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When faced with death by blood loss, you realize how precious that blood in your veins and that beat in your heart are. Thank you blood donors around the world for providing this pulse for me and everyone who may at one point or another require your gift.
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Prologue

 

The wind whipped against them as they moved; the stars grew bright and them dim again, shimmering faintly against the velvety sky. They had vanished over the Atlantic Ocean and felt the salt spray them, but that was an hour ago – and in that time Kalina's muscles had begun to ache with the effort of holding on. She could not let go – letting go meant falling. And even if her muscles had slacked, her desire for him would have kept her close. Even with this exhaustion in her bones, these muscles clinging to him as they flew against the rising of the sun, trying to outstrip its heat and danger, Kalina wanted nothing more than to stay close to him. She could smell the musk upon him, the delicate smell of leather on the jacket he wore, the deeper-still intoxication of the smell of his blood. For she could smell the blood, now – the Carrier blood within her had come to its full fruition, and although she did not hunger for it as vampires did (a hunger to bite, to eat, to consume), it nevertheless prickled her desires. Octavius’ arms were muscular and taut around her, and as they found land once more beneath them (speeding rapidly through Spain, through France, then eastwards still until they had dotted the Black and the Caspian Seas), Kalina could not help but wish that it would always be like this. She never wanted to move; she never wanted to change. She wanted to rest, contented, in his arms, in the glory of being near him, the glory of nearness.

“We're almost there,” Octavius whispered, and his voice thrilled her. It was tinged with sadness – Kalina knew why – and yet in its melancholy Kalina heard something deeper than mere misfortune. It was the sadness of centuries of loss, centuries reawakened by this latest blow. She knew how he had suffered; she knew that he had witnessed much loss, much pain, since those days of Ancient Rome during which he had known a life like hers.

She ached to comfort him and knew she could not. She had lived nearly eighteen years; he had lived centuries. How could she find some commonality with him – how could she explain that she, too, understood what it was like to live apart, to witness the death of those one loved, to know that one's life would never be fully human.

For she was a Carrier; she felt that now, more keenly than she had ever felt it. She was not human. She was not a vampire – but something unnatural and strange had made its way into her blood. She did not move as humans moved; she did not think or feel as humans thought or felt. The realization – coming to her fully as she remembered the latest fight with Mal, the dark strength that had taken over her – made her sick and proud at the same time. Proud that she could fight, that she could defend herself, that she could hold her own amid the so many who had died to keep her alive.

And sick.

Because if she was not human, not vampire, but only this strange and in-between creature – what was she? She felt repulsed by her own body, her own nerve-endings and the scent of her blood. What was she that so attracted vampires, the scent of her blood driving them to such madness? What was she that she could not live, as her brother did, a normal life, peace and quiet and medical school?

But did she even want it? She had never wanted normalcy as a child; she had wanted to be special, to be different, to be great. And now, flying to the heart of Mongolia, the desert sands harsh against their skin, blistering against her hands and feet, Kalina felt at last the full weight of that difference. But she didn't want to be anywhere else. She was in Octavius’ arms – the arms of the man she loved but could not have. The man who would not let her have him.

The vampire.

They landed two hours later at an old caravanserai – the ruins of what had once been a great Silk Road palace, welcoming merchant travelers with their caravans piled high with silks and spice and gold. Most of the caravanserai had since collapsed, but a portion of it had been built up again in its old historic style. The archways stood glorious and imposing before her.

“We're about two hundred miles east of Ulan Baatur,” Octavius said. “You know, there's a legend that Gengis Khan used to stay here.” He gave a grim smile. “More than a legend. You see, I knew him. I stayed here then. He was one of us, after all.”

The steppes were dark and forbidding. She looked out at the moonlight and could see only endless stretches of tundra sand and the prickling sensation of incipient frost. In the distance she could hear the footsteps of horses – wild, she imagined – and she shivered at the loneliness of it all.

But she was not lonely. She was with him.

“It's one of the Order's outposts, now,” said Octavius. He did not look at her. She knew that he was remembering, as she was remembering, the last time they had gone alone together abroad. But that was a different story. That was a different life. Octavius had taken her away, shown her the world through his eyes, taken her to museums and told her stories of his old life. With him, she had felt that she stood on the precipice of something greater, of something so much more than this life, this century, this world. She had listened to anecdotes involving Dante and Caesar (he had fought with Julius Caesar!); she had studied him with a mix of intellectual curiosity and fear that had, gradually, turned to love. He had sought to make her love him – to compel her to give to him her Life's Blood, the secret of mortality.

And then she had loved him – she had! -and he had refused her. He had stopped all at once his pursuit of her, and now she was pursuing him in his retreat! Jaegar and Aaron and Stuart (Stuart! Where was he now?) - they had all loved her easily, too easily. They were Octavius’ offspring, after all; they shared in his blood-bond with her.

And with them she had developed a series of loves – each leading into the next, her love of one based in a complimentary love of the other, so that she could not conceive of her relationship with any one of them apart from her love of the rest. She did not love Jaegar-alone, or Stuart-alone, but loved this connection she felt with all of them – the bond of blood that called them to her and called her back to them.

Octavius’ blood. His blood in them. Their maker's love for her. The bond they all shared.

He showed her around the palace, pointing out her room to her (the very end of the hall, she noted. As far from his bedroom as possible – did he hate her that much? Or trust himself so little?), ordering the servants to prepare something for her to eat (and she knew he was hungry too; she saw it in his eyes and wanted to harness it).

“Jaegar has sent telepathic word to me,” Octavius said gravely. “Mal is in hiding at the moment regaining his strength. We should be safe for the night.”

One night – that was all she wanted from him! One night to sit by his side and speak to him and convince him that he could love her as he had done in the old days, that he could let himself love her! They would be safe; they would have until morning. She would convince him; she had to convince him! Her grief over almost losing Stuart made the thing more immediate. She had lost too many of the ones she loved. She could not lose him too.

Her mind flashed back to Jaegar. He loved her too, and she felt it. She felt his desire for her; felt a longing for their easy friendship. Why couldn't it be this easy with Octavius?

They sat together in the dining room as the servants brought Kalina a dish piled high with aromatic rice and herbs, scented and colored with saffron. Octavius sipped a glass of vampire wine as she dug into her food with relish. The journey had been tiring – for him, she imagined, as much as for her.

“Does it ache?” The awkwardness between them was palpable. She wanted to rush to him, to soothe the aching muscles with her fingers – with her mouth...

He shook his head. She could see his desire for her in her eyes; she wanted to harness it, to control it. Why did he persist in refusing her? She shook back her hair – aware, tantalizingly aware that she was exposing her neck to him, exposing this quickening beat of her blood.

We have work to do,” Octavius’ voice was pained. “We must track down all the children – who knows how many Carriers have been infected?”

“Not infected,” said Kalina. “It's a gift, not a curse.”

Her mother and father had given their lives to the syringe that could turn those with recessive Carrier genes into full-fledged Carriers. Her mother...no, she could not think of that now! That young, hard, dark-eyed figure who had fought at her side, who had revealed to her the existence of the other carriers – could that really be her mother? She thought of the woman who had raised her – the kind, round, cherry-cheeked woman that she had called “Mommy” and shook her head. No, Max – whatever she was to Kalina – was not her mother.

But she was the one who had made the other Carriers. The ones who would be in danger, now, if Kalina didn't stop it.

“A gift, perhaps,” said Octavius. “But a dangerous one. For themselves and for those around them.”

Kalina knew what would happen to the Life's Blood children once they turned sixteen and started manifesting symptoms. Mad renegade vampires like Mal would hunt them down, seeking the eternal powers that were given to those who had enough of the intoxicating mixture, drunk straight from the childrens' veins. Or else, worse, they would be caught by saner but more profit-minded vampires, who would keep them as slaves, take vials of their blood, and use these valuable morsels of Life's Blood as currency: selling hundreds of them to powerful vampires or else using them to induce weaker ones – content with a mere taste of the drug – to fight in their armies. Both prospects filled Kalina with horror.

“It's strange,” she said at last, “to think of these other Carriers. For so long I thought I was the only one – or almost the only one.”

“You're likely one of the last natural ones left. These Carriers your mother has created – we don't know how they'll work. Whether they'll have the same...abilities?”

“The same mutations, you mean?” Kalina gave a sad laugh.

“It will be a long road.” Octavius looked down. “I am glad to have you by my side during it.”

Kalina's heart leaped. So he had missed her! She knew it – she had seen it in his face. But still Octavius did not look at her.

“Always.” She took his hand, and he did not shy away. He looked embarrassed; he started to say something and then his words failed him.

“I am sorry I have been so...absent, lately.” He started again. “I am glad to have you close enough that I do not need to protect you from a distance.”

“I can protect myself!”

“I feel better about having you here. With me.”

“That's the only place I've ever wanted to be, Octavius.” Her voice sounded older, Kalina realized. Softer. More womanly. She wasn't a girl anymore – if she had ever been a girl. She knew what she wanted, and she wanted him. “If you'll have me.”

