emmaline.” He tried again.
"No,” I cut him off a third time, bitter and resentful. “Answer that question first. That's the million dollar one and the reason I came here. Tell me, was it easy for you? Did you even shed a tear when she died?"
"That's quite enough.” A feminine voice spoke from behind, coming around to stand beside him.
I felt the floor rock under my feet but I remained standing.
She hadn't changed—not really. Her face was smoother, the skin luminescent and pale. Her features were more defined and beautiful, yet exactly as they were in that picture taken on the porch years ago.
I knew every detail of that face by heart, had them ingrained in my memories. How many hours had I spent staring at family albums, trying to get to know her through stories and shared memories? Her hair was still long and mahogany brown, hanging in long shining waves down her back and across her shoulders.
I looked into her face, meeting my own eyes.
"Mom?” The word came out hollow and disbelieving.
"Emmaline.” She said my name softly, flashing her dazzling smile.
I stumbled, unsteady on my feet, blackness threatening to overtake me. I lost my balance, stepping back. Trent's arms came around, scooping me up effortlessly. He strode over to a chair and I clung to him, unwilling to let go. I needed something solid to keep me grounded.
"It's okay, Emma,” he soothed. “I'm right here."
He bent down and placed me into the chair. I watched them approach with confused eyes; my Mother and Father, side by side.
"Remember to breathe,” Trent reminded me.
I took several ragged breaths, dragging oxygen into my lungs, my frazzled brain short circuited. This had never been a possibility in any of my childhood fantasies.
"I know this must come as a shock,” my Mother said softly, her voice as gentle and melodic as I'd dreamed it would be. “If there had been any other way, we'd have gladly considered it."
"How did this happen?” I asked, dazed.
They sat across from me on the loveseat, deliberately close to one another. He placed his hand on her leg and she mirrored the movement, placing her fingers on top. It was unimaginable. This could have been them at Grandma's house years ago, before I'd ever been conceived. My parents appeared young enough to be my siblings, or my friends from school.
"It's a long story, one we've waited years to tell you,” she explained. “Luca and I met my sophomore year in college. He had flown to the states as a last experience in his mortal life—his final sabbatical. He never expected to meet me or that we'd fall in love so quickly. The months passed, and when it was time for him to return, he told me everything."
"I was pregnant by then,” she whispered, smiling sadly. “And I knew I couldn't join him. You were more important. So I told Luca I didn't want to see him anymore and wouldn't consider making the trip or leaving my life behind. And I told your Grandmother that it was for the best that we had parted ways. She didn't question any of it. She just accepted my story. Then, you were born, and I was happy again. Everything was perfect.” She paused. “Until the day of the accident. After that, I thought everything was over."
"But it wasn't,” Luca smiled, speaking up and taking over. His words came out rushed, spoken excitedly so that I didn't have the opportunity doubt his sincerity. “I'd changed by then but I couldn't let go. I asked Trent to watch over Lily for me and that was when I found out about you, Emmaline. She didn't tell me, I never knew. So I kept eyes on you both, just in case you needed me. Trent called with the bad news about your Mother and I came back. I waited for her to improve, but she wasn't going to. She was dying, Emmaline. I could smell it when I walked into her room in the hospital. So I changed her. Her mind was still functional and my blood repaired her injuries. I brought her home with me, where she always belonged."
"But we never forgot you,” Mom interrupted, imploring me to believe her with her intensity and voice. “We wanted you to have a normal life for as long as you could, but selfishly, we always wanted you here. We've watched you grow up from a distance, always there but out of sight."
"And now I'm here,” I murmured.
But for how long, I couldn't say. I hadn't counted on this scenario.
Trent exchanged a look with Luca.
"Trent told us about Caleb,” Luca said, his voice remaining strictly neutral. “And I've spoken with Sam about it as well. You understand that the bond could potentially pass, given time especially."
"Excuse me?” The switch in topics, especially since I hadn't spoken of Caleb, came out of left field.
I glowered at Trent. He didn't even bother trying to look guilty. He'd read my thoughts again.
"If you want to return, we understand completely,” Luca spoke carefully. “But if it's meant to be, what will some time here hurt? There is so much for you to learn, and we've waited so long."
"Things are different now,” I confessed.
I had my daydream all wrong. My Father wasn't pond scum and my Mother wasn't dead—not really. Surreal didn't even begin to cover how I felt about what had transpired in the last few minutes. As strange as it was to see them together, it was even more bizarre thinking of them as my parents. Their youthful appearance alone was staggering.
"I'll think about it,” I agreed and they smiled with obvious relief, “But I need to make an important phone call."
"Absolutely.” Mom smiled happily, her eyes shifting to a vivid leafy shade of green. “I have so much I want to share with you, Emma. So much that I want to tell you now that you're here. Your Father has waited twenty years for this moment."
I smiled distractedly while glaring at Trent. If looks could kill, he'd have died twice. Once again, he had invaded my privacy.
I lifted my hand in his direction.
"You promised. Now hand me the phone."
I took the cell into my room, the plush soft carpet wrapping around my socked feet. I dialed the number, adrenaline making my heart flutter nervously.
The phone rang over and over; no one answered or clicked over. I tried again—same thing.
I spent the next hour repeating the cycle, waiting a few minutes and trying again. I started to panic, worry making me think the worst. I was about to give up when I remembered Sarah.
I rushed to the closet, digging the folded piece of paper out of my jeans and dialing the number. She picked up on the second ring.
"Hello?"
"Sarah?” I asked, sighing in relief. Her voice was so comforting. “It's Emma."
"Emma, you made it!” I closed my eyes, visualizing her perfect face.
"I did, there is so much to tell everyone. That's why I'm calling, actually. I can't get through to Caleb. Is everything okay there? He's all right, isn't he?"
The other end of the phone went silent and I thought we'd lost the connection.
"Sarah?"
"I'm here.” Her voice was torn and sad, even over the line. I heard her take a deep breath. “Caleb won't answer the phone, Emma. It's really not fair for me to be the one to tell you this. He should do the responsible thing and talk to you personally. But since he won't, I suppose it's fallen to me."
"What are you talking about?” I asked uneasily, standing utterly still, a sense of dread settling into my chest.
"Caleb has informed everyone that he's not having you back. After Parker attacked you...Caleb took that really badly, Emma. He doesn't want you to try and contact him. He thinks it best that you sever the bond while it's so new, so there is less pain for both of you."
"Can that even be done?” I whispered brokenly, my entire body erupted into uncontrollable trembling, goose bumps covering my bare skin.
"It's not unheard of,” she answered quietly, her voice breaking slightly. “I have your ring. He wants me to get it back to you through Sam. I'm so sorry, Emma. You have no idea how upset we all are over this, how angry some of us are."
"I don't understand,” I said, voice cracking. Tears welled, escaping freely, a trail of sadness streaming down my face.
"Caleb says he can't protect you as well as the DeViard's can. He really does believe he is doing right by you. He swears he only wants you to be happy and safe.” She added softly, sounding close to tears, “He's even convinced Derek."
"Can I still call you, to see how things are?” I choked. I forced my hand against my mouth, muffling the sound of my crying.
"You can call me anytime, Emma. I consider you my friend, no matter what happens."
I cleared my throat, forcing back a sob. “Thanks Sarah. I'll call you later, then."
"Anytime, Emma, I mean it. Take care of yourself."
I dropped the phone, collapsing to my knees. My crying quiet at first, growing louder. I didn't want anyone to hear me. I wasn't ashamed or embarrassed; I was hurt, devastated and overcome.
My chest felt as if it caved in on itself, the pain growing more intense, twisting and breaking. The organ known for keeping your body alive served an all together different function I'd been blissfully unaware of—rending horrific pain.
I crawled to the bed, climbing onto the mattress and resting on top of the comforter. I pulled a pillow into my face and cried. Ragged wails of suffering and anguish blessedly muffled against the down feathers.
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Chapter 20—Starting Over
My head was throbbing, forehead knotted in concentration and attentiveness. I pushed the energy outward, focusing not on where it lay inside but rather where I wanted it to go. The tingling built, distracting me until I forced it into the background—pushing harder, extending myself outward.
The bowling ball floated midair, spinning from the force I was emitting, manipulated to hover over the ground. I pushed more energy out, bringing it to eye level. The ball swayed, shifting from side to side, up and down.
I kept it aloft for several minutes, feeling the humming began to wane, signaling it was time to stop. I sent the ball down, using my hand as a guide and grinding my teeth together. It landed in the ground with a dull thud, sinking into the soft grass.
I threw my head back and closed my eyes, sighing loudly as I rubbed my temples. Each time was easier, but control was essential, and I had issues with a roving mind.
The sky was baby blue overhead, the sun covered by dense clouds. I breathed in the sweet air, so fresh, so different. The cool breeze revived me, giving me additional energy.
The last two months were difficult, ticking by like delayed second hands on a vintage clock. My twenty-first birthday had come and gone, and if it hadn't been for my parents, I wouldn't have noticed. I didn't care about much anymore, even when I tried. So I diverted my attention elsewhere, learning about my family and my heritage, blocking out the pain in the only way I could.
I wasn't some plain Jane as I'd once believed. I, like others with my blood, had the power to manipulate borrowed metaphysical energy. I could lift things with it, catch things with it, and stop things with it. If I made the choice my parents persistently hoped for, I would also be able to manifest my own energy to use at will, along with other abilities still unknown at the present.
"Twenty-three minutes that time, not bad.” Trent grinned at me from a lounge chair, his bright blond hair shining in the sun. I was certain his brilliant blue eyes matched behind the dark sunglasses covering his lovely face.
Trent had become my mentor, sharing his energy with me, teaching me to control it. He'd sent someone to take care of business abroad for several weeks while we worked together. We'd started small, going from golf balls, to softballs, to ten pound bowling balls. I learned it wasn't only the size of the object that mattered. It was also determined by mental control and energy amassed.
"You didn't give me enough juice.” I laughed quietly, dropping my arms to my sides and lowering my face.
"I've told you before. I'm ready when you are."
The innuendo was there again, more and more prevalent the last couple of weeks. I sighed and closed my eyes.
Trent had been trying to get through the kinks in my armor for weeks. He was always around, making me laugh when I wanted to cry. Teasing me constantly and tormenting me relentlessly. It was a welcome distraction at times and a painful reminder at others.
Caleb never did call. I'd spoken a few times with Sarah in those precarious first weeks, unable to stop myself from picking up the phone in hope Caleb might be there with her. She wouldn't give details about him or what he was doing, but she swore she had him under her watchful eye.
From what I gathered, he was back at Haven's, working the Pit. She didn't sound happy about it, but if I knew Sarah, she'd stand behind whatever got him through this tumultuous time.
When my ring arrived last week, I knew it was over—for him at least. I thought I was past it all until Keith handed me the little package with the tiny black box inside.
"Don't, Emma,” Trent voice whispered in my mind.
I didn't think of Caleb for this very reason. I'd told Trent to stop talking to me like this. It was too intimate, too personal. But he was always listening in the back of my head, and delving inside my mind was second nature to him by now.
"Trent,” I huffed the air out of my lungs in annoyance, watching him remove the dark sunglasses and place them onto the lush grass. “I've told you—"
He leapt from the chair, tackling me to the ground. His strong hands wrapped around to cradle my body, pushing my back into the soft grassy earth. He restrained my arms above my head with one hand, tickling me mercilessly with the other. I squirmed, lifting my hips and bucking underneath him.
"STOP,” I roared in torment. My laughter breathy and broken, shards of air halted with each movement of his fingers along my ribcage.
"Do you yield?” he asked, starting again when I didn't answer immediately.
I thrashed around, unable to stop myself. Since he'd discovered how easy this was, he wouldn't leave me alone. Damn my mind and the secrets it divulged—such as my ticklish impediment.
"That's cheating!” I complained loudly, laughing uncontrollably as his fingers plucked over my ribs and stomach.
"Do you?” he asked again.
I tried to pry myself free to no avail. His grip was too strong. I withstood the tickling until it hurt to laugh.
"Okay! Okay! You win!” I cried out, my laughter ebbing as he leaned in to claim his reward.
When he started this “game” I fought him relentlessly, only caving in when he taunted me mercilessly. As with every kiss before, he gently brushed his lips across my own, lifting away and staring into my eyes. He didn't take advantage, push or expect anything more. His eyes were amazing inside his mesmeric face. He truly was beautiful beyond words.
"Let me take you to dinner, Emma. Why won't you let me do this properly?” he asked softly, using his free hand to caress the line of my jaw.
I closed my eyes, exhaling. “You're in my mind enough to know the answer to that question."
"You have the right to be happy. Don't let him take that from you. I know how you feel about me."
He nuzzled my neck with his nose and I reopened my eyes to stare at him. Only a fool wouldn't reach out with eager hands for what he was offering. Trent was powerful, smart and sexy. He had a wicked sense of humor, and he was so incredibly easy with me.
It would be so simple to give in.
All I had to do was take that tiny first step...
"I promise to always be easy with you,” he whispered sensually against my ear, rubbing the skin at my neck with his nose.
"We should go inside.” I changed the subject, pushing against his shoulders. “Mom's been antsy with Dad away on business."
He lifted his body in a singular movement, holding out a hand to bring me to my feet. He dropped the discussion, waiting for another opportunity to bring it to my attention. It had been a carefully choreographed dance on his part. Swooping in when he knew I wouldn't deter him. Giving me space when he knew I would. It wasn't difficult; time wasn't a factor for him.
"I still don't understand why she has to stay here when he goes away on business.” I shook my head, walking through the spongy grass in the direction of the manor.
"She's a common, and commons are only allowed to attend the house meetings as servants or blood slaves. Besides, she wouldn't want to partake in the entire fiasco, trust me."
My Mom learned the hard way after her change that while being married to my Father helped, it didn't change anything. The vampire houses were very particular about their rules and arrangements.
Dad caused a monumental rift when he came for her. He had been in an arranged marriage since he was a little boy to another child raised among vampires in Spain. It wasn't common to see children raised among their kind, but it did happen. When he defied their orders, he paid stiff penalties. He was forced to use his unique abilities as they requested, whenever they requested, for the next eighty years; one hundred years total for his betrayal.