“It was never a question of that.” Octavius sighed. “I cannot make you happy – in the way that you need. And you cannot make me..no, not happy. Being with you makes me happy. But the true happiness, the happiness of breathing, of feeling a pulse once more within me. That happiness I cannot allow you to give me. That happiness I cannot allow myself...”

“But we don't need that!” Kalina rose and went to him, sitting beside him on the long pillows that lined the room. “I don't need to make you human – not yet! I can wait.”

“My dear, you will be long dead by the time I can allow myself to be made human.” He did not meet her eyes. “If ever. You have a lifetime – not a long one, from the point of view of a vampire, but one that could be long enough. You could be happy. You could give great happiness – your destiny is to love a vampire. To turn him – or her – human.”

“But not you?” Kalina's voice trembled.

“You don't know how I wish you could. But there are things greater than love in this world, Kalina, and greater than desire. Something vampires so rarely grasp.” He sighed. “I have turned many men into vampires for the purpose of saving my kind, and for saving the world from those vampires of my kind who wish to destroy it. I have destroyed their lives, their hopes, their promise. I have made them witness the deaths of their grand- and great-grandchildren. How can I take the release while they are still fighting there? While I am still needed to lead them?”

“I don't care!” Kalina said. “I don't want to turn anybody – then! If not you!”

“And lose your chance at happiness? At true love? Jaegar loves you, Kalina – and I know you love him. I know your love for him is strong. And he is the last one left...I am not jealous – or at least, my jealousy is blended with kindness, for I love Jaegar as I would love my own son. I want to give him the happiness I cannot have. And you – I know you love him as well as me.”

“Not jealous?”

“I cannot allow myself to be jealous, Kalina.” Octavius sighed. “I cannot allow...”

“Enough with this allowing!” She twined her arms around his neck. “Listen, Octavius, I want you. And if I can't have you tomorrow then tomorrow I'll give you up. But we have tonight, don't we?”

“Don't tempt me...”

“I just want tonight.” She turned her dark eyes – the color of melted chocolate – upon him, and then she knew he was powerless to resist her. Centuries of battle – centuries of discipline and war and killing – and he could not resist her shoulder bared in the light of the faint-rising sun.

He took her in his arms. “Kalina, this can't last.”

“It doesn't have to.”

“Kalina, I love you…”

“I love you!”

“...too much to hold you back.”

“Let me decide!”

She kissed him roughly, a series of quick, insistent kisses, that made it evident she knew better than he did what she had planned. His lips against her ear; her mouth on his chest, his whispers against her skin – the confessions, battered out of him by her siege, of his love.

And then the door swung open.





Chapter 1

 

 

The servants were apologizing in rapid Mongolian – the vampire and the boy had been told to wait in the parlor; the vampire hadn't been able to wait and barged in while the butler had gone to order him tea! The humans tea, of course – and vampire wine for Master Jaegar. They hadn't meant to intrude – certainly would never let anyone burst in on the Master's private rooms under ordinary circumstances, especially in these dangerous times. But they knew Jaegar and didn't fear the human, so they hadn't been so careful.

“Never you mind!” Octavius waved the servants away. Jaegar stood with a wry and feline grin in the doorway, Justin weighed down with baggage behind him.

“I say, Octavius,” Jaegar bounded in, plopping down on the cushions that lined the room. “that wasn't very polite of you! Whirling off like that. You may be ancient enough to carry a full-grown girl (no offense, Kalina, I know you're very light of frame) a few thousand miles in a couple of hours, but I certainly wasn't interested in carrying her much-bigger brother! (No offense, Justin, I'm sure you're loads of fun to hold in my arms, but I haven't been interested in that since the eighteen nineties, and even then just because all of Oscar's friends...Oscar Wilde? Heard of him? Great chap. A bit smug but he always had good snuff.)” 

Kalina couldn't help but smile. She hadn't seen Jaegar in this cocky a mood since they had first met. She could see behind his eyes that the arrogance masked a certain pain – he too, had been shaken by almost losing Stuart – but he wouldn't for the world have admitted it.

“Jaegar!” Octavius said lightly. “How did you get here?”

“The plane,” Justin sighed as he unloaded the baggage. “Flight to New York, change for a flight to Heathrow, change for a flight to Ulan Baatur. Luckily, Jaegar sprang for first class.”

“All the best people do,” Jaegar smiled. “Now, we assumed we'd be sleeping in your room – but I see you have company. We'd hate to intrude on an evidently private moment.”

So, he was jealous! Kalina felt herself blush. This relative good humor – tinged with envy – about the trading of partners among vampires embarrassed her – she had not yet learned to treat her love of Jaegar and Octavius (and Stuart!) as things capable of being held side by side. Jaegar and Octavius certainly didn't see the betrayal – they, not she, were responsible for ensuring her love, but Kalina thought of her Catholic adoptive mother and grew scarlet.

Justin, too, looked eminently uncomfortable. One vampire getting handsy with his sister was enough – more than two was a brother's nightmare.

“Don't be silly,” said Octavius. “Of course you can sleep here if you like. Or down the hall, near Kalina's room, there's a few guest bedrooms.”

Kalina's room. She sighed. Not here, then. The moment was over.

“Shall we get someone to eat?” Jaegar smiled. “The housemaids all seem quite willing – I assume they like it...”

Justin looked a bit green, and Kalina shot him an encouraging smile. She hadn't quite adjusted to that element, either.

“No, thank you,” said Octavius swiftly. “You know I avoid the human.”

“I can see that.” Jaegar raised an eyebrow.

“Justin, shall I order you some more pilaf?” Octavius turned to him.

“You know what? I'm not hungry.” Justin looked like he wanted to avoid the topic of food around vampires altogether.

“I'll go arrange you a room,” Octavius swept out of the room.

No sooner had Octavius gone from view than Jaegar strode forward, evidently aware that his rival was out of earshot. “Hello, m'dear!” He looked down at Kalina. “Missed you.” He took her hands and kissed her roughly on the mouth. “Hope you haven't gotten into any trouble while I've been gone?” He winked.

She allowed him to kiss her, feeling her mouth open to his rough and insistent tongue. She longed for Octavius – in the next room! Already gone from her! But Jaegar's arrival had put her back into reality. She had her affection for Jaegar, their witty repartee, their easy friendship. Couldn't that be enough? If only she could be sure....

“I missed you too,” she said softly. Then she decided to keep things light. “Thank you for babysitting Justin,” she said with a wink.

“I'm no baby!” Justin looked like he had just about enough of vampire humor for the evening.

“Oh, but you are.” Kalina smiled, but she was serious. “To these old hands, we both are, aren't we? And you especially. So ignorant of vampire life! All so human.” But she wasn't human. The feeling of strangeness shook her once again. Her brother – her own brother! - was an entirely different creature. The man she had grown up with, who had protected her and loved her and tucked her in at night, was a thoroughly different thing than she was herself. The idea terified her.

“Hey, can I have a moment with Justin?” She turned to Jaegar with pleading eyes. She just needed  a moment, she felt – just some time without vampires in the room, clouding the air with hormones and desire, to take stock of herself, to remind herself that she was just a girl called Kalina Calloway, that she had a brother. Panic rose up in her throat; she looked down at her hands and they seemed that they weren't even hers. They belonged to another creature now. A Carrier.

She remembered how she had jumped and run and walked up walls, how her fighting blood had taken hold, how she had performed acrobatics...like a dance, she thought, choreographed by some unnamable force within her.

“As you wish!” Jaegar brushed closer. “But meet me on the balcony when you can.” His voice was low and lilting and against herself Kalina bristled with desire as his lips brushed against her ear. “I want some time alone with you.” His fingers traced the contours of her hip.

It took a while after Jaegar left for the balcony, facing the inside of the courtyard, for Kalina to regain a sense of balance. Why were these vampires always doing this – flying in and out of her life, confusing her as her blood called out to each of them in turn! She sighed. “Well, big brother,” she began. “I'm glad you came along. But you will need more babysitting, you know – if you want to stay safe.”

“Nah, I'm a big boy.” Justin embraced his little sister, enveloping her in a great bear hug. It was a comforting feeling, Kalina thought, to be able to be embraced like that, to give herself over to a true, genuine warm hug, free of confusion, free of her other interactions – tinged, as they were, with desire. Her blood was safe here.

No, she thought. Whatever happened, whoever she was – whatever she was – Justin wa sher brother.

“I'm always careful,” Justin continued. “Believe or not, I can even fight for myself now. Jaegr's been teaching me how to fight. He's not so bad – for a vampire. And for my sister's...”

Boyfriend? Friend? Companion? Lover? None of those words seemed to fit any of them.

“Special gentleman caller,” Kalina laughed.

“Sounds old-fashioned.”

“They're old-fashioned.”

“I say,” Justin said. “If I had so many girls, you'd slap me and call me a playboy.”

“If you had so many girls,” Kalina smiled, “you'd be too full of yourself to care what I had to say about it.”

“True,” Justin shrugged. “I guess I'd rather have you picking among three or four guys than the alternative?”

“What's that?”

“Sitting around, waiting to be picked. The way I spent my high school years.” 

Kalina laughed. Looking at the handsome man who stood before her now, Kalina found it hard to believe that this confident, vibrant brother of hers had ever been too terrified to even try speaking to a girl.

“At least I know they'll treat you right,” said Justin. “As long as they don't eat you.”

“Well, there is that.”

“But don't go breaking too many hearts, yeah, sis?”

Kalina flushed. “It's not so simple,” she said. There was her heart in the balance – her constantly changing, fluttering, fast-beating heart, this heart that pulsed blood that everybody else wanted, that she herself did not know how to control. How to explain to Justin this magical hold that these vampires had over her – this calling of a nature she hadn't even known she had? How to explain the way she felt – her heart being shunted back and forth like a ping-pong ball from one of them to the other.

And Octavius – so far away from her. Octavius whom she could never have – Octavius whose remoteness, whose distance, whose beauty floored her.

“Eh, you're still a teenage girl after all.” Justin could see right through her, even now. The thought made Kalina feel a little better, a little more human.

“What do you mean?”

“You always want the one you can't have.”

Kalina did not respond. “Take Octavius up on his offer,” she said. “The food's very good, and you'll need to keep your strength up. We've got a lot of work to do. And we can't have you passing out on the steppes.”

“Right,” said Justin.

And it would give her time to meet Jaegar on the balcony. She wasn't sure what she'd say to him when she got there – she was never sure. She could tell herself a hundred times that she was going to cut herself off from romance with all the vampires until she could settle her heart and soul and mind on one, but it was impossible. Even as a Carrier, she was not immune to the hot and honey-scented aura that seemed to surround all of them, that sparking of desire that left her a helpless prisoner to the calling of her own body.

And, of course, the Life's Blood, whose powers of restoring humanity would only work as long as she didn't give herself to any one of them.

“Stupid bloody curse,” she muttered as she went out to the courtyard. She saw a figure on the balcony, its face turned away from her, and went over to it. Just as well, she reasoned.

The figure turned to her. It was a vampire – she could tell by the pallor. He had red eyes and a hungry expression.

One of the servants? Kalina felt uneasy and took a step back, masquerading her chariness with feigned confusion. “Hey, have you seen Jaegar? I told him I'd meet him out here and I can't find him anywhere!” She gave a high, false laugh. “Oh, that Jaegar, always running off – never keeps a single appointment! Don't know how he...”

She managed to unhook her stake from her waistband, feeling her fingers curl around its handle.

“Didn't you hear?” The vampire sneered. “There was an alert going out. Some of Mal's men appeared on the steps – required all hands on deck, as it were.”

Kalina felt a sudden queasiness in the pit of her stomach.

“Or at least – that's what they all think.”

The vampire grinned, flashing sharp yellow teeth.

And then he attacked.





 

Chapter 2

 

 

Kalina stepped back, brandishing her stake high in the air. The vampire leered at her, his glistening red eyes wet with lascivious greed. His smile sickened her as he clambered towards her, revealing as he did so the fine points of the ugliest, most rotten set of teeth Kalina had ever seen. Kalina winced at the sight, her heart pounding faster from fear.

“I can hear that, sweetheart!” He leered. “The more afraid you get – the nicer it sounds. And it smells awfully good.”

“I'm not afraid!” Kalina lied.

“Don't deny it – I can hear every one of those delicious beats of your heart.” He ran towards her, but Kalina feinted to the right, climbing up onto one of the courtyard's many columns. She felt her body take over, her Life's Blood take control. She would not let one of these creatures subdue her – not this time or any other. She would survive. She closed her eyes as she jumped, her body sailing down to the bottom story of the courtyard.

“Not so fast!” The vampire sailed down after her. She could smell the scent of death on him – smelled the numbers he had killed. “I've come to make a profit, my pretty, and you're worth a lot more in vials than you are to me right now. Or come softly – I'll let you live for a while yet, so that you keep pumping.”

Kalina tackled him with a spinning kick to the groin. “Not....interested...” she declared through gritted teeth.

The vampire fell back, but he rose almost immediately, his lips contorting into a grim expression of hatred. “Quit causing trouble...” 

She prepared to charge him, her body prickling with rage as she raised her stake higher. “How about you quit digging around in places that aren't yours?”

Suddenly, she felt a great, whirring weight at her side. Before she could charge, another vampire had leaped out at her from behind.

“Come on, Tomas, she's mine!”

“Fortune favors the brave!” The second vampire had his arms tight around Kalina, squeezing her hands to her sides so that she could not struggle, only kick and scream in vain. “And the hungry, I should think. And she smells so good.”

Kalina struggled harder, trying to jam her stake into the vampire's leg. She could smell the ugliness, the hatred on his breath, and she closed her eyes as his teeth veered closer to the small pulsing throb at her throat.

Before the vampire could bite, however, he collapsed into dust, causing Kalina to tumble to the ground, her face and nostrils filled with noxious dust.

“That's my sister you're talking about!” Justin looked down from his stake to Kalina and back again, as if in wonder that so small a weapon could do such a great thing. His eyes widened in surprise. “Kalina, I did it!”

“Justin, watch out!” But it was too late. The first vampire, his eyes gleaming like rubies, had taken hold of him. Justin shouted in pain as the vampire raised him up from behind, so that he stood as a virtual shield between Kalina and the red-eyed vampire. Justin kicked and wrestled with the vampire, but it was no use. His stake fell to the ground with a clatter.

“How about you reconsider the whole coming quietly option?” The vampire laughed. “Or else I take this one before I take you. I've never had siblings before.”

“Run!” Justin was shouting, his elbows striking time and again against the vampire's cold, immobile chest. “Kalina, get out of here.”

Kalina's heart beat faster still. No, she told herself – she could not become afraid. She could not falter. She had to trust in the Life's Blood, in the dark beating pulse that threatened at every moment to take possession of her. She could feel it taking hold, feel it calling to be let in, feel her body shake and shiver as the Life's Blood demanded victory over its prey.

The world seemed to go dark as this other-Kalina, this new-Kalina took hold.

“I'm reconsidering.” Her expression darkened as the vampire's teeth poised over Justin's lightly tanned neck.

“Careful, or I'll just eat him right away...” The vampire laughed.

“Reconsidered.” With a flying leap, Kalina leaped onto the vampire, her body colliding with Justin's as she did so. Before the mass of bodies hit the floor, she swung her arm around Justin and the vampire together in what felt like an embrace, her stake plunging around the back into the vampire's spine. He crumbled immediately into dust as Kalina rapidly moved the stake away as they fell, managing to remove it from under Justin's chest just moments before they fell.

They collided with a harsh sound on the floor.

“Ow...” Justin rubbed his elbows, now skinned and covered in vampire-dust.

“That was a close call,” she sighed.

“You're telling me.” Justin rose.

“We'll need to get some bandages on those.” Pockets of blood were forming at his elbows and his knees, soaking through the skin.   

“Figures, doesn't it?” Justin gave a dark laugh. “We get attacked by vampires and I get hurt by falling over while you try to save me.”

“Better bled than dead,” said Kalina. “Now let's get upstairs. There might be more where these two are from.”

They ran back up to the top balcony, making their way to Octavius’ room.

They heard the sounds of footsteps in the courtyard, and Kalina's heart stopped short once again. “Who’s there?” She leaned over the balcony, her stake in hand. “If you've come for a piece of Life's Blood, I’m warning you, I’ll turn your miserable corpse to dust in as little time as...”

“It's us!” Jaegar's cheerful voice called from the courtyard as he and Octavius ascended the stairway. “We realized it was a trap as soon as we'd arrived.”

“I did tell you,” Octavius muttered.

“They managed to get past the guards,” said Octavius. “Who were diminished in number – we had taken some with us.”

“What happened?”

Jaegar sighed as the four of them entered Octavius’ rooms; Octavius quickly locked the door, after sweeping the rooms with his gaze for hidden vampires. 

“A servant girl arrived at the house – an unfamiliar one. Said she was the cook's niece, that a whole group of vampires had been spotted south of the palace, that they had already attacked and made mincemeat of the whole nearby village and that they were coming for us next.”

“By the time she led us to the village in question, she managed to vanish – how a creature can simply vanish in this steppes is beyond me, leaving us alone in the heart of a village in which there was not a soul – vampire or otherwise. And then we knew that something was wrong.”

“We hurried back as quickly as we could!” Jaegar insisted. “But we couldn't get our hands on that servant girl – whoever she was. Probably some little vampire minx sent by the enemy.”

“No, I don't think so,” said Octavius darkly. “No, I think she sent us for a reason.”

“What are you talking about?” Justin turned to him. “You said yourself there was nobody there?”

Octavius shook his head. “I said not a soul.” But he said no more.

Jaegar rushed to Kalina, covering her with kisses. She blushed – seeing Octavius and Justin both in the room was too much for her – but she did not stop him. “And when I think of how stupid I almost was,” Jaegar sighed. “How stupid I was – letting you here by yourself. You could have been killed.”