As he was raised among the supernatural, his natural talent was accessible early in his childhood. His ability to manipulate metaphysical energy was amazing. Many believed his talent remained unparalleled among any of the royals. At a mere ten years old he levitated a car with his mind, and today he could erect a barrier around himself that couldn't be penetrated physically.
But it was his vampiric abilities that truly made him an asset. Inflicting severe pain without so much as damaging one hair on someone's head came in handy. He could torture informants for hours on end, getting the goods necessary and keeping the offender perfectly whole. It was a nasty talent, one my Father despised.
"I hope he's in a better mood this time around,” I murmured, remembering the last time he returned home after an obligatory trip.
"He won't be,” Trent stated flatly. “What he does is the most invasive form of torture. It would wear anyone down. I'll be ecstatic for everyone involved when his time is met."
"It hardly seems fair, using his abilities like that. And I'm supposed to want to join a group of people who use each other like that? I don't know, Trent. It seems barbaric to me. Even worse, if my ability is something they want for themselves, they'll find a way to get to me, too. I don't want to be forced to hurt people."
He didn't deny it. “Of course they'd try, but it is your choice. Your Father, on the other hand, broke the rules when he shamed the entire Acarons family. He's lucky he got so light a punishment. Remember, he never used his talent for anyone until he went for your Mother. That was the catalyst that brought about his downfall."
"I bet they loved the excuse. It gave them exactly what they wanted,” I said angrily.
My Father would return every other week distraught and moody, his eyes steely grey. His foul temper and short fuse kept us all on edge, including Mom.
"Have you decided if you'll accompany us to the gathering in London?” Trent asked casually, changing the subject. He glanced at me from the corner of his eye.
"I don't know. I haven't made up my mind yet."
Attending the gathering surrounded by vampires would signify my willingness to be transformed. I wasn't ready for that step, too unsure of what I wanted.
"You don't have to be changed if you go,” Trent insisted, slipping easily into my mind. “It's an introduction only."
"That may be, but they would still expect it to happen eventually. Not to mention, that entire figuring out my abilities thing they do gives me the willies."
I cringed at the thought of standing in front of all of them, having a vampire discover my unknown abilities while they looked on. It was bad enough uncovering what I'd be capable of, especially knowing what Dad could do. Add my phobia of public attention into the mix, and it was a double whammy.
We went through the back of the manor, past the storage shelves and into the smaller kitchen. I walked to the stainless steel fridge to snag a coke, taking a seat on the bar stool next to the squared island. Trent leaned on the counter across from me, watching as I cracked open the can, drinking it down.
I covered a soft belch with my fingers.
"That's so attractive,” Trent cooed, cracking a smile.
"I know you love it,” I antagonized, taking another heaping gulp. Maybe that was part of his attraction. I didn't give a shit if he found me impossibly beautiful or incredibly disgusting.
"So, about that dinner, there is a quaint little place I'd like to take you off the coast.” He smiled at me, blue-green eyes working their magic. “There will be a live pianist, a dance floor, and it's exclusively private."
"Oh no.” I threw my head back, groaning in exasperation. “Don't do this again!"
"Do what?” Mom asked as she drifted into the room, elegant as always.
Her long hair was clipped off her face, tumbling down her back in thick waves. She was casual today, in jeans and a sweater. Normally, she wore flowing dresses or slacks. Dad insisted she never overcame her hippy phase. I still found myself shocked in her presence. Her youth, so like to my own, was merely clever facade.
"Entice our girl to have dinner with me.” Trent attempted to sway Mom to his side, smiling sweetly and flashing those electric blues. “I promise to have her home before the sun comes up."
"Trent,” she warned, eyes darkening. “You know that she has enough stress right now without you badgering her as well."
"It appears I'm outnumbered,” he growled playfully, turning away from the counter and walking out of the kitchen. I listened to his steps on the stone floor as they faded, relaxing when they were no longer evident.
"Has there been any word from Dad?” I inquired, sipping my near empty can of coke.
"He will arrive home this evening,” she answered, sounding both relieved and concerned.
"Maybe he didn't have to do anything this time,” I offered somberly, keeping the hope detached from my voice.
I knew she both dreaded and anticipated his arrivals home because it was such a mixed bag. She never knew which man would be coming back to her. It could be the sweet and gentle one she loved, or the bitter and tormented one who'd just assaulted someone in the worst ways imaginable.
"I hope so,” she acknowledged, sliding in across from me, her fingers gently brushing my arm. She touched me often, to make sure I was really there, she said. She didn't have any special talents or powers, just Mother's intuition, and that was all she needed.
"You miss him still?” She touched my hand again, pulling away just as quickly.
"It's getting easier,” I lied, aware of whom she spoke. “I'm taking it one day at a time."
"I know how it feels, Emma.” Her brows creased in sympathy. “If you feel this way, maybe you should consider what we discussed before."
Easier said than done.
Sure I could fly back and track Caleb down, demanding an explanation delivered directly to my face instead of the cold shoulder he had provided. It sounded like one hell of a plan at first. Then a nasty little something called my pride got in the way.
I could go and confront him, but what if he said the same thing? Would it provide closure to have my frail emotions trampled even worse, just to prove a point? I didn't know if I could take that kind of heart break again.
It was bad enough the first time around.
"I have thought about it, and I just don't know what good would come from the trip. He wouldn't even answer the phone to speak to me when I called. Think about it, what would he do if I suddenly showed up? Do you think he'd welcome me with open arms and proclaim his love and undying devotion? He'd probably slam the door in my face or run away so that I couldn't find him."
"You won't know for certain unless you try. I did the same thing for you, cutting your Father out of my life even though I didn't want to. You said yourself that he believes he's protecting you. Love drives people to do strange things sometimes."
"You don't leave the people you love,” I rasped in frustration, plopping the can onto the counter. “And what protection did he think he was offering? He abandoned me with people I didn't even know. I could understand if he had talked to me or tried to explain, but he didn't. He just cut me completely from his life."
"Maybe he can't talk to you because it's too painful for him. Just because he acts as if he's not hurting, it doesn't mean he isn't. Emotions are easier to hide than they are to suppress. Why don't you call Sarah? Speak to her about all of this and tell her how you feel, Emma."
"Sarah resents being forced in the middle of the situation.” I shook my head. “And it's not her place to explain. Besides, she's still working for Sam. She only sees Caleb whenever they drop by Haven's."
"I see.” Mom didn't say more, smiling reassuringly but giving me space.
"Why are you rooting for Caleb, anyway?” I asked expectantly, meeting her lovely green eyes. “I thought you wanted me here with you and Dad. And I know how the two of you feel about Trent. Wouldn't it be easier if you persuaded me to stick around here and forget about the terrible guy back home that broke my heart?"
"Because I love you.” She placed her cool hand atop mine, flashing that megawatt smile. “And I want you to be happy above all. That is my wish for you, to be happy."
"It's not good.” Trent's voice popped into my head as I sat on the floor of the closet, sorting through various shirts and sweaters.
I scampered into the bedroom. The sun had nearly set, casting an orange glow outside my window. I walked to the glass, peering down. I could see the car in the drive, Dad's head and body coming into view as he climbed from the back. Trent wasn't exaggerating, he looked terrible. His hair was muddled and untidy, as were his clothes. His pinstriped tie was hanging loosely around his neck, his jacket tossed carelessly over the arm holding his suitcase. His shoulders drooped in a downward angle, his chin burrowed onto his chest.
I turned from the glass, walking out of my bedroom. I cornered the staircase and came down, taking each step slowly. Mom was ahead of me, waiting in front of the door at the foot of the stairs.
Dad didn't bother looking up as he entered, staring at his feet. I waited for what was coming, having become accustomed to it in recent weeks. He walked to Mom, kissed her quickly on the cheek and hooked a left into the study. He would hit the brandy and he would hit it hard. I was grateful vampires had some respite from the dredges of their life—be it liquor or cigars—when their homecoming was so wretched and bleak.
This was one of many reasons I hesitated when the topic of change was broached. Watching Dad after one of his trips told me enough about the kind of people we were related to.
The kind of people I would be indebted to.
I watched Mom as she followed several paces behind, closing the door as they entered the study. This was the price they paid to be together. Dad never once complained, never blaming her for his punishment. But he couldn't act as if the damage he rendered didn't etch into his soul. It chipped away at him each time. His face might remain forever young, but the truth was always there in his tormented eyes.
Whenever someone was suspected of any offense against the vampire houses they were brought to see the enforcer. He would dig inside the subconscious, into those deeply guarded recesses of the mind, looking for their biggest fears and nightmares. Once he had them, he would instruct my Father, forcing him to reenact them mentally—making the person believe they were on fire, that their children were dead or being slowly chopped to pieces.
And the poor bastards thought all of it was real; the pain was actual pain, dished out to their brainwashed minds, until they were nothing more than a hollow shell. This was his punishment, and my Mother felt completely responsible every single time he came through that door after a job.
"What did they make him do this time?” I thought to Trent, feeling morbid for even considering what harm he had wrought. In some strange way, I believed I could shoulder some of my Dad's pain if I knew what he had done.
"You don't want to know, Emma, and I honestly don't want to tell you.” Trent sounded disgusted.
"Was it a loved one?"
"Yes.” He didn't elaborate.
Fury nearly overcame me. Dad would be out of it for days. The best way to break victims down was to use their family against them. He would have to visualize each cut, broken bone and scream, constructing it all inside his head, creating a carefully manufactured symphony of blood and pain before forcing it into the head of someone else.
Knowing it didn't actually occur didn't make the visual images any easier to bear.
I returned to my room, reclining at the edge of the bed. The night time was the most difficult, completely alone with my overactive brain kicking into overdrive. Maybe I should call Sarah. It had been two weeks since we'd last spoken. Maybe something had changed...or maybe I was afraid nothing had changed at all.
I fell back; arms limp above my head, feet dangling over the edge of the mattress. All of this indecision was going to age me prematurely—which would be fine if I decided to join the home team.
"Damn it,” I muttered under my breath, annoyed with myself.
I rolled off the bed and went into the closet, facing the clothes strewn about. I got down on hands and knees, wading through the mess, forcing myself not to become overwhelmed by the sheer magnitude of garments covering the floor. I considered making a pile in the corner, tossing all of the shirts and sweaters together and jumping into it like raked fall leaves.
"Do it."
I gasped, a scream lodged in my throat, and whipped my head around.
Trent was lounged in the doorway, studying me, lips curved into the slightest amused grin. He looked amazing in matching black slacks and a form fitted turtleneck, his muscled shoulders outlined perfectly under the thin material. His blond hair and twinkling eyes gleamed in the light.
"Don't do that!” I scowled before breaking into a nervous smile. “You scared the bejezus out of me."
He arched one of his dark eyebrows, a smile forming. “Bejezus? Is that even a word?"
"Sure, it's in the Emmster's dictionary,” I teased, my heart returning to a normal rhythm.
He stood straight, walking into the closet and picking up a random shirt, tossing it at me. I caught it in the chest, grabbing the thin cotton by the sleeves and straightening the material before laying it atop the augmenting pile.
"What are you doing in here anyway?” He glanced around the closet, shaking his head.
"I'm trying to organize my shirts and sweaters. Everything is clumped together, and I can't find anything because I have too many clothes. If it stays the way it is, I'll never be able to find the shirts I actually like."
"And this.” He motioned with his hand to the piles. “Is a better way to locate that special sweater or shirt?"
"No one like's a smart ass, Trent.” I narrowed my eyes, attempting to look serious. Unfortunately, he read my mind again, ruining the entire effect.
He chuckled, coming to sit beside me. I noticed the faint blush on his cheeks. His color more distinct, making him even more breathtakingly beautiful. He had obviously fed before he came to my room.
I knew they had to drink, I just didn't ask for details. I wondered who he had gotten the blood from. Maybe they bought blood in a bottle and drank it that way—anything was possible.
"Of course we don't drink blood from bottles,” Trent laughed, shaking his head in amusement, “You think up the most fantastical ideas, Emma."
Then how do you get it? The thought popped into my brain and I wanted to slap myself.
"Tonight, it was donated by Matilda. If you must know,” he informed me.
"Matilda?” I gasped in disbelief, absolutely mortified. “You took blood from the maid?"
"Technically, she works for the house, and blood donation is a minor part of the job. I would have preferred to wait, but as I cannot leave until you do, I'm forced to make do."
As usual, questions created a gambit inside my brain. He heard them all, choosing specific ones to answer at random.
"No, she doesn't mind, and no, I'm not attracted to her like that. And of course your parents don't use her or any other servant in this house for sustenance. Your Father has to feed, of course, but he takes care of your Mother. She's aware of his...eating habits. Vampire blood is equally sustaining, even more so when it's a trueblood. She can thrive quite well on his blood alone."
Picturing my parents drinking blood was an image I did not want in my brain. I shoved it aside, narrowing my eyes at him as he crawled over on his hands and knees.
"No, it doesn't hurt,” he whispered enticingly against my ear. “When you want try for yourself, let me know."
"Stop aggravating me,” I grumbled, reaching past his face to yank another shirt off the floor, adding it to the ever growing stack. He was incorrigible and persistent, teetering on the edge of pesky.
"I'll remain just as pesky until you give me a chance,” he whispered threateningly. “I have forever, you know."
"Will you ever stop doing that?” I looked up, hands resting on the sweater in my lap.
I sighed and shook my head, lowering my eyes. He already knew what I would say but I spoke the words aloud anyway. “You know why I can't. You know how I feel about things. I don't have it in me to give, not anymore. I'm beginning to wonder if you're some sort of emotional masochist."
"I'm a realist,” he corrected. “Whether you want to accept it or not, Caleb is gone, Emma, and he's not going to come knocking on the door. He made his decision, and given the time that has lapsed, he seems set upon it. I think he's an absolute sod and an idiot to boot, but that is neither here nor there. If he wishes to be moronic, I will simply step forward and treasure that which he has so foolishly cast aside. You can still be happy, if you only allow yourself to try."