“We did all right on our own,” Justin clapped him on the shoulder – in part, Kalina thought, to keep him from pawing his sister as much as to reassure him. 

Jaegar turned around. “Really?”

“I mean, I wouldn't recommend leaving us alone with vampires – but we managed to polish off a few of them!”

“We?” Jaegar looked dubious.

“It's true!” said Kalina. “Justin saved my life – a vampire came out of nowhere while I was fighting another one, and he got it by surprise, straight in the back!”

Justin beamed with pleasure, his ears turning ever so slightly pink with embarrassment. “I'm not saying she didn't save my poor human behind a few seconds later,” he said. “The other one managed to get me – and she staked it just in time. Gave me a few nasty bruises though.”

Jaegar smiled. “It looks like your brother's good for something after all,” he said, turning to Kalina. His cocksure smile was enough to make her melt. 

“I doubted it for years and years,” she laughed. “Always figured Mom and Dad had him just to annoy me. But now I'm not so sure…” She grew quiet. Mom and Dad. Such strange, remote, mysterious figures now.

“And I haven't even got Life's Blood in me,” said Justin. “Just saying – you all have an unfair advantage.”

“Careful,” Octavius said darkly, “you're just asking to be turned.”

The group turned in surprise to face him. Never before had Kalina heard Octavius speak of such a thing – turning anybody, let alone Kalina's own brother, was a topic of great sensitivity for Octavius. But his face was unsmiling. 

“It was a joke, man!” Justin laughed uncomfortably. “I don't want to turn – no offense to all of you.”

“I shouldn't think you'd want to,” said Octavius. “But who knows what we might have to do – if what I think is true. That village made me realize – this place, this beginning of our journey, could not be in a more unfortunate location. These steppes are ancient – the powers here are ancient. And an attack on the palace so soon means that we have been detected. And that one far more powerful than I am is against us.”

“What are you talking about?” Justin asked.

Octavius sighed. “We may need to turn whomever we can get,” he said. “I will spare you for now, Justin – out of respect to Kalina, and to our friendship.” His expression grew grim. “But if you were not Kalina's brother, if you were not dear to her, I would consider doing to you what I have in the course of my life done to many humans with potential to save our kind – against their will. Not out of cruelty, you understand, but out of necessity. The greater good.”

He sat before them. “Mongolia is an ancient place, and here there is a vampire who is older than Mal, older even than Nikolai – my oldest and dearest friend – older than my maker Isaiah. His name is Molotov. In my time at the Consortium I heard his name mentioned. As a friend or as an enemy, none of us knew. We knew he was powerful and remote, and had no interest in our petty Western dealings. Whether he wished for order or chaos we did not know. We knew nothing about him but that he rejected all emissaries, and threatened or killed those who refused. And now we know something about him – at long last. For I doubt this place has any renegades – not if Molotov is as powerful as he was, and I don't doubt he is even as powerful now as then”

“What's that?” Justin turned to him.

“He wants Kalina.”

 





 

 

Chapter 3

 

 

“Oh, hell no!” Jaegar stood up. “If we're in enemy territory, we need to scrap the plan. We need to get out of here, and fast! I'm not willing to risk my hide – not to mention Kalina's – going toe to toe in our present condition. We haven't got any soldiers – we're on the run, not in any position to attack.”

“Calm down, Jaegar,” said Octavius. “I haven't finished yet. Jaegar – that village we were in. It did not feel...normal to you, did it?”

Jaegar shuffled his feet. “Well – no...”

“Something uncanny about it?”

Jaegar nodded. “Something about that girl – you saw it too, didn't you, Octavius? It reminded me of a place I'd been long ago. I went to Thailand about two hundred years ago to scout out vampire recruits for Octavius. It was a busy place then – chaotic, noisy. Western merchants and Eastern peasants – so much was going on. But as I walked along the shores into the jungle one day, I found myself in a place of...no, peace isn't the right word. Silence. Solitude. Where I felt more alone than I had ever felt before in all my hundreds of years alive. But yet I was not alone – I felt that rather I was surrounded by something that both was and was not...existing. That was and was not alive, was and was not dead. It was the strangest feeling, and I remember it still. I remember leaving the village as quickly as I could, convinced nothing but danger or worse could be found there. And I never had such a sensation again. Not until tonight. That village the girl took us to...it wasn't...it was empty, but it wasn't empty. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Jaegar,” Octavius nodded. “I understand completely. I thought the same thing. I have been to such places – places that feel as if they are on the edge of the world. Deep in the Russian mountains, for example, I have seen a village such as this one. And a strange sight it was.”

“I don't understand,” Kalina broke in. “What do you mean, dead or alive?”

“In Mongolia,” Octavius began, “there are many villages scattered along the steppes. Few outsiders have ever seen such a village; fewer still have lived long enough to make it back to their homes. I am not surprised that there might be, among these villages, one which all have forgotten. Time and chance. All except for the ghosts.”

“That girl....” Jaegar furrowed his brow. “She told me I had to help her. She said vampires were attacking her village, that I had to follow – but...nobody! And yet she felt so real. She didn't sound like she was lying.”

Octavius gave a knowing smile. “I know you are an old vampire, Jaegar,” he said. “But you are still young yet. And you can still experience new things. A rare pleasure, I think, for a vampire. And one I too am encountering. For I have heard of such things, Jaegar, but never have I before experienced them. I believe that, Jaegar, you have encountered a ghost village. And a particularly pained one at that – one that has suffered an incredible loss, experienced incredible pain – at the hands of renegades or else Molotov's men.”

“Ghosts?” Jaegar scoffed. “Humans can't have ghosts; why, they're barely more than...” He looked around at Justin and Kalina. “I mean, of course humans have some life force. But...ghosts? Humans aren't nearly so special as to have supernatural powers. And those vampires showing up just in time when we left?”

“They may have attempted a false alarm,” said Octavius. “But that girl, I believe, was real. Although that does not excuse our absence. Real or not, we owe it to luck that Justin was able to help stave off – stake off, rather – the vampires while we were gone. Of course, it was a good deal more than luck – the boy has shown skill.”

Justin smiled again. “Well, Jaegar did teach me which points were more susceptible to pressure. And I am a doctor – I know something about the anatomy. Corpse or otherwise. I knew where to stake the first time in – and I had the element of surprise. If it had come to proper combat I would've been a goner....”

His voice trailed off. There, standing before them – having glided straight through the door Octavius had so carefully locked – was a young girl. Her bones protruded through her translucent skin; her waifish frame was made all the thinner by the masses of matted black hair that hung around her head. Her eyes were wide and seemed to suck all the light from the room. She looked about fifteen years old, yet in her eyes there was a sense of agelessness. She had lived far longer than her fifteen years.

“Why did you run?” She floated towards them. “I told you we needed protection – why did you not heed us? I was leading you there when you stopped believing me and ran back.”

“You see!” Jaegar crowed. “See, there was a girl – she was convincing.”

“She's no vampire plant, either,” said Octavius softly. “No, I can see that. You're telling the truth, aren't you, little girl?”

She gave him an enigmatic smile. “I told you the first time,” she said. “Vampires are attacking our village. They are not far off now, and if you do not hold them off there they will come to your palace, and then they will attack you and kill all of you.” She turned directly to Kalina, and Kalina felt the little girl's eyes boring into her soul. This girl knew something – she saw through Kalina's skin to the blood and soul beneath. Kalina felt uneasy as the girl gave her a long searching look. 

“The Life's Blood girl,” the girl said. “But you're more than that, aren't you?”

Kalina said nothing.

“But you must come with me,” said the girl. “We have been waiting for you – vampires and humans alike. My family and friends require your presence. You see, we have been waiting for you. For a very, very long time.”





 

Chapter 4

 

 

The four of them followed the girl. With a wry, soft smile, the girl beckoned them forth, leading them out onto the balcony, down the steps into the courtyard, and out the gates once more. It was still dark, but the first cresting of dawn could almost be seen on the horizon, as the inky black night gave way to slivers of crimson and gold. Octavius and Jaegar slid their Life's Blood rings onto their fingers and continued onwards.

The girl led them across the steppes. Where could they be going, Kalina wondered? The expanses seemed so wide and so empty – surely there couldn't be anything at all here, living or dead, only this vast emptiness that filled Kalina with a strange sense of vertigo. Being so far away from civilization, so isolated, made her ever more aware of the strangeness of her situation. She and Justin were both getting tired, their muscles aching more and more with every step they took.

She should have been preparing for Freshman Orientation at Yale; she should have been home, packing her bags, picking out dormitory wall posters at the local Video Store in California. There was so much that she had expected of the summer before her college matriculation. But here she was, in the desolate and deserted steppes of the eastern reaches of Mongolia, with two vampires and her brother, following the pale shade of a ghost-girl. How strange it all was, thought Kalina. How strange it would continue to be.

At last they came to a gorge – what looked like a sheer drop in the steppes – jutting out precipitously from the ends of the desert. Kalina could hear running water. They climbed down the edge of the gorge, a narrow rock-path leading them further and further down, and presently they came to a river.

“No human knows these places,” the girl said as they continued onwards.

Eventually Kalina and Justin grew tired, and the two vampires carried them – Octavius, who was stronger, though weary, taking the heavier Justin, and Jaegar seizing Kalina. Yet the girl did not seem to need carrying. She floated on ahead, faster and faster. In silence they continued forwards and climbed. The area around the gorge was far greener than the steppes – tangles of jungle vines grew up and down the sides of the gorge, their roots extending to the very banks of the bubbling river along which they walked. This was no ordinary walk, Kalina knew – something felt different about where they were going. Something strange. The way the river had just appeared – out of nowhere, it seemed! The way the greenery was growing in this desolate land. Something was up.

They came presently to the foot of a cluster of small mountains. They were silent as the girl led them onwards once more. They passed villages like the one Jaegar had described – empty places filled with houses. But, despite the lack of people, the villages seemed to be...what was it, Kalina wondered? Alive? There were marketplaces with colorful fabrics and silks hanging from the stalls, aromatic spices in great bowls, all kinds of ceramic and porcelain on display, as if for sale, alongside handicrafts and weaving. But there was nobody buying. Nobody selling. Only these empty stalls filled high with goods.

Kalina shuddered. Was Octavius sure that, wherever they were going, it was safe?

Yet as they rose higher, to a place surrounded by what appeared to be the ruins of an ancient cave city, they heard something all the stranger for its very normalcy in the heart of such isolation: a human scream.

“What's going on?”

Jaegar and Octavius turned to see a group of shrieking children running towards him. A woman was wailing and beating her breast, stumbling as she tried to run. Men were running to and fro with stakes, their terrified eyes scanning the air. They seemed not to notice the group, so intent were they on finding the source of their fear.

And then Kalina spotted them. Three vampires – their pale faces set upon murder – came flying towards them, their fangs bared. These were not outsider vampires like Jaegar and Octavius, turned much further west. They were from this place, their faces not unlike the faces of the people they chased, and they were dressed in traditional eastern clothing. Kalina's heart sank. Had these vampires been turned from this very village?

But she had no time to mourn or feel pity. They would have to fight. The villagers were crying and screaming. Kalina noted that the village's cows and sheep were lying on their sides, already gutted, fang-marks on their bodies. Vampires didn't like animal blood, she knew. So why bother harming the livestock? Unless they wished their prey to suffer – those that they did not eat would themselves know starvation. The thought disgusted her.

One vampire was yelling to the others in a tongue Kalina did not understand.

Octavius blanched with anger. “He's telling the others not to eat yet. They want to have more fun tormenting them first.” He sighed. “Stop!” he cried, stepping forth, placing his broad chest between himself and the villagers. The vampires made no sign of stopping and so he shouted again, this time choosing words in a language Kalina did not understand. But she could tell what he was saying – he was making it clear that he wanted them to back off.

They laughed and shrugged off his concern. At last one of them, in halting English, spoke. “This is our village,” he said. “Go find your own pack to enslave.”

“I don't think you understand me.” Octavius stepped forth, removing his stakes from his cloak. “I have ordered you – by the law of the Consortium – to stop tormenting these people. Let them go.”

Jaegar nudged Kalina. “Something's weird here,” he said. “These aren't ghosts – they're flesh and blood, look! I can smell it.”

And indeed, Kalina noted, these people looked just as human as she or Justin did. “But then what happened to the girl?” She looked around for the pale, translucent figure, but the girl had vanished. “So, these vampires?”

“Real too,” Jaegar made a face. “I can smell it. But they won't be real for very much longer if Octavius has anything to say about it.”

Octavius was standing off with the vampires, attempting some negotiations in vain. But Kalina knew that Octavius’ patience would not be worn down much longer. Soon he would do what he had to do and attack. She stood on guard, her stake in hand. “Then that girl...” she whispered to Jaegar. “She wanted us here...”

“She said it was her village,” Justin said.

“Then maybe it was,” Kalina shrugged. “Once. A long time ago. And maybe she's looking out for it still.”

“That wasn't an ordinary girl, that's for sure,” said Justin. “Whatever these people are – that girl...I mean, nobody travels that fast. Even with Octavius carrying me and Jaegar carrying you, we had to rush to keep up.”

“Listen, fool!” One of the three vampires crowed. “We have spent centuries feeding off this village. Once it was ripe with people – delicious fat bodies from which to suck blood! Now there are only a few people left – and we intend to breed them all for food and eat them ourselves. There is not enough to share!”

“I shouldn't wonder,” Octavius’ anger was mixed with a more intellectual irritation. “If you insist on eviscerating their livestock...”

“No sharing!” The other vampire bared his teeth.

“I'll give you one last chance to live, fellow brethren,” said Octavius. “My name is Octavius. I am general of the Consortium. If you leave here peacefully, I will grant you full rights within my ranks – guaranteed vampire wine...”

“The Consortium!” One of the vampires laughed. “We have heard of your Consortium. It's barely anything any longer – did not the vampire Malvolio kill most of your leaders, and plenty of your men?”

“And even if it was still worth joining,” one vampire said, “Why bother? We don't want to be confined to the army. We want to do what we want. Right now we are free. Why be a meek little soldier in some other vampire's army when we can be the Kings of this village?”

The third vampire said nothing, but only scowled.

They looked around, but Octavius had managed to distract them long enough to allow the majority of the villagers to run off.

“Very well,” Octavius gave a weary sigh. “You did have your chance! But of course, you had to be stupid...” With that, he swept forth, baring his fangs as he rushed one of the vampires. Charging forth, he held out a fist, punching straight into the vampire's torso, his fingers colliding with the vampire's still heart. He sunk his teeth into the vampire's neck as he withdrew his hand, just in time for the vampire to collapse into ash.

“What the...” the second vampire cried.         

Octavius laughed with false joviality. “What, did I forget to mention these?” He held up his fingers. On each was a ring – each ring, excepting the Life's Blood ring, equipped with a wooden point. When applied with enough force, it appeared, such rings could function together as a stake.

Before the second vampire could react, Octavius had set upon him too, his hands tight around the vampire's neck, ready to wrench the head from the body.

“No, wait!” The third vampire, who had been hitherto silent, broke in. “Mercy, mercy! It is not our fault. We have no desire for this work – you see, we have been ordered to it. We are Kings of this little village, but we are vassals of the Powerful One, the one who has assigned us here, given us this land in exchange for our obedience, the production of slaves.”

“Is this true?” Octavius whirled on the vampire he held fast in his grip. “If you are lying, I warn you...”

“It's true!” the second vampire whimpered. “The Powerful One requires a certain number of victims every year. We are just following orders.”

“Funny,” Octavius muttered. “You were proud enough to be Kings a second ago.”

“We were fools!” The third vampire cried. “We didn't mean it – honestly we didn't!”

“Very well.” Octavius loosened his grip, sending the vampire clattering to the ground. “On one condition. Tell me the name of this Powerful One who commands you.”

The vampire shuddered. “He is so powerful, he will hear his name mentioned and come to find us. I don't dare.”

Octavius reminded the vampire, with a hard thwack to the forehead, that he was wearing rings cut with wood-points.

“Okay! Okay!” The vampire shook with fear. “M-m-molotov.”

“Molotov,” Octavius grimaced. “Just as I thought. This will be a difficult campaign, I fear.” He turned to the vampires. “Go out hunting,” he said. “Not for humans – for food, to replace the livestock you have killed. Wild pigs or boars, chickens – give them food so they do not starve! If you try to run and do not return, I promise you that I will find you. And I should let you know that I don't give my men any second chances.”

Kalina stared at Octavius with admiration. Even now he was so strong, so powerful – his soldier's gait so believable. Who could have known that he was capable of such kindness, such passionate tenderness, behind closed doors? If only they were alone...

The vampires fled, and Octavius scanned the area for the vanished villagers. They were hiding in their homes or behind bushes or rocks, evidently too afraid of this powerful vampire to come out. “It's all right!” Octavius called. “You're safe.” But these words, coming as they did from the mouth of a vampire, hardly seemed convincing.

Kalina decided she had better intervene. She approached one of the women huddled in a tent a few paces off. The woman's eyes widened with surprise as Kalina passed easily over the threshold without being invited.

“Don't be afraid...” But the woman evidently did not understand English.

Kalina pointed to herself. “Human?” She tried.

The woman still looked confused.

She tried again. “Vampire!” Kalina said, before shaking head to indicate no. “Not vampire.” She showed the woman her wrist and pressed her pulse to the woman's ear.

The woman looked relieved. She seized Kalina's hand and kissed it.

“Kalina,” she pointed to herself. She pointed to her brother. “Justin,” she said.

“Kalina,” the woman sounded out the name, nodding. “Justin.”

Kalina beckoned to the woman to come out into the open. The woman shook her head furiously, pointing at Octavius and shuddering. “Vampire.”