"You sound like my Mother,” I mumbled, meeting his gaze. “Why me, Trent, seriously? You could have any woman in the world you want. I've seen the way women look at you. The way they react when you're around. It isn't that I'm not flattered, trust me. But I don't get it. I just don't."
"Because when I'm around you, I feel as I did when I was human. You evoke all of the passions and emotions I thought long dormant. I haven't felt this way in over a hundred years,” he confessed thickly.
"You better be careful,” I joked, trying to conceal my feelings about his confession, “Your age is showing."
He chuckled and smiled. “That is what I'm talking about. I don't remember the last time I laughed until I met you and your warped sense of humor.” His face turned serious, rhythmical voice rich and heavy. “Now that I remember what it means to feel, I know any emotion is better than the blank slate I experienced prior to your coming here. You brought so much joy back to me. I would keep you at my side forever if you would allow it."
I didn't bother trying to stop my thinking. I felt uncomfortable and exalted by his words. The strangest juxtapose of feelings. Things would be so different had Trent arrived outside of Joe's to find me, then it would be easy. There would be nothing to compare things to, a fresh start. Having those memories of Caleb and I, that rush that came when I replayed our moments alone together, held me back.
Trent slid in front of me, remaining utterly still, his face so close it nearly touched my own. His eyes were vivid aqua, flashing bright blue-green in the light; a dark black ring around the edge of the iris. His hand lifted, cool fingers caressing my face in gentle strokes.
"It's not a level playing field, comparing me to him. Not until I give you memories of my own. Let me give you memories of my own, Emma, please."
I could have pulled away; he would have let me. I could have told him no, either out loud or inside my mind, and he would have listened. But I didn't. I was exhausted from battling myself and the way I felt about him. He was right, I did deserve happiness.
My right hand came up, touching the silky smooth skin on his neck. His white blond hair was so incredibly soft, just long enough that my fingers could trace along the wispy strands in back. I grazed my fingers along his skin, touching his smooth cheek before dropping my hand back into my lap.
"Okay,” I relented, watching as his lips curved into a smile.
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Chapter 21—Decisions
Trent was true to his word. Muirelle's was quaint and quiet, nestled in a completely private and unknown location. It was fitting, considering my parents and Trent owned the place and used it on the rare occasion they were entertaining guests from abroad.
I wasn't sure what lengths Trent had went to for the sake of impression, but there was a waitress, a pianist, and a chef—all awaiting instruction. I ordered something simple to eat so I wouldn't make a mess, steak and oatmeal potatoes.
I dressed for simplicity when preparing for dinner, choosing a spaghetti strapped black dress that hung loosely at the knee with a cream colored cardigan. I found matching shoes and accessories for everything inside the monstrosity of a closet attached to my bedroom. The heels on the shoes were the worst—I'd only worn high heels during prom and graduation—and I remained unsteady on my feet.
Thankfully, my hair cooperated. Mom helped me tame the curls into a twist on top of my head, the long waves spilling down, creating a cascade of mahogany. She also did my make-up, keeping things understated and elegant.
Trent had been gawking since the car came around to take us off and I distracted him by asking questions. He was much older than my Father, his history vast and intricate. I couldn't believe he was one-hundred thirty-two years old. He'd been changed when he was only twenty-nine, finding out just as I did about our family legacy. Having been born in England, he fought in both world wars, moving to the states after.
Due to his special talent, he was offered a position by several of the vampire houses. They needed someone they could trust to ensure the werewolf packs held to their end of the bargain—protecting blood relatives abroad. Trent would know if anything wasn't right, considering he could read minds.
He did most of his work via phone but made frequent trips to the states and other countries to keep things in order. None of the werewolves—or loup-garou as he referred to them—knew about his specific ability. They ignorantly assumed he was just another arrogant vampire—as he put it.
His life was so complex. I tried to keep my eyes on my food instead of staring. He looked incredible in a fitted black suit, the loose collar at his neck displaying his porcelain skin.
"What about Dad?” I asked, totally amazed.
"I met him after you were born, after his change.” He sipped on his glass of red wine and continued, “Luca contacted me privately about Lily, offering to pay me twice my fee if I'd swing by on trips into the country to look in on her. Of course, I accepted. It was just a plane ticket away.” He studied my face intently, his eyes glowing in the candle light. “When I told him about you, he relayed his story. I was intrigued. He faced serious repercussions if he went against the family, but he refused to lose your Mother permanently."
"So you became friends?"
"We became united in our common interests. The friendship developed along the way,” he answered ambiguously.
"Why didn't he send you for me instead of Sam's people? Wouldn't that have made more sense?” It was a question I'd thought of often. It could have spared a lot of heartache.
"It was pure bad luck,” he admitted, obviously regretful. “I was indisposed in London and couldn't arrive quickly enough. I left as soon as I got the news. I'll tell you this. Your Father would have had zero reservations about using his mind talent on Tristan."
"He didn't have to question Tristan?” I asked curiously, recalling Sam saying he'd been delivered to the DeViard family.
"No.” Trent narrowed his eyes at the memory. “By the time Tristan arrived, he was dead. There wasn't much left to be honest."
I flashed back to the creatures chasing me in town. Their slanted glowing eyes and teeth scorched into my mind. Different than vampires, I'd been told, with none of their daytime weaknesses.
"That's rubbish.” Trent put his glass down, clearly annoyed. “We don't have weaknesses in the daylight, not like Sam thinks. Sure, it's a drain on us. We're nocturnal creatures by design. But those blood filled ticks are nothing at all in comparison."
"What are they exactly?” I asked softly.
"They are the result of shoving as much vampire blood possible into a human over a short period of time. It warps the brain and changes them into what you saw. They're not immortal, just strong from our blood, and crazed because of it. Truebloods would never dream of making them. They are abominations, half creatures with nowhere to belong.” He frowned, his mouth forming a harsh line, “It's against our laws, punishable by death."
The subject of vampire law dredged up the impending trip to London. I had yet to make a decision because it was precarious one. If I didn't go, my Father would face pressure and questions. They would expect an explanation and update on my status. If I did go, I would be subjected to the abilities ceremony along with everyone else. I would also encounter others like Trent, mind readers, who could merge inside my head to decipher my thoughts. I didn't relish the thought of someone sorting through the file cabinets inside my mind.
"Your Mother would be grateful if you attended, not that she would ever admit it. The trip is hard on her. Most commons are bloodslaves.” He smiled, adding, “And she would be proud to showcase her daughter."
I cringed inwardly at that word—bloodslaves. People bound to true blood aristocracy. They did it in an effort to bolster themselves in ranks, clearing a path into immortality. Meals on wheels as it were—always on hand whenever someone wanted a snack. And the contract could span lifetimes. Several trueblood relatives not yet changed took this option too. It meant an assurance into the house of their choice. Dad had warned me about the prospect, as I would be seen as a prime target.
"Don't worry,” Trent assured me confidently. “No one wants to anger your Father. They all know what he is capable of. If you don't believe me, you can ask Luna Acarons. She made the unsightly mistake of calling your Mother a whore within earshot of him once. She's still afraid to glance into the mirror, terrified she'll find herself bald and scorched."
My voice rose as anger appeared, simmering. “They speak like that to Mom?"
"Not if your Father is around, but they still hold a grudge. You can expect that to continue for several more centuries. Your Father broke their laws because of her, and they have a very unforgiving memory,” Trent admitted.
Picturing my Mother surrounded by snobby assholes that treated her inferiorly pissed me off something fierce. I should go, if only to tell them how far up their ass they could shove their bloodlines.
"I would pay to see that.” Trent's eyes flashed at me, his voice a husky timbre.
I averted my eyes, pushing the uneaten food around my plate and wishing we could have a basic conversation without this tension coming back into play.
Foolishly, I'd expected things to stay platonic tonight. But deep down, I knew better.
"When you've finished, I have a surprise.” He toned it down, reclining back in the booth.
"A surprise,” I asked suspiciously, placing my fork down on the plate.
He grinned, refusing to say more. Music spilled from the piano, the deep resounding strokes familiar in my ears. I concentrated on the lush tones, placing the melody—Moonlight Sonata.
"Would you like to dance?” Trent rose in one fluid movement, coming around the table and offering his arm.
"This is really cheesy, and has b-flick horror film written all over it. You know that, right?” I laughed softly, nodding and feigning graciousness, accepting his arm and following him to the dance floor.
Self-assured hands directed me, one winding around my waist and the other lifting my arm. I tried to stare at my feet, unable to figure out the steps.
"Don't look down,” Trent breathed, removing his arm from my waist and lifting my chin.
Our eyes met and my smile slowly faded. God, he was splendid, absolutely stunning. The red tint from the fireplace made his skin glisten and his eyes sparkle. I forced my eyes away from his own, blinking rapidly, stopping at his lips. The skin was soft and full, tinted cherry red from his recent feeding.
I cleared my throat, shaking my head in embarrassment. “I'm sorry."
"What are you sorry for?” He lowered his face to my own, angling my chin upward with his hand, forcing me to meet his resplendent eyes again.
I'm sorry that...
My thought was cut short, ended as his lips pressed against mine. The breath left my body and I closed my eyes. Trent had never kissed me like this before. His lips were incredibly soft and gentle, pressing and lifting, returning to do more of the same.
His mouth opened and his tongue slid past my lips, finding my own and brushing the silken flesh in a teasing touch. He tasted as sweet as he smelled, like honeysuckle. My trembling fingers wound into his jacket, hands clutching the material tightly.
I felt the coolness of his hands as his fingers surrounded my face, holding me delicately so he could kiss me deeper. I sighed, giving him what he clearly wanted and relaxing. The strokes of his tongue inside my mouth were soft and easy, surprisingly tender. He groaned against my lips, removing his hands from my jaw and pulling me close.
I didn't resist this time, allowing him to bring me against his body. He was taller, muscles sinewy and lean instead of thick and bulky. His body was cool instead of hot, and he smelled sweet instead of woodsy.
Yet, it didn't feel wrong or uncomfortable—just different.
"You're superb, utterly breathtaking," Trent whispered in my mind, lifting his lips to peer into my face before kissing me again.
"No, I'm not," I thought back impulsively.
He kissed me gently, lifting his head and gazing down. Aqua irises flickered back and forth between my eyes.
"You are,” he murmured, both aloud and in my mind.
I blushed, swallowing hard and looking away. I didn't like having this kind of attention. It made me self-conscious.
Trent's lips curved as he read my thoughts. “Would you like to see the surprise now?"
"All right,” I mumbled, still unable to meet his gaze.
We left the restaurant, climbing inside the welcoming warmth of the heated car waiting outside. Trent sat alongside me, neither of us saying a word as we drove to a destination unknown to me.
The surprise was breathtaking, leaving me speechless. The driver had taken us to a beach, the shoreline clearly visible courtesy of the moon above. It was chilly out, and I rubbed my hands along my cardigan. Trent shrugged out of his jacket, wrapping it around my shoulders.
The water roared and sang into the surf, a symphony of ocean and air, light and dark, twisting and crashing on the rocks. The moonlight ripples along the surface of the frothy waves came and went in intervals, distorting as the water came into shore.
I pulled my shoes off and carried them in my hands, thin strips of leather dangling from my fingers, standing bare foot in the sand. My feet were cold, tiny grainy particles sticking in between my polished red toes. The wind swirled around my shoulders; my bouncy curls rearranging atop my head and breaking free.
"It's amazing here,” I breathed, gazing out into the ocean. The water appeared more black than blue in the dark. I couldn't see where the ocean stopped and the sky began in the distance.
"It is."
I felt him behind me, coming in close but not touching. He wouldn't invade my space unless invited first. I felt nervous, heart fluttering. I wasn't like him. I couldn't reach into his mind to see his deepest fears, dreams or desires. But I knew what he wanted.
"It's okay,” I said softly, intimately, in his mind.
He reached for me, wrapping his arms carefully around. His beautifully long fingers intertwined at my waist, pulling me back as he stepped forward, merging our bodies together. I relaxed against him, listening to the rush of the water in my ears.
"We could have this forever, Emma,” he spoke gently in my mind, the lyrical cadence of his words shared in this intimate form of communication. “You could look at this shore every night for an eternity if you wanted."
Eternity.
I could experience history first hand. Never worrying about time, never fearing I would miss out on epic events. I could still be here when scientist's uncovered different planets and solar systems, or new species existing under the oceans. I could stay just as I was, never growing old, forsaking illnesses and death. It was the ultimate temptation.
Who wouldn't want to live forever?
"Then join us,” he whispered in my mind, tightening his hold. “Say you'll come to London. Accept what only we can provide you. You can be happy in this life, I swear it."
Could I be happy? Would I be happy? What were the drawbacks? Living among ruthless people, for one, but then again, if my Mother and Father could persevere, so could I. I would have to leave my old life behind. I remembered my last trip to see Grandma. She wouldn't remember me anyway, even if I returned for her.
And there was the most painful obstacle.
I'd have to let Caleb go. I'd have to embrace my new life. No more living in the past. I would have to live forward.
Two months.
I'd given him two months. Two months of personal hell spent waiting, heartbroken and shattered. I couldn't keep doing this to myself, it wasn't fair, wasn't healthy. Trent was right, I had to be realistic. I knew what my decision would have been had I never met Caleb. I'd only just rediscovered my parents. I didn't even want to conceive of leaving them permanently.
My choice came in a sudden rush. No more deliberating. And Trent plucked the thought easily from my mind.
"Your parents will be ecstatic." He squeezed me gently, bending over to shelter my body with his own.
"What happens now?” I asked, slightly apprehensive. I had no idea what to expect.
"That depends entirely on you. Bloodlust is difficult initially, so you'd need to be away from humans. Otherwise, there isn't much preparation involved for us. You will need to decide what loose ends you need to tie up and remove any unnecessary attachments.” He continued answering the questions as I posed them in my mind, reading my thoughts. "The change itself is rather simple. You're bitten, your blood nearly drained, and then you're given vampire blood in exchange. It's fast, the change occurring within minutes. It is painful, but fleeting."
"What is the bloodlust?” I asked anxiously, trembling.
"Something completely natural and short lived.” His arms hugged me reassuringly. “It will fade with experience. It's normal to have hunger, but it's difficult to control when you're newly changed. Don't fret, it will pass."
"And my Fae, she will accept the change to vampire?” I didn't change from the werewolf bite. I was unsure how this would be any different if it all hinged on free will.
"The change is different for our kind. With the werewolf, a minor bite can absorb into the system, causing the change. With us, the body is worn down to the point of death. The Fae will latch onto life, no matter what form it is offered. So yes, you will accept it in order to live,” he explained with care.
As we stood, listening to the tide roll in, I felt at peace for the first time in months. I'd been torn for so long, uncertain and confused.
I couldn't perceive the future because I couldn't step into it. I was firmly planted in the past. Now that the gates were wide open and no more self imposed restrictions weighed heavily upon my shoulders, I felt liberated—and free.
"After we return from London,” I decided out loud. That was when I would begin my new life. “That will give me time to tie up loose ends and to prepare myself."
I didn't want to make the trip to London newly changed. It would be too much at once. I had to take this one step at a time—every aspect of it.
"I can't promise you anything,” I told him softly, my words carrying on the wind.
"I know,” he said, equally hushed.
His fingers dug into the soft flesh on my hip, twisting my body around so that we faced one another. His eyes met mine, plush lips curving. The breeze ruffled his hair, sending chunks of blond hair around his ears and face. I ran my fingers up his shirt, entwining them in the silky strands along his neck.
Trent's mouth descended by infinitesimal degrees and my lips yielded willingly to the increased pressure of his kiss, softening readily against his mouth. His hands reached along my shoulders and spine, resting comfortably in my lower back. The wind increased, sand and salt water spraying around our bodies, surrounding us completely.
For the first time since my arrival, Trent was the sole person inhibiting my mind.
It was well past midnight when we arrived home. A few windows glowed from inside—my Mother and Father waiting up. It was humorous in a way, them behaving like worried parents.
Especially since my date was a vampire.
"I didn't tell them,” Trent told me quietly, helping me from the car. “This is good news you should relay personally."
My parents were waiting just inside, eager and edgy like the nervous parents they were. My presence alleviated any tension, smiles appearing on their eager faces. Even my Father seemed less stressed, steel eyes softening into a light grey.
"Did you have a good time?” Mom asked expectantly.
"We had a wonderful time.” I nodded, returning her smile with a real one of my own. “But I need to speak to you both, unless you'd rather wait until tomorrow."
They frowned simultaneously, worry changing their carefree expressions.
"It's not bad.” The words gushed from my mouth. “Can we go into the study?"
"Certainly.” Dad's frown deepened, eyes darting to Trent warily. He still appeared exhausted, alabaster skin even paler than before, dark circles lining his eyes. The shadows on his face were far more prominent.
Dad led the way with Mom at his side, striding purposefully down the hall and to the study. I took a seat on the loveseat. Trent settled in beside me as my parents followed suit on the couch.
Just like the first night I arrived.
How peculiar—things do come full circle.
"I've decided to go to London,” I said, holding my breath, waiting for their reaction.
"Are you sure?” My Father asked, his voice conveying his hopefulness. His eyes lifted, worry evaporating from his face completely. Mom watched beside him with a matching elated expression.
"I am.” I smiled, stammering, “A-and after the trip, I want to be with you...To be like you."
"This is wonderful news!” Mom exclaimed ecstatically, jumping from the love seat and pulling me into her arms. She smelled like lavender and jasmine, so sweet and soothing. “Oh, Emma, I'm so glad you've made this decision. We were so hoping you would."
I hugged her back. “I'm glad, Mom."
"This changes everything.” Dad sighed in relief, voice normal for the first time in days. The weight I didn't know he carried absolved from his shoulders. “We'll need to plan ahead, make a few decisions."
"What kind of decisions?” I asked anxiously. “I thought it was pretty cut and dry."
"No monumental ones, lass.” He smiled reassuringly. “Only the logistics. I'll have to contact the head of our house and tell them formally. They will wish to meet with you after the change occurs. Several of them should be at the meeting in London, but a private audience is the respectable thing. Upon discovering your ability, they will formally offer a position of some nature. It is your discretion to accept or decline."
"I thought London was where abilities were shared and employed.” I frowned. “You said after abilities are shared different houses can try to work out bargains among the fledgling and their house."
"They do,” he confirmed, adding, “But again, it's your discretion. And you are already connected to a powerful house. There are others equally as strong as ours, but only one is powerful enough to tempt to persuade you, and that's the Prince himself. Even he is bound by our traditions, however, so don't worry."
I had been told about the Prince, before but only in snippets. Each house was controlled by one person. He or she was in charge of maintaining day to day things, such as business arrangements. Money was incredibly important, and managing it was something vampires had done successfully for years. But they also kept order and balance, reporting to the Prince when things went amiss. It was his judgment that sent my Father inside your head.
Our house wasn't governed by my Father as I'd automatically assumed from the start. The man who raised him from a child, Blace DeViard, ran the house I would be tied to.
"What about everything back home?” I asked, unable to fight back my sadness. Even though I knew I had to let it go.
"I spoke with the doctor at Franklin.” Mom's face was equally sad, her eyes darkening to a ruddy brown. “Mom isn't doing so well, Emma. She hasn't been for a very long time. She is incoherent most days; the dementia has all but taken over. Right now, she's as comfortable and happy as she can be. Even if you went back, even if we went back, she wouldn't know us. I know you planned to return to her, but I don't think it's such a wise decision."
I nodded, tears brimming at the unexpected pain the knowledge wrought. “And the house?"
"If you want to keep the house, you can,” Dad said quietly. “And you don't have to rush to decide. Right now, it's locked up and safe. That's one decision you don't have to rush. You need to keep things as simple as you can."
"You're right.” I sniffed, forcing back tears. This was supposed to be a happy announcement, not full of the waterworks or regret. “Okay, I'll wait on the house."
"Is there anything else you need to take care of?” Mom asked quietly, her beautiful face melancholy, her private meaning blaringly evident.
I wasn't sharing what I intended to do with her or with them, but Trent probably knew. He slipped in and out of my mind as easily as I did myself. But if he heard my thoughts, he remained quiet. I suppose listening in served one good purpose, he was learning about the value of keeping his distance.
"No.” I forced my smile to be as real as possible. “I'm ready."
I sat covered in the multitude of sweaters, blouses and shirts. An assortment of varying shades of red, brown, peach, blue and purple, with a random cream and white thrown in for variety.
I decided to make that pile after all, tossing everything into the corner and running in my socks at breakneck speed to dive headfirst into the cushioned stack. I let the inner child in me resurface, allowing her to play and have a bit of fun. I missed that carefree portion of myself.
I had been serious for far too long.
I lifted myself free of the sleeves and turtlenecks, walking out of the closet and into the bedroom.
As promised, Keith had found plain stationary, placing a pen, paper, and envelope for me on the dresser. I lifted the paper and pen with trembling fingers, stepping slowly to the bed.
The pen was expensive, requiring a practice run of circles and strokes. I twirled the tip around the thick white paper, discovering the proper pressure and movement.
Words came easier than I thought. Time and acceptance eased my pain, making the task at hand easier to bear. A letter wouldn't change anything, and that's why I chose to write it. No matter what, I would always know I didn't step away without saying goodbye.
Dear Caleb,
I understand now, even if I didn't at first. I'm doing what you wanted of me, staying safe with my family. I hope in some small way it gives you comfort, as you said it would. I will never forget you or what we shared together, no matter how brief and short lived.
Please remember. You can't change the world or even control it. We're all at the mercy of the wheel of fate. The only thing you can control is how you live before the unexpected happens.
Be happy,
Emma
I folded the paper into three sections, pressing it to my lips and placing it inside the envelope. I held it against my chest, close to my heart, projecting energy I didn't have around and inside the missive so that he might sense my emotions as he opened the seal and read the words. When I finished, I returned the paper and letter back to the top of the antique dresser.
The final thing I needed to do was, oddly enough, the hardest.
I went back into the closet, reaching for the handmade box on the wooden shelf. It was tall, crafted from dark walnut; the little hinges poured from real white gold. I opened the bottom drawer, plush red velvet underlining sliding against the wood. I hesitated, nervous fingers quivering at the sight of the tiny black box that had been cast inside and purposely forgotten two weeks before.
I hadn't touched my Mother's ring since its return, only glimpsing the velveteen box it traveled within.
I lifted the lid carefully, observing the shimmering flash of light from the plain white gold band nestled inside. I removed the band tentatively, tracing my fingers over the smooth, heavy and familiar metal. I slipped the ring on to the third finger of my right hand, feeling the cool band nestle comfortably against the skin where it belonged. As if it never left in the first place.
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Chapter 22—Ascension
The flight to London was short. So short, in fact, we had no plans to stay after the gathering. We were to dress for the occasion in the jet and drive straightaway from the airport to the venue. The gathering was in a secret location, hidden in an underground site.
My Mother looked heavenly. Her thick long hair plunged down her back with two thin braids creating a crown along the top of her head. Her periwinkle dress had an empire waist that hung like a flowing wrap, accenting her small frame.
My Father was equally impressive inside his expensive navy suit with a velvet tie that matched Moms dress. His unkempt hair tumbled around his ears and neck, giving him an edge and making him appear more youthful.
Trent was mesmerizing, as always. The suit was his color of choice, black. The crisp white shirt under the jacket was unbuttoned at the top, displaying his smooth skin, and he didn't wear a tie. His blonde hair was neat, the top a tad smoother than normal. His aqua eyes sparkled inside his face, enhancing the elegant eyebrows arching over them like carefully painted brush strokes.
My dress was chosen by my Mother. It was black, the sleeves and shoulders cut into a modest front, dipping low down the back. The waist was tight, emphasizing the flared bottom that hung at the knee.
She helped place my hair into another up-do, taming my waves into perfect spirals that surrounded my face. I insisted the heels be shorter this time; I didn't want to fall down and embarrass myself.
We finished the ensemble with a necklace from my Father. The white gold chain clung like a choker in front—the charm suspended down my back. The diamond briolette necklace dangled between my shoulder blades; a cold tickle against my skin.
Today was the day we prepared for—my official introduction into vampire society. Now that I had chosen to embrace the lifestyle my parents so hoped I would, there was no turning back. Blace DeViard, the head of my Father's house, set everything into motion.
I would be changed within the month, given the next few weeks as a final human sabbatical. This Christmas would be the first I shared with my parents, as well as the first I would spend as a vampire. Tonight was the first step that would trigger an irrevocable domino effect.
We drove to the location as the sun dipped behind the horizon. We traveled to an old building, the exterior bricks and stones chipped and cracking, ancient cobbled floors uneven beneath our feet.
My Father led the way, striding past the narrow alley and nodding at the man beside the door. He was dressed in a suit, black glasses covering his eyes. He opened the door and allowed us to pass, bending at the waist. The long hallway inside was covered with various paintings, concealing the brick colored paint directly behind.
Dad motioned to an elevator and we all went inside, waiting as he came in behind us. His hand vanished into his pocket and he removed a key. He stepped to the panel and pressed it into a tiny spot along the bottom. The elevator buckled under our feet, descending quietly.
"Now, Emmaline.” Dad sounded almost stern, returning the key to his pocket and facing me. “Do not leave our sight. Trent or I must always be with you."
"I know. I'll stay close,” I promised. One nugget of knowledge had been drilled into my head repeatedly.
Do not leave their sight—ever.
The doors opened and Dad exited first, placing his arm around my Mother. Trent mirrored his movement, gently wrapping his arm around my waist and pulling me close.
He leaned down to whisper, “In case I don't get the chance to tell you, you're the most beautiful woman here tonight."
"Flattery will get you everywhere with me,” I teased, staring ahead and smiling. “And you don't look bad yourself."
My stomach churned as we approached two men in front of bulky wooden doors. They pulled the thick wood aside and music emptied into the hall—harps, violins, flutes, clarinets, and of course, a piano.
Crystal chandeliers hung from unbelievably high ceilings, various flowers draped across the walls and tables. Servers carried trays with wine and champagne, offering them to those standing empty handed. Intricate woven tapestries hung from the golden colored walls, matching the thick marble flooring under my feet. Directly ahead was a large set of stairs leading to a prepared platform, where wooden chairs with velvet cushions were situated.
My eyes skittered around. The people inside the room were beyond any palpable definition of beauty. Their skin, so like Trent's, was pale and brilliant; the surface perfectly smooth. Their eyes sparkled brilliantly in a broad spectrum of colors, each shimmering like diamonds. They moved gracefully, as my parents did, many of their movements too quick for my human eyes to ascertain.
The few humans were easy to identify. Our hair didn't shine and our skin wasn't as pale or luminescent. Our movements were shaky and awkwardly slow in comparison.
"How many are here for the ascension?” I whispered against Trent's shoulder.
"Six, including you,” he answered, following Dad's path across the room.
Groups of beautiful people were clumped together throughout the space. Different families, I assumed. Their voices were hushed and soft, lyrical and euphonic. I caught the attention of several vampires as we passed. Their gazes lingered on me and I felt each set of eyes, inwardly praying they weren't dipping inside my mind as well. That was one relief to be had after I changed; eavesdropping wouldn't be as easy.
"Not for me,” Trent promised, bending to my ear. “I've been in and out of your mind for months now."
"I'm not surprised,” I goaded, smiling as we passed two people in uniforms who bowed to us, “After all, staying out of my mind would mean you actually have manners."
His shoulders bowed, as if pained, and he winced. “That hurts, Emma."
The group of vampires my Father approached divided upon his arrival, opening the circle around him. Mom held her head high, standing alongside him, and I smiled.
A man strode forward as they approached. He was lean, taller than my Father, and beautiful. His long brown hair was tied at the neck, his chocolate brown eyes emitting that glow that distinguished him as immortal. His skin was the same flawless pale perfection I'd recognize immediately.