“But they're good vampires!” Kalina protested, before realizing that the woman did not understand. She smiled gently at the woman before exiting the house and going to Octavius and Jaegar, taking their hands, trying to show the woman that she was not afraid of them.

Octavius turned to the woman, who cowered at the threshold, and bent down gently, saying something to her in her native tongue.

“What are you saying?” Justin broke in.

“I'm telling her that I mean no harm, that I'm not going to hurt her, that I am a friend of the human Kalina.”

“Tell them I'm a doctor!” said Justin. “I can bandage the wounds.”

He crossed into the house and went over to a small child, which was bleeding profusely from the shoulder. Tearing his shirt, Justin began to fashion a bandage, wrapping the cloth tightly around the afflicted area. The woman beamed and seemed to calm down a little. She said something to Octavius, then tentatively exited her house. When Octavius made no attempt to bite or kill her, she relaxed somewhat and even smiled.

She said something to the group, and although Kalina could not understand the words, her meaning was clear. Thank you, she was saying, as she fell to Octavius’ feet, kissing his hand.

And then Kalina heard her own name mentioned.

“What's that?” She turned to Octavius.

Octavius frowned. “She says she knows you,” he said. “That she's been waiting for you.”

“Me?”

And in the Mongolian woman's wide, terrified eyes, Kalina saw something like recognition. What did this woman want – and how did they know her?





 

Chapter 5

 

 

As the sun rosed purple and orange above the parched Mongolian steppes, Kalina, Jaegar, Justin, and Octavius set themselves to work. There was a great deal to be done – several of the children had been injured and half-drunk; women and men alike had fang-bite wounds that had become infected. Justin did what he could to ease the pain and stop the bleeding, and Octavius and Jaegar each gave a morsel of their blood to help speed up the process of healing. But it was long work. There were about fifty villagers – of which fifteen or so were children – and each needed medical attention. Octavius translated for the others as Kalina tried to make herself understood in mime, pointing to herself and to various parts of the body, trying to ascertain where different injuries were, where to heal.

“I think it's better if you go a bit further off,” said Kalina to the vampires. “You're making them nervous.”

“We mean no harm,” said Jaegar, but he knew that she was right. The villagers had agreed, warily, to come out of their homes, but the presence of Jaegar and Octavius seemed to be filling them with wariness. The two vampires agreed, and set off for the outskirts of the village, where they sat to wait for Justin and Kalina to finish. Kalina felt her muscles ache. She had not slept in days, she realized – everything had happened so quickly. She had fought again Mal, flown to Mongolia, fought off a few vampires, and now here she was, tending the wounds of villagers in a remote village few outsiders had ever seen. Everything seemed strange and overwhelming to her; her body cried out in exhaustion for release. She wanted, more than anything, to lie down, to sleep. But she could not. There was no time for that.

As her eyelids fluttered shut while she was tending to one little boy, she forced herself awake. No time for sleepiness now, she told herself! No time for rest. She had the vague sense in her bones that it would be a very, very long time indeed before she was able to rest. But this was the work she had chosen, Kalina thought – or at the very least, the work that life had chosen for her. Staying up all night with vampires, traveling the world, tending to villagers in far-off lands – this was her life now. Yale suddenly seemed very far away. Had she really ever once dreamed of nothing more than an Ivy League diploma and a Varsity sweatshirt? Those visions seemed so paltry compared to the life-or-death struggles she now participated in every day.

Kalina caught sight of a small girl huddled in a corner. She had not come forth like the others to receive medical attention, but rather curled up in a ball, holding her knees to her chest, shaking softly. Kalina could see that her wounds were not great – she had only scraped her knees when running from one of the vampires – but she went over nonetheless. The girl could not have been more than twelve years old, Kalina thought – yet she was so willowy and slender she looked younger still. But her eyes still maintained a proud, soft beauty: no matter how much this girl had suffered, the strength and loveliness of her gaze shone through.

“What's your name?” Kalina asked gently, although she did not expect much understanding. She pointed to herself again. “Kalina,” she said, with a small smile. She pointed to the girl.

The girl looked her up and down. At last she pointed to herself. “Nola,” she said.

“Pretty name.” Kalina smiled at the girl, repeating the name back to her. “Nola!”

The girl gave a shy grin back. “Nola!”

She came closer to Kalina. But as she approached, Kalina felt a strange prickling in her blood. It was a tiny feeling, nearly imperceptible, certainly not as strong as the last time – but it was there, all the same. The sense that Life's Blood was in the air. Kalina felt a strange sense of recognition as this girl approached. Kalina looked closely at the girl. Was she a Carrier, too? The girl squirmed under Kalina's intent gaze.

Kalina went over to Jaegar and Octavius, who were standing at the edge of the village, scanning the horizon for the vampires they had sent forth for the hunt.

“Something weird just happened,” she said quietly, not wanting to alarm the girl. “That girl over there, Nola. When she came close...I felt something.”

“Like a Life's Blood something?” asked Jaegar.

“I don't know – maybe.” Kalina furrowed her brow. “Whatever it was, it was weird.”

The vampires returned to the village center, approaching the girl. She whimpered under their gaze and retreated back into her house.

“Don't be afraid!” Kalina knelt down next to the girl, speaking as gently as she could. But the smell was stronger now. Was it coming from the girl? Kalina couldn't tell. But she could sense the presence of Life's Blood in the air.  The scent was stronger now, more immediate. If it wasn't coming from the girl, where was it coming from?

At that moment, one of the two vampires whom Octavius had sent away to find food return, an enormous wild boar slung over his shoulders. He didn't look particularly happy about his newfound role as Octavius’ lackey, but he bowed deeply as he laid down the boar at Octavius’ feet. “Master...” he said, through gritted teeth.

“Very good.” A look of grim satisfaction appeared on Octavius’ face. “I take it you have decided to join us, then.”

“I'm not stupid,” said the vampire. “I know on which side my bread is buttered.”

Jaegar turned to Justin. “Looks like we might not need to turn you after all,” he said. “We've got a few on our side already if we need to fight Molotov.”

Justin turned pale. “Let's hope it stays that way,” he said. 

Kalina felt the familiar prickling once again. But it was strong now – so strong that it felt as if her very blood was boiling in her veins. She could feel each molecule, each blood cell, coursing through her, millions and millions of carriers of this strange and yet wonderful sensation. It was a feeling of power – a great calling, in which her blood cried out and connected with the blood of whatever it was that lurked in the wilderness. “Something's up,” she said quietly.

But before the others could react, a group of vampires appeared coming out of the mist. They were enormous creatures – each one at least six and a half feet tall – with broad shoulders and muscular, taut bodies. They could have been handsome, Kalina thought, if they did not all look so hard – their figures appeared to all be chiseled out of stone. Their skins were tanned and rough, and Kalina could see a predatory look in their eyes.

At the center of the group was one much taller and stronger-looking than the rest. He had been turned in his early thirties, but his eyes betrayed his true age. His hair was shaggy and black; his eyes, like Kalina's, she noted, betraying his origin on the steppes of Central Asia. He wore no shirt, and his muscles rippled from beneath the fur pelt he wore slung around his shoulders. Above the tangles of matted black hair, he wore a helmet flanked on either side by enormous ram's horns, like a Viking helmet. This must be Molotov, Kalina knew – she could feel it in her blood alongside her fear. He looked ancient. Powerful. The furs he wore and the horns upon his head both betrayed his power – he was a savage, animalistic creature, so ancient that he had become more like beast than man. But in his eyes Kalina could see his keen intelligence, his swift strategizing. He would be tough to beat.

“Molotov,” Octavius bowed deeply, carefully. Kalina had never seen him express any submission before – normally he simply charged and commanded. But Molotov was a powerful vampire, she knew, and he required diplomacy, not brute strength.

“Octavius.” Molotov bowed right back. “I thought I smelled you in the air.”

“And I you.”

“It has been some time, my friend.”

“Yes, a long time.”

The air crackled with tension.

“I have come to speak to you on behalf of these villagers,” said Octavius. “Enslaving like this, keeping them sick and starving – it's no good for humans, and it's no good for vampires, either. You'll drink starving blood if anything at all, and these people will die out within a generation if they are not free to catch their own food, to keep their own livestock. And when they die, your men will not have any source of blood.”

Molotov betrayed no expression on his face, but he turned his chin in the direction of Justin – bandaging one young boy – and nodded blankly.

“I see,” he said. Then his gaze fixed on Kalina. She shuddered as he fixed his hard, cold eyes upon her. He could see right through her, she felt. He knew what she was. 

“I see,” he said again, taking a step towards Kalina.

Immediately, Octavius and Jaegar were at Kalina's side, standing between her and Molotov. She took a giant step back from Molotov, standing directly behind Octavius. Molotov raised an eyebrow, looking ever so faintly irritated.

“No need for that,” he said. Unlike the emotional rogue vampires, who made their bloodlust really clear, Molotov hid his emotions well. Kalina had no idea what he was thinking or feeling, what he wanted from her, and that frightened her more than a set of bared fangs ever could.