"Blace,” my Father addressed him, bowing low as did my Mother. Eyes settled on me as they lifted their shoulders and smiled in my direction. “We would like to formally introduce our daughter, Emmaline."
I struggled to conceal my shock. Blace traveled to me so quickly my human eyes couldn't track the movements. Vampire motions were deft, graceful, and fast. He nodded at Trent and he released me, stepping back and away.
"Give me your wrist, child,” Blace's voice compelled, his profuse Scottish brogue so like my Father.
My palm was in his hand but I didn't recall moving. He lowered his face to my skin, nose pressing against the sensitive flesh, inhaling the sweet smell of my blood. I felt myself tremble, tendrils of nervousness prickling down my spine.
"You have the look of your Mother and the power of your Father,” he told me, drawing air through his nose, deeply this time. “Yes, it's so strong, directly under the surface.” He didn't look back to my Father as he addressed him. “She is a most welcome addition to our family, Luca.” He released my hand as he spoke, “We receive you gladly into our fold, little Emmaline."
I felt disoriented, confused and cloudy, as he returned to his spot in the circle. I hadn't seen him move again. One minute he was there, the next he was gone.
My Mother and Father returned to me as the DeViard clan converged around Blace once more, shielding his tall frame from view. I shook my head to clear the haze, trying to recall why I gave him my hand.
"Mind control," Trent whispered privately in my mind.
"Emma?” Mom asked worriedly, her usually serene face concerned.
"I'm fine Mom.” I smiled, blinking rapidly.
I touched her arm and she settled as I hoped she would. My Father glanced at Trent, a silent communication taking place between them. Trent nodded and returned to my side, his arm encircling my waist once more.
"Lily,” Dad whispered into my Mother's ear. “I've waited the entire flight to dance with you, shall we?"
Mom smiled and nodded, placing her arm inside the crook of his arm. They walked to the open end of the room, near the orchestra and dance floor. They looked amazing together, the love between them radiating outward for everyone to see. Dad opened his arms as they stepped onto the oval surface and she slipped trustingly into them. Their bodies moved together in absolute unison, eyes seeing only each other.
Trent leaned down to whisper in my ear, “I envy them."
"Me too,” I said, heart aching, remembering someone who'd let me go to protect me.
"Let's join them.” Trent offered his arm and I hesitated. Dancing in private was one thing, but this was a completely different environment.
Trent chuckled at my uncertainty, tucking my hand inside his arm and pulling me with him. I kept pace, more concerned about falling in my heels than moving across the dance floor. He pulled us into the center, placing my hand on his shoulder and grasping the other gently in his fingers.
"Relax.” He smiled, his confident steps moving us around the floor. I struggled at first—it was awkward moving my feet in the dress shoes—but I quickly got the hang of it, following his lead. He was elegant as he moved, exactly as I remembered.
"You're very good,” I confessed, smiling into his face. His aqua eyes shined brilliantly in the crystalline lighting.
"Thank you. You're doing remarkably well for your first time in public,” he offered praise, sharing a rare full smile.
His teeth were perfect, just like the rest of him. I glanced away, eyes finding my parents once more. They swirled together, Mom's dress flowing around their legs as they moved. She looked exquisite, the large smile gracing her face making her even lovelier. Her hazel eyes flashed a grass green, perfectly visible across the dance floor.
A woman crossed the shining wooden floor. She tapped my Father on the shoulder, whispering and smiling seductively. She was gorgeous, the dark ebony hair hanging to her waist enhancing her porcelain skin. She was draped in red velvet, doe like eyes gleaming amber.
My Mother smiled but it didn't extend to her eyes. She bowed courteously, moving away as Dad wrapped his arms around the stranger and spun her around the dance floor.
I released Trent, frowning as I hurried to my Mother's departing back. She walked to a server holding a tray full of champagne and took a flute, bringing it to her lips. Her green eyes were darkening, shifting to a hazel brown. Demonstrating that changing to vampire didn't remove all traces of former humanity.
"Mom, are you okay?"
"I'm fine.” She tried to reassure me but I wasn't fooled.
I stood next to her, shoulders brushing. I didn't wrap my arm around her as I wanted to, too concerned the display would let the woman with my Father know she was successful in her attempts to unravel her.
"Who is she?” I thought to Trent, incensed and outraged.
He stood where I had left him, watching everything unfold across the room. “That is none other than Monica Acarons. The woman your Father was supposed to marry."
My eyes narrowed, following their graceful movements. She smiled at my Father, wrapping her arms possessively around his shoulders. He was unfailingly polite, nodding as she spoke, but his smile was strained. She lifted her hand to touch his hair, turning her head and laughing.
"Okay, enough of that,” I snapped.
I left my Mother and strode across the floor toward them. She would not smite my parents in front of everyone here, not if I had anything to say about it.
"Excuse me?” I tapped my Father gently on the shoulder and gray eyes lit with happiness and relief. “May I cut in?"
Dad attempted to remove himself from her grasp but she held on tight. She glared at me, smirking. “We haven't finished this dance, if you don't mind."
"Actually, I do. Dad promised me the dance of my choice and this is it.” Maneuvering close to him. I pressed into his chest, into the small amount of space left.
She seethed at me in absolute fury. She was stronger and could have easily stopped me, but after a moment she let go, stepping clear of us.
Dad immediately swept us across the floor, his warm smile returning. “Thank you, lass."
"My pleasure, believe me.” I bit my lip, resisting the urge to tell him exactly how I felt about Monica Acarons.
He danced lightly across the floor, making it easy to keep pace. His arms were secure and gentle as he led me, our laughter erupting in unison as he whirled our bodies around. The song ended and he cupped my neck, leaning forward to press a tender kiss to my forehead.
"I love you, Emmaline.” Although he told me this daily, it felt more significant on the dance floor amidst a room full of people.
"Love you, too.” I felt my eyes burn and bit my cheek to keep the tears from flowing.
He smiled down at me, offering his arm to lead us back to my Mother. She was watching happily, a dazzling smile radiating across her beautiful face. She pulled me against her when we were within reach, squeezing too tightly. I winced and she let go.
"I'm sorry,” she apologized. She always feared touching me. Vampires could break all the bones inside my body with a simple hug.
"Don't be.” I smiled at her. “You two go ahead. The wicked witch is gone now."
Dad extended his arm and she accepted. They crossed the dance floor, dancing as if nothing had interrupted them. I felt happy about my choice to be here. No one would treat my family terribly, not if I could stop them. I knew that if Dad weren't bound by his punishment, he wouldn't stand by and allow the treatment either.
Trent idled over, his lips forming into a delighted grin. “When you danced with Luca, you were the vision of your Mother."
His fingers traced my neck and spine and I shivered, peering at him dubiously. He lifted his hand, displaying the necklace that managed to spin to the front of my dress. His fingers smoothed the chain, returning it to the back of my shoulders.
"How angry was Monica when I cut in?"
"Angry enough that she wanted to chide you—until you Father gave her a visual of the scene it would create.” Trent chuckled.
"It serves her right.” I glanced around the room, locating her dark head.
"That temper of yours is going to get you into trouble one day,” Trent predicted, grinning in anticipation.
I blushed at his expression. “I can't help myself. What is her power anyway, aside from being a heinous hag?"
"She's unlucky, not only in love, but in ability as well. She can enhance emotions. Unfortunately, she can only magnify them in herself. I imagine it made a wonderful alternative to an antidepressant when Luca denied her."
"Ouch.” I grimaced. “It must suck to be her."
"In more ways than one,” Trent agreed, smiling.
We mingled among the families until the time came for the ascension ceremony. The excitement amplified as everyone gathered at the base of the stairs, watching as the humans in the room took their places, six of us in all.
Blace DeViard and the other heads of the houses sat in the chairs placed in the semicircle up top. The largest and most prominent of the chairs in the center waited empty.
A tall vampire with long brown hair drifted onto the stage, silencing the crowd and calling for quiet. His deep voice carried across the room.
"His royal Prince, Decimus Watts!"
A figure appeared from behind the chairs on stage, undeniably vampire. Wheat blond hair fell past his shoulders to his hips, the long strands thick and straight. Luminous canary yellow eyes absently surveyed the room as he glided across the floor.
The deep purple jacket spread across his broad shoulders flowed outward, conjuring the image of a robe or dress. The intricate hand sewn golden threading along the front of the garment matched the pattern on the fitted slacks, smooth around his trim muscular waist.
An expanse of his chest was bare, revealing the gloriously pale skin that glistened in the light. He was ageless, looking just as young as he did old. He took the empty chair in center, golden strands of hair billowed behind him as he sat.
"Continue.” His softly spoken word was full of mastery and strength. I felt the shift as everyone stilled, myself included. Sheer power oozed from his lips, encasing the room.
"Would the royal houses please announce themselves present,” the brown trussed vampire requested.
They stood one by one, declaring themselves—the Acarons, Fallon, Lorrimar, Basko, and DeViard families. They sat, settling into their chairs when finished.
"Imar Lorrimar, please approach,” the Prince spoke again, his voice feather soft but perfectly clear.
I couldn't see the person moving along the crowd at our backs, but his steps were easily decipherable as they echoed off the marble.
His body crossed the line of my peripheral vision and he walked to the stairs. He wasn't youthful, changed later in his life, grey hair speckling his temples. He passed in front of us, stopping at the opposite end of the line. It was either blessing or a curse that I would be going last.
"Begin,” the Prince commanded in a musical voice.
Imar stood in front of the first person, requesting the blade. The young man produced the knife, holding it out in his open palm. Imar lifted the young man's hand, cutting into the flesh swiftly, causing blood to well out. He lifted the wound to his lips, drinking slowly. He took several swallows, releasing the procured hand and closing his eyes.
"Clairalience,” he announced and the room shifted in excitement.
"The ability to perceive things psychically by smell," Trent whispered in my head.
Imar moved down the line, following the same procedure. The second person, a young girl, swayed on her feet as the cut was made. He drank, waiting just moments to announce her talent.
"Telepathy."
"Careful, you might be out of a job,” I teased Trent, fighting a smile as his chuckles echoed back.
The third young man was perfectly still, waiting as Imar drank deeply.
"Empathetic!” He said excitedly. The voices in the room raised, his talent was obviously an appreciated one.
"Very special, one who can shift and perceive emotions in others,” Trent informed me. “This one will be sought after."
He reached for the blade of the young man to my left, cutting deep and drinking.
"Retrocognition!"
"Very, very rare this talent—delving into the past," Trent's voice echoed in my mind.
Imar maneuvered in front of me and I attempted to cease my trembling, extending my Father's small knife and holding out my hand.
His cut was clean and true, the sting arriving several moments after the incision on the top of the knuckle. He lowered his head, drawing my blood into his mouth several times before letting go and stepping back. I cradled my hand carefully in front of my body to avoid staining my dress. The sting was sharp now, air flowing into the shallow slice.
Imar didn't open his eyes immediately and I began to fidget. He opened his eyes and frowned.
The room broke into curious whispers when he yanked my hand back to his mouth, drinking again.
I gasped as he released me, closing his eyes. His mouth shifted and his lids flew open. His face was marred with an expression I couldn't describe; a mixture of fear, shock, and horror.
"Nec—necromancy.” He gasped, flailing backward up the stairs and tripping. He kept moving away, stumbling in uncharacteristically clumsy movements.
The room erupted with powerful energy, the hum coursing over my skin. The people at my sides were thrust back, Trent and my Father taking their places. Their faces were fierce and protective, bodies braced for attack. I felt energy come up and over, surrounding me completely.
I had no idea what necromancy was—I stared at the gaping crowd—obviously it was bad.
The leaders of every house stood abruptly, staring with a mixture of amazement and apprehension. They converged together, speaking quietly amongst each other. Blace stared at me, his expression a combination of awe and bafflement. His lips moved quickly as he returned his attention toward the others around him.
"Cease!"
The Prince's decree echoed off the walls, silencing the room. My eyes flew up the stage, freezing when they met his. A white haze overcame everything, blanketing my vision in a heavy faraway cloud.
The Prince stood fluidly, walking in measured movements. Each of his steps were like ripples on water, smooth and calculated. His yellow eyes were shining, digging deeply, reaching past my eyes and into my soul. And I was helpless, trapped in their depths.
The purple jacket around his body billowed out, cloaking him. His hair flowed as if charged by some kind of magic, coming around to shroud him in light.
He reached me in seconds, lifting his fingers in a silent order. My hand raised of its own accord, stretched to him as an offering. He accepted it, ignoring Imar's cut and twisting my wrist. His teeth extended, canines lengthening. He struck like a snake, quick and precise, scoring me cleanly.
I didn't feel his teeth penetrate, stuck in a strange state of cloudiness. It was if I were witnessing a dream instead of partaking in the actual experience. I could see him before me; feel his lips against my skin. His flaxen hair brushed my arm, but the sensation didn't register.
He drank deeply, suckling at the delicate skin before he pulled away, licking the punctures closed and sealing the wounds. “After all this time—astonishing."
His voice penetrated the fog and I peered into his face. His eyes were so beautiful, the black edges and lines along the iris so vivid—so breathtaking—against the lustrous yellow. His chiseled face was radiant and stunning; his eyes, nose, and mouth were placed perfectly in his face, everything in absolute proportion.
"I claim this one for the house of the Prince,” he declared.
"She's already been spoken for.” My Father's voice was shaky, as if speaking each word cost him dearly.
I attempted to turn my head, wanting to see my Father. But I couldn't detach my eyes from the breathtaking yellow. My ears worked, and I was aware he stood beside me, but I was immobile, my body refusing to work properly.
"How so, Luca DeViard,” the Prince asked calmly. His voice ever regal and eloquent, soft but perfectly distinct.
"He speaks true,” Blace spoke loudly, acknowledging my Father's words. “I accepted her into our house two hours past."
The Prince released my hand, his golden eyes brightening inside his magnificent face. He glanced at my Father and said, “I offer your recompense for your debt, if you release her into my power."
"Thank you humbly, highness, for such an honor. But I must respectfully decline.” Dad's voice seemed far away, as if he had moved across the room.
"It is not wise to decline such a generous offer, Luca DeViard. Think before you make rash decisions. What I propose you is not to be taken lightly.” The words were spoken smoothly, the veiled threat hidden subtly within.
"Forgive me. I have already given her my word that she will reside among her family."
I watched his eyes flare, yellow glowing neon. “When will she embrace the change of this life?"
"In under a month, highness,” Dad answered evenly, “She is experiencing her last human sabbatical, as is our custom."
Canary eyes fixated on me and he ordered, “Speak your name."
"Emmaline Hope Johnson,” I answered automatically, the words escaping my lips before I could comprehend the question.
He skimmed his fingers along my face, down my neck and across my chest—but I couldn't feel it. My body was unable to move, my mind unwilling to think.
"We will meet again, Emmaline Hope Johnson."
Then, he left me, ascending the stairs and taking his seat once more.
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Chapter 23—Absolutum Dominium
We left the ascension straight away. Trent and Dad escorted us quickly from the venue amid curious and fearful faces after the ceremony was complete.
I didn't understand what was going on, only that my mind was slightly hazy from my encounter with the Prince. The plane started, a combination of engines and rolling fan blades, picking up speed and lifting into the sky.
"Luca,” Mom snapped, her patience worn thin. Her eyes tracked his movements. “Tell me what is going on!"
Dad came over, raking his fingers through his thick hair in agitation. He paced the miniscule space, back and forth, talking to himself. His raven hair spilled across his forehead, concealing his eyes from view.
"We could never have prepared for this,” he said to her, glancing at me, his voice full of regret. “I couldn't have known."
"Known what? Luca, you're scaring me and Emma. Please, tell us what is going on,” she implored calmly, attempting to ease the tension.
"Necromancy is a very rare talent, one that isn't received well among our kind. I've only heard of necromancers in stories and legends, but their power to communicate with spirits and ghosts are renowned. Until she's changed, we won't know how far her abilities span.” He shook his head, pacing again.
"So she can communicate with spirits, what is the problem? Calm down, Luca, talk to me."
"It's a problem because a select few necromancers have a power that extends beyond controlling spirits. They can control any of the undead, anything that has died to the mortal world. That includes vampires. Do you understand what I'm saying now, Lily?” My Father barked out the words, his Scottish accent making him difficult to understand.
"How is it any different than mind control? Blace can mind roll just about anyone he wants to. I don't see why this is so devastating."
"How do you think the Prince became ‘The Prince'?” Trent asked, speaking for the first time since we'd departed.
"How would I know?” She lost her composure, snapping at him, “Since I'm not invited to the house functions, I don't particularly care to brush up on their history. And you and Luca have never been too keen on sharing your first hand information."
"The Prince is a necromancer,” Trent snarled. “He's the only one many of us ever encountered. He can control us, destroying our free will. That is why we have ceremonies with all of the house leaders present. He can take advantage, but if he does, it would transpire in the open. He doesn't want to face his own justice. That is how we allowed him into power in the first place."
Mom's face dropped and panic replaced her tranquility. Her brows knotted together and she didn't speak anymore, just focusing on Dad as he paced back and forth.
"What does this mean?” I asked softly.
Everyone stopped, as if seeing me for the first time.
"It means that I need to speak with Blace immediately. Your ability has marked you, and we need our house to rally together and make it clear you are one of us,” Dad spoke hurriedly, words chaotic and frenzied, “At the present moment, we are in the clear, and we have time. You're not to be changed for three weeks still."
"And after I'm changed, what will happen?"
"We'll see the extent of what you can do, and hopefully, it won't be enough to concern the Prince and he'll lose interest."
He and Trent exchanged knowing glances, talking to one another privately.
They know something they aren't telling me.
"And if he doesn't.” I held my breath. The reality that this wasn't something I could control settled in.
"We'll cross that bridge when we come to it,” Dad answered evasively, refusing to elaborate.
We arrived home in the early morning and I barely had the energy to change out of my dress before crawling into bed. When my eyes opened, it was well into the afternoon, the sun attempting to break through the oppressing cover of clouds.
I yawned and stretched, basking in the relaxing warmth of the feathers and sheets, even though I couldn't sleep any longer. My mind replayed the events of the previous day, reminding me that stormy skies lay just ahead.
Like the clouds outside my window.
I groaned into the tranquil room. Necromancy was just my luck. Nothing had been cookie cutter simple since my entire foray into the supernatural. Why should my ability be any different? Judging from Dad, Trent, and Prince Decimus Watts, I might find myself in over my head—again.
I trudged out of the bed and chose a sweater and jeans from the closet. The temperature wasn't merely chilly in Scotland, it was hocking cold. I snagged my thick thermal socks, for added comfort and heat.
I took a quick shower and dressed in the steamy warmth created by the water, carefully brushing my hair and donning something to protect my skin from the cold.
A tray with coffee, cream and sugar awaited me on the dresser in my bedroom. Keith—the most amazing butler ever—was the man. I would be sure to tell him exactly that the next time I saw him.
I mixed a strong cup, sprawling in the antique rocking chair placed in front of my massive bedroom window. The sky was overcast as winter had finally arrived. For some, the manifestation of the darkened sky might be considered gloomy, but I thought it was romantic. It was sad, really.
All things that concerned matters of my heart came in shades of gray.
I closed my eyes, rocking slowly, remembering indigo blue eyes, sooty dark lashes and a face I yearned to see again. I didn't dwell on Caleb often, but from time to time I'd go back, remembering how right I felt sheltered in his arms. I wasn't angry anymore, but I did carry a weight of bitterness about it all. The pain he inflicted was done selflessly, but it didn't make it any easier to endure.
Sara's lack of contact following the letter should have been indication enough of where things stood. Maybe the letter did give him the comfort he needed, just as I hoped it might. Or perhaps he never read it at all. I tried to convince myself that our time meant more to me than it did for him. We bonded in days, not weeks. I ran my thumb over the white gold band on my finger; his final goodbye to me was better than nothing at all.
"Emmaline.” Dad's knuckles rapped softly on the door. “May I come in?"
"Hey, sure.” I tilted my head and he stopped beside me. His profile was deceivingly youthful, immortality preserving his handsome face permanently. It threw me for a loop sometimes, when I detached myself from his actual relation to me.
"I spoke with Blace. He's taking a flight out today to come speak with us. He was shocked, as all were. But now, he's fine with the revelation.” Dad's thick Scottish brogue made him difficult to understand and I had to concentrate. “I just wanted to let you know everything is going to be fine."
"That's good news.” I sipped my coffee and stared out the window. The clouds were darkening, collecting thickly, rain just on the horizon.
Dad studied me for several agonizing minutes. I could feel the weight of his eyes on my shoulders.
"Your Mother worries about you, Emmaline, and so do I. You seem so happy at times and then so detached at others. That wolf is on your mind again as of late, isn't he?"
"I'm sorry,” I sighed in apology, averting my face and avoiding his concerned eyes. “It comes and goes."
"Never apologize for your feelings.” His hand touched my shoulder gently. “Our emotions define who we are."
I wanted to speak up, to tell him emotions also leave you devoid, empty, and broken. I learned that painful truth first hand. But I didn't tell him the inner ramblings of my mind. He had sacrificed so much to save my Mother, and his indelible love for her gave me hope.
"Thanks, Dad.” I looked up and smiled, meeting his bright and warm dove grey eyes.
"I'll tell your Mother you're awake.” He returned my smile and exited the bedroom, pulling the door closed behind him.
The concrete slab nearly crushed my feet before Trent yanked me out of the way. It fell heavily into the grass, leaving an impressive imprint. I'd foolishly asked him if we could do some energy exercises, but my mind was too frazzled. Manipulating objects required the utmost concentration.
Something I was undeniably lacking.
"I'm sorry,” I apologized, quite possibly for the millionth time in the day. It was embarrassing.
"Don't ask me to help you if you're not going focus,” he reprimanded me softly, standing straight.
"I said I was sorry, okay?” I walked past him to the manor. The clouds were lush and dark. The rain would fall heavy and fast shortly. “It's just a crappy day today."
"I know, Emma, believe me.” He shook his head in concurrence, adding, “I wish you wouldn't do this to yourself."
I didn't respond, quickening my pace to the back entryway. I pulled the door open in a swift yank, stepping inside and stomping toward the kitchen. A few of the servants scattered out of the way and I excused myself as I passed, determined to get my soda and drink it in peace.
I pulled open the stainless steel refrigerator door and squatted down to grab my Coke, slamming the door shut behind me.
"If you want to talk,” Trent offered, “I'll listen."
"You listen already,” I snapped, shaking my head. “You're always listening."
"You know what I mean,” he said, jaw clenching.
"Yeah, I do.” I breathed in deeply, anger receding. “Yesterday finally caught up with me. I'm doing my best to keep my head above water. I wasn't afraid before, but I am now."
"Don't be afraid.” His hand touched my arm, giving me a reassuring squeeze.
"If you and Dad weren't so freaked, it would be a whole lot easier.” They'd been tense from the minute we'd left London. It was impossible not to be frightened.
"We're not freaked, we're being precautious. Decimus is powerful, it's true. But he cannot break our laws for his own personal gain. If he did, the enforcer would come for him. We are each subject to the same punishments."
His mouth narrowed into a thin line.
"But he's intrigued with you, and it's his interest that concerns us. He can try to bargain with Blace, especially since you're still mortal. Until you formally take the blood of the DeViard family and give fealty, there is a small hole he can try to maneuver. We're going to do whatever it takes to make sure that doesn't happen. We will keep you safe, Emma."
"That's why Blace is coming?” I opened the can and shook my head. “To discuss all of this?"
"Yes. He stayed after the ascension, so he has a better understanding of what we're dealing with. If Decimus made any kind of offer, Blace will know.” Trent's brilliant aqua eyes shifted from me to the kitchen, glaring at someone until they hurriedly left the room, then he continued, “Blace is hard, ruthless, and calculating. He has accepted you into our fold and is bound to protect you as one of us."
"This just keeps getting better and better,” I mumbled, bringing the red can to my lips.
Trent pulled the soda from my fingers, placing it on the counter. His arms wound around my waist and hauled me into his body. I didn't refuse the gesture of comfort, sighing and pressing my head against his chest. The steady beating of his heart sounded rhythmically against my ear, alive even as he was technically not.
"I will not let anything happen to you, Emma. I swear it. No matter what happens. I will never let him take you."
Blace arrived after the final beams of sunlight vanished from the sky. He was more intimidating the second time around, eyes wary and cautious. His clothes were fitted and emphasized his trim and muscled physique. Thick sandy blond hair fell freely around his shoulders, no longer restrained by any kind of string or strip of leather.
We gathered in Dad's private office where the walls were sound proofed. Pictures of me—ranging from infancy through high school—shrouded the walls and desk. There were also pictures of Mom, as well as the two of them together prior to his change.
Three sturdy leather chairs sat across from the imposing desk situated near the wall. I took a seat on the left, keeping my Mother between Blace and myself. My Father stood behind his chair, strong hands braced along the back as Trent remained near the door.
"Thank you for coming.” Dad lowered his head in deference. “We appreciate your prompt attentiveness to this matter."
"We have a problem.” Blace cut straight to the issue at hand, leaning forward, elbows on his knees. “Cattarina was only able to grasp a few of the random thoughts inside Decimus's mind during the uproar, but she easily sensed that he will not allow this to pass as we hoped. He wants her, Luca, and I'm not sure what we can do to intervene."
"But she's tied to our house.” My Father sounded confused and angry. “He cannot change what has been set into motion."
Blace's voice dropped several octaves, becoming somber as he lowered his head. “He intends to invoke Absolutum Dominium, as is his right as Prince."
My Father's eyes widened in disbelief and his mouth opened and closed in shock. “How can he? Absolutum Dominium isn't allowed unless there is danger to eliminate the Prince or the royal house. My Emmaline poses no threat!"
"What is Absolutum Dominium?” I thought, knowing Trent would be listening.
"Absolutum Dominium is total power of sovereignty. He intends to challenge the one person with supreme control to your future—Luca."
"Challenge?" Fear seeped inside my chest.
"He won't kill your Father. But he can make him suffer."
Trent severed the mental contact.
"Catt sensed Decimus's intrigue and interest, but along with it came a deep-seated fear. He came into power because of what he can do. Another necromancer with his ability could overthrow everything he has laid so carefully into place. You have some decisions to make, and they won't be pleasant. I'm afraid this has been completely removed from my hands.” Blace's voice was heavy, regret apparent.
"How long do we have?” Dad asked. He pushed away from the chair and folded his arms, preparing himself.
"Decimus sent word as I was in flight. He's not wasting any time. He expects all the house leaders to meet here at your home, tomorrow at dusk."
"Tomorrow,” Trent gasped in disbelief, appalled.
Blace nodded somberly. “You have tough choices ahead. I'll be staying as my presence is required as the head of our family. If I can help in any way, I will. But currently, there isn't anything any of us can do. It's between the two of you now."
"Can't we just send her away? Hide her somewhere safe?” Mom was panicked, fear overtaking her normally reasonable composure. Her dark brown eyes were brimming with pink tears. The wavy hair cascading around her shoulders giving her the appearance of a porcelain doll.
"He's tasted her blood,” Blace stated matter-of-factly. “He'd find her in time. No matter where you decided to take her. It is another extension of his gift."
My Mother erupted into soft sobs beside me and I slipped out of the chair, resting on my knees. Pink streamed down her cheeks, eyes wet and huge. I clasped her hand in my own, trying to comfort her.
But who will comfort me? Right now I was too numb to feel anything.
"What will happen when they come here?” I peered past the desk, eyes going to my Father. He appeared as upset as my Mother, barely maintaining composure. His hands were clenched into tight fists at his sides, his face tense, livid, and...devastated.
"We will discuss the matter at hand and try to end this amicably with words. If an agreement cannot be met, the Prince and I will duel. If I win, he will leave you in my care. If he wins, you will join the royal house.” His voice was eerily soft and quiet.