“Are you going to let that girl get away?” One of Molotov's men stepped forth. “But Master! She's a Life's Blood!”

The rest of the men chimed in, their teeth bared and ready for action. Kalina shivered. They were vastly outnumbered – even counting the one vampire they had added to their numbers, they were still three vampires and two humans against ten powerful ancient ones.

Molotov's men stepped forth.

“I warn you, Molotov!” Octavius stepped forth, too, his eyes and expression grave. “I am not looking for a conflict. This girl is under my protection.”

Molotov said nothing.

“Hey, Molotov!” A voice came ringing out from the trees. “If it's Life's Blood you seek, I imagine you want it strong, straight from the source. Not from a mere girl that might turn you. From a woman.”

Kalina whirled around. It was Max – her mother – her lithe, strong frame poised like a panther on the tree-branch, ready to strike.

“I am the original bearer of Life's Blood,” Max's voice boomed from the tree. “Let the girl be – follow me, my friend! Let's have a bit of a game. Leave the girl alone – you have no interest in her.”

So that's where the smell had come from! Sniffing the air wildly, the vampires turned to the tree, but Max had vanished into the forest. The vampires rushed to give chase, ignoring Kalina as they followed the stronger scent of Max's blood. 

Molotov remained, looking down his nose at Kalina and the vampires. “You are in my territory, Octavius – you who are the last of the Consortium. Do not test my patience. All those in my territory belong to me – not your protection nor your pleading will spare the girl if I decide I want her. I take what I want when I want it, friend. Count yourself lucky, girl, that I don't want you now. But if I do decide you take my fancy – if you are fool enough to remain in my kingdom – do not stop me.”

And with that, he turned on his heel and vanished with the others.





 

 

Chapter 6

 

 

Kalina stared after the men, her heart pounding. What was her mother doing here? How had Max found them? She felt that same strange, confused sensation that she felt every time she encountered her mother. Looking at that woman – a woman who looked barely older than Kalina herself – she saw a reflection of what she might become: hardened by war and battle, her body ravaged by violence and drugs, her taut muscles like rocks upon her gaunt frame. Max frightened her. She seemed to have little pity for vampires and less still for those susceptible to vampire attraction; she had been willing to stake Stuart if it meant getting them both out there alive. She was, Kalina knew, what she had to be: hard, stone-faced, merciless. Yet those elements in Max – the manifestations of that darkness which they both shared – terrified Kalina. She could see the potential for that hatred, that strength borne out of anger, in herself, and that frightened her.

Who was this strange woman: her mother? This woman who shared a bloodline with Kalina and not much else, who had left Kalina to be raised by another woman, another family. Kalina was nervous for Max as she thought of Molotov's fearsome men scouring the woods for her blood, and yet her feared was quelled by the thought that Max had survived much in her many years alive – survived much longer than a normal Carrier.

An old woman tapped Kalina on the shoulder with a spindly finger. She alone of the group seemed to speak any English, although her language was halting. “You...” she said.  “You Life's Blood.” She nodded, as if to hint that Molotov's words had but confirmed her expectations. “We wait for you.”

Yes, Kalina thought – that was what the ghost-girl had said. This village had been waiting for her.

“Why?Old StylNĀ Kalina turned to the woman. Why her – of all the Carriers? All the sources of blood? What was so special about her – how was she supposed to save them, anyhow? She was confident enough in her skills at vanquishing normal vampires, but she knew Molotov's power dwarfed her own – dwarfed even Octavius’. What could she do but run.

“Our village,” said the woman, gathering her thoughts together slowly. “The guardians of the stone. The good doctor found the medicine. He found the blood.”

“The doctor? You mean – the one who invented Life's Blood?”

The woman nodded rapidly. “Life's Blood, yes. Blood. He found the antidote. We keep it for him. Sacred.” She tugged on Kalina's arm. “Quickly. We have not time. Soon Molotov will drink – and then he will be too strong...”

Octavius stepped forth. “I won't let that happen,” he said. “Not to a Carrier – that was my oath. And not to your mother....as a friend, I cannot let that happen.”

“But he's so strong!” Kalina's voice trembled. “You can't go – it's too dangerous.”

“All the more reason not to put your mother at risk. Even she – for all the power in her veins – cannot do this alone.”

“I'm coming with you!” 

“You stay!” Octavius’ voice grew stern. “The last thing we want is both Carriers in one place. It's too dangerous. You need to stay as far away from your mother as possible.” He turned to Jaegar, his voice cracking with pain. “Take care of her. I'll return to the village when I can.”

If he could, Kalina thought bitterly. “But what if you don't...”

“No time to think about that now.”

“Octavius!” She cried. And then Kalina didn't care who was watching, didn't care who was around. The man she loved was going into a battle – a battle he might not be able to win. A battle he could never win. She rushed into his arms, tears stinging her eyelids. “Wait!” And with that, she pressed her mouth to his, feeling the force of his kiss washing over her. She knew Jaegar was watching – she knew it hurt him – but at that moment she couldn't bring herself to care. This could be the  last time she saw Octavius; this could be the last time she closed her eyes and felt so safe, so strong, so happy in his arms. And she couldn't let him leave without letting him know how much she loved him – one last time..

She felt her mind connect with his, felt the telepathy overtake them both. She whispered words of love and encouragement – words that were not words at all, not discrete and separate things, but a single stream of passion and emotion. This time Octavius did not hold back. He kissed her back, as roughly and yet tenderly as she had ever wanted him to kiss her, opening his mouth to her lips. He did not resist. He did not pull away.

And Kalina knew, as her heart seemed to break within her chest, the reason why. There was no reason to hold back any longer – not if this was the last time...

Octavius, too, felt it might be the last time.

“I love you,” she whispered in his ear.

I wish I could show you how much I loved you. Octavius’ voice rang in her ears, although his lips made no sound. She could see the passion and pain in his eyes. But, squeezing her hand a final time, he turned and ran into the forest, hot on Molotov's trail.

Kalina's eyes were wet with tears, and she could not bear to look at Jaegar or Justin. Jaegar, she saw out of the corner of her eye, looked stricken – he had not realized until this moment, Kalina knew, the depth of her attachment to Octavius. He had perhaps thought of it as an infatuation, a crush on an older man, masking her real love for him. But now he saw that Kalina's love for Octavius was as strong, if not stronger, than her love for him.

He said nothing. There was no time for remonstrances, no time for regret.

The old woman led Kalina, Jaegar, and Justin into the forest, in the opposite direction from that in which Max and the others had gone. They passed through a rich jungle area, fecund vines growing and blossoming on the side of rocks. The air smelled like jasmine and honeysuckle; the humidity seemed to soak into Kalina's skin. But on they went.

At last they arrived at a cave cut into the side of the mountain.

“Wait!” The woman held up a warning finger and stopped them. “Kalina go. Bring them back.”

“Bring what back?” But Kalina entered the cave. She could see nothing – only a few faint glimmers – but in the darkness she tripped over what seemed like a pile of sharp stones. She cursed as she rubbed her skinned knee, taking a handful of the stones. Was this what the woman wanted.

She exited the cave, confused. But as the first ray of light hit her, she was almost blinded by the glimmer coming off the stones in her hands. Red, rich stones, glinting with all the colors of the dawn. Not stones at all. Rubies.

“Rubies?” Justin leaped forth to see. “What are we supposed to do with rubies – bribe the vampires not to...”

“Not just rubies!” the woman pronounced. “These rubies special! If you use them with power, you can take away the power of Life's Blood.”

“Take away the power of Life's Blood?” Jaegar cocked his head. “Why would we want to get rid of a power?”

“From the vampire!” Kalina understood. “Are you saying that these rubies get rid of a vampire's invincibility, is that it?”

The woman nodded eagerly. “Yes! Take away!”

Kalina looked closer at the rubies. They looked familiar, somehow. She and Justin caught each other's eyes, and then she knew. These rubies were the ones she had worn as a child, the only item that her mother had left with her before she abandoned her with the Calloways. The necklace her mother had ripped off when they first fought in that alleyway in New Haven.

“This is what my necklace was made from,” Kalina said, “the one I had as a baby.”

“So that's why Max stole it from you at Yale,” Jaegar said. “She must have needed it to fight Mal.”

“So that's how she beat Leonardo,” Kalina said softly. “And Mal. I thought we were going to die – I couldn't understand...”

“No wonder Mal fled,” said Jaegar.

The woman thrust a pile of the rubies into Kalina and Justin's hands. “You need these,” she said. “To fight Molotov. To save your lover. You must go.”

The four of them took the rubies and followed the woman back towards the village, their hearts beating faster with anticipation For so long, they had believed that there was no cure for invincibility – all they could do is contain the infected vampires and stay on the run. But as Kalina rushed back towards the village, the gleaming rubies in her hands, she suddenly felt something she had not felt before, something she could not remember feeling since she had first learned about Life's Blood.

Hope.