"What does it mean if I have to go with him to the royal house?” No one spoke, silence stretching and creating a huge elephant in the room. “I have the right to know!"
"It means you will have to leave this place and we don't know what will happen. Many of those who reside with the royal house are rarely seen. Their talents are unique and used for the most private of affairs. I do not tell you because I have no wish to. The truth is, I do not know."
Dad slumped into his chair, body collapsing against the leather as trembling hands rose to cover his face.
I brought my fingers to the wooden frame, studying the smiling faces just inside. Sammie was so young, before her transformation to wolf. Beverly and Chris stood on either side of her, Caleb next to his mother. I couldn't force myself to return the photo along with the letter I sent. I wanted something to remember him by. But it wasn't until today that I reached inside the cast off duffel to retrieve it.
I knew the instant Trent entered the bedroom. He'd been in my mind enough that we shared a sixth sense with one another. He moved like a silent cat to the wall where he leaned back, observing me.
I stared blindly past the frame. His entire body was covered in black, the only colors radiating from his teal eyes and white blond hair. Normally, I kept thoughts of Caleb in the back of my mind, pulling them out when Trent wasn't around. But now, it didn't seem to matter.
"I always knew,” he whispered, smiling sadly.
"I thought you did.” I peered down at the frame. “It's so ironic,” I spoke bitterly, exhaling in frustration. “He thought I'd be safer here. That night, before I left, he told me he'd rather let me go and know I was safe and happy than to have me stay and something bad happen. And to know all along it didn't matter."
"He was stronger than I would have been,” Trent admitted, keeping his face averted. “I wouldn't have been able to watch you walk away."
I nodded, not in agreement, but because it didn't matter. My Father couldn't overcome the Prince. They didn't have to say it inside the office. I could see it clearly in their body language and faces.
Decimus's power was absolute over the others. Truebloods were terrified of him, and because of that, he was allowed to reign as he deemed fit. They all functioned under the false pretense that by gathering together, with the heads of the houses present, they were protected in a safety net. The truth was, they were never safe. Decimus always had the ace in the hole. He just didn't abuse it enough for anyone to complain.
"I don't want this.” My voice broke as I crumbled. A false front was something else I didn't care to erect any longer. “I don't want someone controlling me like a puppet."
Trent's strong arms lifted me and he settled us together against the wall, resting with my body cradled to his chest. I turned into his comforting embrace, allowing my fear and anger, loss and despair, to bleed into his shirt. My tears had been held in too long and now the dam burst wide, raining down unmeasured. My body racked with sobs I didn't attempt to contain.
He held me close, his hand gentle as he rubbed my back. He knew as well as I did that tomorrow was the end of all of our hopes and dreams.
As my tears ebbed and I could see clearly once more, I lifted the picture back into view. My eyes remained on one person. I remembered the warm brush of his breath against my skin, his strong hands that were so careful with me, and those deep blue eyes.
I should have listened to my Mother and gotten on that plane. I should have forced him to listen to me, demanding a resolution we both could live with. I never should have allowed him to dictate how things were going to be in my own life. Things could have been so different if I'd swallowed that inner demon called pride. I falsely hoped that one day our paths would intersect—after all, I had an eternity. But I knew with all certainty that day would never come, which shattered my heart all over again.
"Don't give up hope.” Trent's words were strained against my hair.
He started humming, a soothing melody, rocking back and forth.
I stared at the picture, soft lyrical notes drowning out my sobs, trying to make myself let go—for the last time.
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Chapter 24—Challenge
I woke to the sound of the rocker gliding back and forth, hinges slipping together quietly. I cracked open my eyes, observing the dawn breaking through the overcast clouds outside the window.
My Mother gazed longingly at the last stars before they vanished into the morning sun. Her profile was striking, framed from where I lay against the clear glass panels. Her long hair flowed freely around her shoulders and reflective face. She turned to look over her shoulder, smiling when she met my sleep filled eyes.
"Good morning.” I sat up as I greeted her and pushed away the feather duvet. The cold ate away the heat from the blankets and I excused myself to change inside the closet.
I slipped a black cashmere turtleneck over my head and stepped into a pair of my favorite jeans. Then I put on my socks and shoes. It was too cold to prance around with bare feet. I quickly ran the brush through my hair and returned to my bedroom.
"I had Mathilda prepare blueberry waffles for you,” Mom said as she rose from the rocker, gliding toward me. She reached for the turtleneck, adjusting the collar.
"Thanks, Mom.” I smiled anxiously, following her as she went out the door, toward the dining room.
The mood in the house was solemn, the few servants scattered about refusing to make eye contact. Most of them knew what we were, a few working with the direct hope of being rewarded with immortality. They had to have some knowledge something was amiss, our quietness making it unmistakable.
I ate my food without tasting, each bite mechanical and automatic. Everything was fake and artificial as I pretended it was a day like any other. Mom sat quietly beside me, no pretty words between us to cushion the inevitable. Her porcelain face was beautiful even in her pain.
I finished and asked to be excused. I desperately needed time alone.
I chose to visit the grassy hill far behind the house, glimpsing the ocean in the distance. I envisioned myself somewhere far away from the madness waiting to unfold. It was cold, and the wind bit through my turtleneck as if my skin were bare. I was numb to it, each step I took lessening the sting. My hair tangled around my face and shoulders, and I allowed it. Waves of hair blocked my vision before sweeping away, allowing me to see once more.
I could never have imagined all of the amazing and unfathomable things that happened to me in the last few months, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't bring myself to regret any of the occurrences or heartaches wrought because of them.
I could have been assured a normal, monotonous, and potentially happy life in ignorance. I could have existed just as everyone else did, thriving in conventional normalcy, living out each and every day in exactly the same manner.
Yet, I would have existed in the dark, unaware of all the special talents and creatures that surrounded me. My mind would have remained blissfully blind and eternally sightless. And I would have missed out on the most important and pure of emotions—that indescribable elation that only flourishes when someone experiences first love, as well as the absolute devastation that follows upon losing it forever.
I closed my eyes and breathed in the crisp and biting air, bringing it deep into my lungs, holding my breath until it burned.
No, I had regrets, but not of unlocking the truth about myself and those around me. I couldn't turn my back on the people or things I knew so well, even knowing the eccentricities involved, even as it led me down a path not of my own choosing.
I exhaled into the breeze, releasing a part of myself into the sky. Then, I remained on the grassy knoll as the breeze cut through the numbness permeating my skin, chilling me to the bone, aware my time had finally run out.
"Where's Trent,” I asked Keith as I walked into the manor, passing through the kitchen.
"Master Trent is on an errand for Master Luca,” Keith answered quietly, refusing to meet my eyes. I knew with all certainty that he was aware of what was taking place, having made preparations for our guests personally.
"Thanks.” I smiled half-heartedly and went in search of my Father.
He wasn't in his office or the study. I tried upstairs, checking the large kitchen and library—all without success. I snatched my jacket from the closet and hit the grounds in search of him, noting Mom was missing too.
I went out the front, down the old concrete rock stairs and past the fountain. I turned right, walking around the front of the property. The grass had grown, even in overcast weather it was the most glorious green, as soft as goose feathers.
They weren't at the side of the house and I deliberated returning inside when I came around the back. I saw them, their distant figures on the hill like miniature statues. They stood together, holding hands, side by side. The gusts ruffled their clothes, Mom's skirt billowing around her legs.
I trudged over the damp grass caused by yesterday's rain, approaching slowly, extending their time alone for as long as I could.
As selfish as it made me, I wanted to be near the two of them. I didn't want to be alone.
They continued staring into the distance as I neared. I joined them, watching the wind scatter the grass in different directions as the clouds rotated and shifted in the sky.
The afternoon came quickly, revealing the absolute truth of time. Things sped up when you wanted them to slow down and vice versa. Everything was in place, all of the servants instructed to leave the property for the evening, something that had never occurred.
I didn't bother changing my clothes. The only difference in my appearance came courtesy of my disheveled hair, which was wrapped into a messy wind induced pony tail. I washed my face, staring at myself in the mirror with water dripping down my chin.
I patted my face dry and went to the bedside phone, staring down at the white device before lifting the receiver to dial Sarah's number. I didn't know what to say, but I knew this was my last chance and it had better be good. The line rang, the chiming clicks echoing over and over, but she never picked up and her voicemail never clicked over.
I placed the phone back on the receiver, pacing around the bedroom. I didn't ask if I should pack anything. I didn't know if I'd need my clothes and belongings. I wasn't even sure if I'd be forced to leave with Decimus or if my departure could wait until after my change.
Thanksgiving was fast approaching, would I have the opportunity to stay and enjoy that with my family? Or would I spend it surrounded by strangers?
More cars appeared outside and I started trembling. I was frightened, even if I didn't want to be. The meeting with Decimus was still a cloud in my mind, but I remembered enough to be terrified. He'd thrown me under his spell with zero effort. If he wished it, I wouldn't be aware of holidays, missing my parents or where I'd come from. I would become a blank slate, his personal drawing board.
For the first time, I found myself angry that Trent wasn't a shadow in my mind. I missed his lyrical voice inside my head. I paced the room, going inside my closet and walking the circle. I didn't know how much more I could take.
"Emma?” Mom's anxious voice called to me from my room and I took several deep calming breaths before walking out of the closet in the direction of her call.
"I'm here,” I replied, coming through the door.
"They're here. Your Father sent me to get you.” She moved too quickly for me to see, sweeping me up, embracing me. “I hate this. I hate all of this. I should have died in that hospital. Then you would have been safe."
"Please don't,” I pleaded miserably. I couldn't comfort her right now, I was too terrified myself.
"I'm sorry,” she murmured in comprehension. “Everything will be all right.” She held me against her chest and repeated her words, more for herself than for me, “I promise. Everything will be all right."
She let go and offered a reassuring smile, turning to lead the way from the bedroom. We came down the stairs, walking to the study. My face was flushed and my heart throbbing, my fight or flight reactions armed and ready to take hold. If I could have ran, I would have, but there was nowhere to go.
Blace and the members of the houses were waiting as we entered. They sat in the plush chairs placed across from Decimus who waited at the west end of the room.
They remained seated but their voices hushed as my Mother sat next to me in the seats set aside for us, located at the far wall, between the Prince and the heads of the five houses. I looked for Trent, disappointed by the realization he was absent.
"Very good, let's begin,” Decimus said, standing tall.
His long hair was tied with a leather strip at his neck and I was certain those canary yellow orbs were just as piercing as I remembered. I avoided looking into his eyes or face, staring at his black slacks and long maroon jacket. My Father had warned me not to bring undue attention to myself. So I sat quietly.
"As you have all been informed, I have evoked Absolutum Dominium. My reasons behind this are unpretentious, brought on by necessity. Rather than face any complications in the future concerning the fledglings special talents, I think it prudent to take her directly as an apprentice. Necromancy is a potentially grievous talent, one best observed carefully before danger manifests. And as it is an ability we share, I am the obvious choice to instruct her."
"You cannot be certain there will be any danger, her abilities may only be limited to ghost and spirit contact.” My Father stepped forward, calm on the surface. “I would ask you to consider allowing Emmaline to remain with us, her family, until such a need arises in which we'd gladly accept your intervention."
"Spoken as a Father.” Decimus shook his head, taking a step forward. “I understand your plight, Luca DeViard. But this isn't a matter of sons or daughters. I am acting as the autonomous leader you all expect. It is my duty to all to ensure the safety of our society."
"What if we give our oath that she will remain human? We will keep her here as a mortal, forsaking immortality. The necromancy need never be awakened. Certainly she can pose no threat,” Dad offered optimistically, his tone hopeful.
Decimus shook his head again. “That is a risk I cannot take. Your past actions are evidence of how you react to the death of mortals. I fear that we cannot trust you in this. You will act in whatever interests will keep your child attached to this world."
"Then I must ask.” Dad lifted his head in anger and defiance. “Are there any other courses of action I may take to preserve my daughter's rightful place in this house?"
"No,” Decimus answered flatly, unwavering. “This decision has been weighed and found deserving. I have offered my reasoning. All of the houses, minus your own understandably, are all in accordance."
"They defer due to fear.” My Father's voice bolstered. “Not because she poses a threat. They seek to punish her for something she may or may not even be able to do."
"Be that as it may, a majority rule has been cast. Someone so intimately close to the situation cannot seemingly identify the reality at times. This is the case with you, Luca DeViard. You must be rational and take an unbiased view. There is nothing you can say or offer to change these veracities."
I glanced at my Father's now somber face, his voice heavy and weary. “Your concerns, valid as they might be, cannot sway me from protecting my only child. Because of this, I'm left with no choice. I challenge you for her, as is my right as her Father."
"Very well, I accept your challenge, as is your right as her Father.” Decimus lifted his chin, looking down his nose. “Where has the arena been constructed?"
"The circle has been cast in the back."
"Then let us go there."
My mind couldn't process the bodies that emptied the room or the arm that guided me down the hallway and toward the door, ushering me outside. Everything was moving too fast, too sudden.
The arena was nothing more than lit wooden poles in the form of a very large circle created behind the manor. The flames whipped and flared in the wind, the sun nearly gone now, dusk falling. My Mother and I stood across from Blace and the others, our hands clasped together. No one spoke, muted by the circumstances.
Decimus and my Father removed their coats and tossed them aside, walking into the circle and facing one another. Several feet stood between my father, with his raven dark hair, and the Prince, with his light honey blond.
"Begin!” Blace thundered unexpectedly and I jerked, startled into reality.
Neither Decimus nor my Father moved at first, the battle beginning in their minds. My Father took one step forward, stopping abruptly. His brow creased, turning smooth as he attempted again. His legs appeared to be dragging through thick mud, his feet too heavy to lift though he tried. He stopped moving, steely eyes totally focused.
Decimus's mouth tightened for a few seconds and he frowned, quickly shaking his head, his beautiful face flaxen once more.
The stand-off was agonizing but over too quickly. My Father moved two more times, his eyes tensed and pinched together. Decimus glowered, fists closing, canary yellow eyes widening. He regained his control and his voice rang out.
"Cease,” he commanded, words slithering past his lips.
My Father stopped, momentarily stunned, shrugging it off and stepping forward.
"I command you to stop, Luca DeViard,” Decimus demanded, unequivocally. His voice rang in my ears like enchanting bell chimes.
My Father's face froze as did his body, eerily still and motionless. His smoky grey eyes glazed over.
I heard, rather than witnessed, my Mother's wails. Her clenched fist around mine, tightening to the point of being painful. I couldn't speak, mute and desolate.
I knew the outcome. I had known it from the moment the sun crested through my window. But the finality of the situation wasn't real until now.
Decimus relaxed, addressing my Father's stone like form. “I am not unjust or unkind, nor am I your enemy, Luca DeViard. Therefore, even as you have lost, thus you have also won. I release you from your debt to the house of Acarons. But your daughter is forfeit this night. I claim her for the royal house. We shall depart in peace."
I was in shock, staring at the ground as Decimus approached. My Mother didn't relinquish her hold, standing protectively at my side. He ignored her, striding confidently to us and placing his body directly in front of me. I kept my eyes downcast, refusing to look into his face.
Fear, panic, and desperation suffocated me. Any hope I had eclipsed.
It's over, it's all over...
"I told you we would meet again, Emmaline Hope Johnson.” His voice radiated an unclear promise of some kind.
"Hold!” Trent roared. My chin snapped up as my head turned, eyes desperate to find the face behind the voice. “There is another with the right to challenge for her!"
"There is no other, Trent Balman,” Decimus spat menacingly, “The daughter and son so belong to the father. That is law."
"Yes,” Trent acknowledged, coming into my line of vision. He looked worse for the wear. His usually crisp and fitted attire was wrinkled and messy, his blond hair chunky and wild. “And thus the child shall leave the parent and cleave to their chosen. That is also law."
"Everything is going to be fine, Emma,” Trent promised and I latched onto his voice inside my mind, desperate to believe him.
"She is not attached,” Decimus sneered, “And her Father stands down, defeated as we speak."
"She is attached—"
"The battle is done. No more attempts to deter this outcome will be tolerated. She leaves tonight for the royal house!"
Decimus's unrelenting hand latched onto my wrist and pulled. My Mother's fingers remained like steel on my arm, refusing to let go as she screamed. I planted my feet, stumbling between the two of them.
"I challenge you!” A voice roared over us all, louder than the strong wind surrounding us.
My trembling ceased immediately and calm washed over me, my heart truly beating once more.
Caleb walked purposely over the hill, stunning in the firelight, flanked on either side by several large and growling werewolves. His hair was gone, those long waves cut short, but his eyes—those glorious indigo pools—were exactly as I remembered.
His blue jeans were dirty, the snug black t-shirt loose at the waist, and his face was covered in dark stubble that shadowed his lips and chin. He didn't look at me, eyes intent on the man crushing my wrist. I fought the intense desire to run to him, my eyes devouring his frame as he neared.
"What is the meaning of this, Luca DeViard?” Decimus stepped back, seething.
My Father's trance lifted. His eyes cleared and he swayed on his feet unsteadily. Mom released my hand to run to him, wrapping her arms around his waist.
"You heard me,” Caleb snarled. He forced the Prince to take notice, striding directly over to stand in his line of sight. His eyes were glowing blue embers of light, dangerous and outraged. “I challenge you."
"You have no right to her.” Decimus's yellow eyes glowed as he stood his ground, releasing my wrist to face him.
Caleb stopped inches away, irises shifting, blue colors merging deftly into each other. “I have every right. As Beta of the Mohegan pack, I, Caleb Nathaniel Blackney, challenge you for Emmaline Hope Johnson—my bonded mate."
The werewolves surrounding him snarled, teeth snapping and nipping.
"That is impossible.” Decimus reached for me again and the werewolves lunged, surging forward and circling him. The throaty snarls enforced Caleb's proclamation as they displayed solidarity for one of their own.
"It's very possible,” Caleb informed him hostilely. “She is my mate, bound to me two months past. If I'd known what I'd be handing her over to, I would never have allowed her to come here."
"What manner of beast are you?” Decimus glowered at the wolves encircling him, his lips lifted back, revealing a glimpse of his elongated fangs.
"They are loup-garou, werewolves,” Trent spoke formally. “And I have witnessed this bond myself. I offer my oath as truth to this, my life forfeit amidst any deceit."
"What do you propose, Caleb Nathaniel Blackney?” Decimus asked angrily.
"I'm taking Emma back home with me, where she belongs. You need not fear her or her abilities. It will remain her choice what path she chooses in this life, save one, that she will remain at my side through it."
"That is not an option, she must come with me. Her power is too volatile to be left to personal devices,” Decimus refused the offer, totally unyielding in his stance. He tried to step clear, pushed back by piercing teeth that nicked at his body.
"Then my challenge stands.” Caleb motioned toward the arena and the wolves broke the circle, converging around me instead.
An inky black head prodded my hand gently, a cold nose pressing gently against my hand. I ran my fingers through Sarah's fur, taking comfort in her presence.
Caleb didn't waste any time, pulling his shirt up and over his head. His body was more defined since last I'd seen him—muscles larger, leaner, and more apparent—months in the pit conditioning him just for this purpose. He cracked his neck and stood still, waiting.
Decimus came forward, energy surging around him. I reached out myself, pulling in what I could. The power trickled along my skin, storing inside of me, there if I needed it. Sarah whined, feeling the shift of particles through my hand.
They clashed, Decimus reaching for Caleb's throat and grasping instantaneously—he was faster. Caleb's fist came up, delivering a solid blow to his side and something snapped, forcing him to let go—he was stronger.
They staggered apart for a moment and the air crackled around Decimus. He dropped his hand to the injured ribcage, using his power to heal, causing the cracked bone to mend. They collided a second time, Caleb delivering a brutal punch to his jaw. Decimus used energy to force Caleb back, staggering his powerful body back several feet. They stared each other down, neither willing to look away first.
"Is that the best you can do?” Decimus taunted, collecting his energy, preparing to attack.
"Hardly,” Caleb growled as his body started to shift.
Those muscles expanded and grew across his stomach, chest, and shoulders. His bones cracked and moved under the skin, locking into place. His eyes changed, the indigo replaced with vivid ice blue. He doubled in size, his normal 6'3” height increasing by several inches.
Surprise crossed Decimus's face but vanished quickly. He rushed forward and I didn't feel the energy shift or expand. He pulled it inside as he trampled Caleb, charging his fists with power, crashing the deadly weapons down over and over.
Caleb couldn't stay the blows as they came down too hard and too fast. Decimus pushed his advantage, delivering brutal punches to the chest directly over his heart.
Caleb faltered, feet rickety.
Wood and pine, cedar and trees, filled the air; the scent strong, sweet, and delicious. My skin hummed, inside and out. The pack growled in unison, their power shifting outward, given freely to their struggling comrade.
Caleb's tanned hand lashed out, latching onto Decimus's throat. He forced him back, throwing his body forcefully into the grass, expelling him flat on his back.
Decimus delivered a power filled punch toward Caleb's face which he caught easily with his free hand. Caleb twisted the appendage until the wrist turned unnaturally, a horrific crack indicating he had shattered bone. He squeezed Decimus's throat, growling into his face.
"I could kill you right now, and no one would stop me,” Caleb snarled mercilessly, constricting his fingers, “No one comes after another's mate and lives. That is our law. But I am willing to extend an olive branch, for the sake of your people. You can yield and allow us to leave quietly, or I will end this right now. What's it going to be?"
The werewolves snapped and yipped, their bodies thrashing around my legs in a frenzied excitement.
They wanted blood; they wanted the kill.
"I yield."
Caleb released his hold and stood, the wolves dispersing and surrounding Decimus, anticipating anything that would provide an excuse to rip him apart. Excited growls carried on the wind, drifting down to the ocean.
Caleb's body shifted back into place. Skin melded with bones, returning to normal proportions as he ran his hand over his short hair. He faced the leaders of the houses. They studied him in amazement, eyes wide, appreciative but fearful.
"We are the ones that guard and protect your children and grandchildren. If you come for my mate again, our services will become non-existent, and you can take care of your descendants yourself. Am I making myself clear?"
Blace stepped forward, nodding. “We have all witnessed the challenge. Our laws regarding Absolutum Dominium are definite. If you are willing to shoulder the responsibility of her talents, then you are victorious this night. Go in peace."
"Good,” Caleb replied in a deep voice. “I consider the matter closed."
Caleb turned from the royals and his eyes found mine, our gazes locking together. Long seconds passed as we stared at each other, absorbing one another's faces after such a long time apart.
He hesitated, as if uncertain, and took a tentative step forward. I trembled, my heart breaking, but not from pain—happiness stealing my breath away. He was more beautiful than I remembered, more breathtaking than the memories I conjured. He seemed to move in slow motion, each step taking far too long.
I couldn't wait, stepping forward. One foot went in front of the other before I was running, flying across the grass.
He caught me as I jumped into his arms, crushing me against his chest. I breathed him in, dragging his scent down into my throat, clinging to him with desperate arms that wound around his neck. I was afraid I was dreaming, terrified I might wake up.
"That was the last time I'll abandon you, Emma, I swear,” he whispered hoarsely against my hair, cradling my head. I listened to his heart beating beside my ear, pressing my hand across the solid muscles in his chest.
"You came for me. That's all that matters,” I spoke through tears, pulling away to see his face.
Indigo eyes ravaged me, traveling across my eyes, lips, nose, and returning to meet my tearful but happy stare.
"I've missed you.” I sniffed, smiling as my fingers combed through his short hair.
"I love you.” He stared deeply into my eyes, wiping away warm tears with his hand.
My heart felt as if it burst inside my chest upon hearing those words, and my bottom lip trembled.
"Say that again, please,” I begged, eyes fluttering closed, holding my breath.
"I love you, Emma. God help me. I love you."
I smiled, peals of happy laughter coming from my throat as I pulled his face down to my own. “I love you, too."
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Epilogue
We owed a debt to Trent—a huge one. As soon as Blace revealed Decimus's plan, he contacted Sam and explained how dire the situation was. Afterward, he helped coordinate the corresponding flights to get everyone together as quickly as possible—which wasn't easy. Time was short, leaving little to no wiggle room. Sarah, Derek, Billy, Haven, and Sam, all left Tennessee with the clothes on their backs, as did Caleb.
Decimus left the arena quietly, the heads of the houses departing along with him. It was obvious the werewolves unnerved them, and understandably so. Most of their unique abilities—such as necromancy and mind control—didn't affect werewolves. Even things like telepathy weren't a guarantee, just as it was with vampires.
I suppose supernatural creatures all emit their own protective shields.
Trent once explained that most truebloods didn't have a bundle of knowledge about werewolves. They sent people like him to take care of things in the states. They were too absorbed in their own doings to be concerned with other creatures.
I just hoped they continued to stay away.
And then there was Caleb, my wonderful and magnificent Caleb. It was impossible to be angry or upset with him, not after he'd come for me.
The minute Sarah told him about what was going to happen, he went ballistic. He was livid, terrified and angry with himself for ever conceiving I could be safer with anyone else. Derek joked they needed to tranq him on the flight as a precaution, in case he let loose in the plane and caused it to crash and burn.
My parents were more than happy to make his acquaintance, accepting that perhaps a life with vampires wasn't in my wheel of fate. My future was my own, and I knew exactly who I wished to share it with.
The one person I could never forget, no matter how hard I tried.
I felt like we'd never have time alone, impatient until everyone had been given private rooms. I brought Caleb to mine, nestling against him in the bed. All of the things in the past no longer mattered now that he was here, holding me in his arms once again.
I brushed my fingers along his silken eyebrows, down his nose and across his lips. The stubble on his face was thick and soft and I caressed his cheek with my hand, forging a path along his neck to his hair.
"I missed your touch,” he murmured and sighed blissfully, closing his eyes.
"I missed touching you,” I admitted quietly, smoothing his shorn locks and frowning.
"You don't like it short, do you?” He chuckled, opening his eyes to gaze up at my face.
I avoided answering his question. I'd take him bald if I had to.
"Why did you cut it?"
"It's how we mourn,” he answered simply, moving closer as my hands skimmed across his skin, brushing his chest against my arm.
"How you mourn?” I echoed.
"When we are mourning the loss of something significant, cutting our hair is an outward expression of that, so people know and understand."
"Like Derek?” I grasped what he was saying.
"Exactly.” He bobbed his head. “He had his hair shaved after he and Sarah separated."
"I'm glad it wasn't just hard for me,” I confessed softly, caressing his temple. “I thought it was easy for you."
He lifted up, pressing me into the mattress and looking down.
His face, voice, and eyes brimming with regret. “It wasn't easy for me. I promise you. Every minute killed me. Each night in that pit, every beating I took and gave, did nothing to alleviate or ease my suffering. And when Sarah called, scared to death about you...I couldn't think, I couldn't breathe. I was a fool to think I could let you go."
"Did you get my letter?"
He reached back, rifling in his jeans and producing an envelope. “I've carried it with me."
The love I felt inside erupted as I kissed him, his lips as soft as I remembered, full and warm. He groaned, merging his body into mine, his arm coming from underneath to cradle my head. I wrapped my arms around him, wishing I could absorb all of him inside of me so we would never be apart.
"We have plans to make.” He exhaled against my lips. “A trip of discovery, just you and me, wherever you want to go."
I opened my eyes and stared into his, a mischievous grin on my face. He cocked an eyebrow, grinning in kind.
"We do,” I agreed, leaning up again, desperate to feel his mouth on my own. “I'll be happy no matter where we go, as long as we're together."
"Hmm.” He grinned against my lips. “No special requests?"
"Just one.” I bit my lip, gazing deeply into those breathtaking indigo eyes. “That you will always love me."
"I will, Emma,” he whispered, pressing his forehead to mine, “Always."
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