 

Chapter 7

 

 

Jaegar led the way as they headed back to the village and into the other side of the woods. He sniffed the air, using his vampire senses to follow the trail that the others had left, sniffing for his maker, Octavius, as well for Molotov and Max. Kalina and Justin scrambled to keep up, but their human speed was no match for the vampires.

“We're just dragging you down,” Justin sighed, stopping to catch his breath as he coughed out phlegm. “Go on ahead. I'll keep Kalina safe.”

“No,” said Jaegar quickly. “We're not splitting up. I can't leave you without vampire protection in these parts; it's far too dangerous.”

“But we have the rubies,” insisted Kalina. “They'll help us defeat the vampires – if it comes to that.”

“Too risky,” said Jaegar. “First of all, we're not even sure if these rubies work – or if that old lady was just crazy. I've heard lots of vampires and humans alike in my day trying to make a quick buck off so-called 'cures' for Life's Blood, or fake blood, for that matter. Secondly, even if those rubies did work – what are we supposed to do with them? Throw them at vampires? Stab them with it? Grind them down and feed it to them?”

“You have a point,” Justin admitted. “But there's no way we can keep up!”

Jaegar sighed. “It's been at least three hours since Max or Octavius was in this area – they've gone further. Much further. Even if we get to where they are now by nightfall, which seems doubtful, it's awfully unlikely that they'll still be there.”

Or still be alive, Kalina thought bitterly. Justin seemed to see the fear in her eyes. “Cheer up,” he said. “I'm sure Max and Octavius can survive on their own.”

“I'd feel it, you know,” Jaegar said, nudging Kalina. “If something happened to Octavius. He's my maker, after all. And I haven't felt anything yet.”

They sat on a few scattered rocks, trying to figure out their next move. They had hiked ten miles into the jungle, and even Jaegar – despite his vampire strength – looked tired.

“There's no way we could do this by foot,” said Kalina. “We're going to have to find another way.”

“I can't carry both of you,” said Jaegar, “and I don't feel right leaving either of you alone out here.”

Kalina shook her head. “You said Max was here long ago?”

Jaegar nodded. “I could smell it,” he said.

“So she must be traveling fast – as quickly as the vamps, no?” She searched Jaegar's face. “She must have been able to keep up with them – even without being one of them. The Life's Blood...”

“What are you saying?”

It was time to make a decision. “Jaegar, you fly – carry Justin. I'll try to keep up.”

“Keep up?” Jaegar looked surprised. “Kalina, that's impossible.”

“Just tell me where we're going.”

“Erm...” Jaegar looked at his feet. “You're not going to like this, Kalina.”

“What do you mean?”

“China,” Jaegar said.

“China?”

“Yes, China.”

“The country?”

“They crossed the Chinese border – I can feel it. At least, Octavius did. I can feel our link – I don't know about the others, but I could only assume.”

“My mother made it to China in three hours?”

“You still want to try to keep up?” Jaegar sighed. “Look, Kalina, we'll rent a car, we'll drive...”

“Start flying,” Kalina said, her voice and face determined. “If my mother can do it, so can I. She was the last of the original Life's Blood – but my blood's supposed to be stronger, right? Genetically modified? So it stands to reason that I can do it too.”

“Run to China?” Justin couldn't resist a laugh.

“Jaegar, will you carry him?” Kalina turned to Jaegar.

They stopped laughing, realizing that she was serious. “I can try,” Jaegar said. “Let's hope this one hasn't been stuffing himself with too much pilaf!”

“Me?” Justin looked affronted. “Let's hope you've been working out! I don't want to get dumped halfway through the Mongolian desert because you got tired!”

“Come on, heavyweight.” Jaegar lifted Justin onto his back, and the two men laughed. Kalina couldn't help but smile. It was refreshing to see the two of them together. Although her fear for Octavius still prickled in her heart, this was a welcome distraction. Her brother and her best friend – two of the men she loved most in the world – getting along. Teasing each other. Almost as if everything was normal. Kalina sighed. If only she could pretend it was.

“Come on, big boy!” Justin's legs were now wrapped tightly around Jaegar's shoulders. “I won't bite – promise!”

“I have a stake here, buddy,” Justin replied. “Believe me, I could stab you in the back whenever I wanted to.”

“And then who would be your free ride?”

“I'm pretty charming. I'm sure I'd get picked up by some other vamp.”

“Who'd want you for your blood, no doubt!”

“Or my boyishly handsome good looks.”

“Hey, I thought I was the pretty one.”

“Shut up, you two,” Kalina said. “Let's get moving!”

And so Jaegar took off in mid-flight, his powerful legs running faster and faster until he was gliding above the earth. Kalina took a deep breath and tried to remember what she could from JV Track. She started running after them, her taut calf muscles tightening with each step she took, breathing harder and harder. She coughed and spluttered with exhaustion as she ran, trying desperately to keep up with Jaegar's superhuman strength. But Jaegar was already on the horizon and already she was growing weary, the acid in her muscles aching.

No, she told herself. No, you have to do this. 

Jaegar was getting smaller and smaller in the distance; Kalina felt as if her chest was going to burst with the sheer force of agony within her. She couldn't breathe; her throat felt hot and raw.

Concentrate, Kalina, she told herself. You need to work harder.

But it was to no avail. Jaegar had almost vanished in the distance and, although she was running quickly by human standards, it was nothing compared to vampire powers.

Damn it, Kalina – you have Life's Blood within you. Listen to it. And a dark voice within Kalina's brain, a powerful voice that was not hers and yet dwelt within her mind, was saying the same thing – louder, clearer, faster. Let it take over you. Let go. Let the blood do its work.

Kalina closed her eyes.

Let go.

And then she was not Kalina at all, not conscious of herself as a human or as anything at all. Everything had gone black. Something else had taken over her body; something else was running. It wasn't her legs spiriting forth so quickly beneath her torso – no, those legs were somebody else's. Those feet, running faster and faster until Jaegar was visible again – growing larger, at her side, behind her...those weren't her feet, were they?

And then Kalina's consciousness returned to her, bolstered by the power of the Life's Blood within her veins. The blood was making her run; the blood was running. She was only watching, an observer in her own body, as she outstripped Jaegar – who naturally ran faster to keep up. There they were, side by side, neck and neck, the wind whipping at their hair.

“Kalina...” Jaegar whispered, his eyes growing wide with amazement. “Kalina, you're flying!”

And indeed, her feet were barely touching the earth any longer; she was gliding alongside him. She gave a whoop of joy, feeling that glorious strength, that power, coursing through her. She felt Jaegar brush against her softly as they ran, and her skin tingled at his touch, the electricity of their desire made only ever stronger by the adrenaline coursing through both of them.

She could feel their telepathic connection click into place – his thoughts began pouring into her all at once. His pain when he thought he had lost his brother Stuart, his depression over losing Kalina, his love, his desire for Kalina, his desire to become human. The times he had locked himself in the old vineyard, growing drunk on vampire wine or human blood, in agony at the sight of Kalina wrapped so tightly in Octavius’ arms.

She knew Jaegar could feel his memories, his feelings seeping into her – as if against his will. He looked embarrassed as she stared up at him, and she could see the pain in his eyes. At that moment she wanted nothing more than to reach out and comfort him, to take the pain away.

Kalina, she heard Jaegar's voice in her mind. I don't know how much longer I can do this. I can't hold onto Justin and still keep up. You need to slow down.

Kalina laughed. And you thought I couldn't do it.

I need to feed. And I think Justin does too. I heard his stomach growling.

And I thought you wanted to ensure he didn't get any heavier! But she slowed down, and she and Jaegar came to a complete stop.

They were on the outskirts of a small village. This area was far more populous than the land they had left behind; the village was bustling and even seemed to have some outsider presence, if Kalina could judge from the number of souvenir shops in the vicinity. 

“Look!” Justin cried. “It's beautiful.”

And then Kalina noticed it. The village was on the outskirts of a small lake, from which mist seemed to rise in spiral, soft clouds. The water was cool-looking and fresh, and a rainbow shone over the mountains in the distance, its arch coming to rest at the center of the water, turning the ripples red and orange, yellow and blue and purple and green. By the lake stood a rickety pagoda – evidently an inn – with tables laid out on the lakeside. Beyond that Kalina could see rows and rows of emerald trees, shimmering in the light of the mist.

“This looks like as good a place to stop for grub as any,” Jaegar said. “Although somehow I doubt there's a vampire wine dealer anywhere in the area. I'll have to go free range.”

“Jaegar!”

“Not you, Justin. You're not tasty enough.”

Even walking felt different to Kalina now. Something had happened – some change had taken place within her. She was not walking like a human. She felt as if she were gliding on the surface of the earth. Like something supernatural. Like a vampire.

She saw Jaegar looking her up and down. He noticed it too, she knew, and blushed with quiet pride. She had been able to keep up – she was special, just as he was.

“Right,” she said, trying to conceal the desire on her face. “Food. Sounds good to me.”

 





 

Chapter 8

 

 

As they entered the pagoda, which was rich with silk embroidery and smelled strongly of incense, Kalina felt her blood prickle once more. Something was strange about this place. Something amiss. She looked at Jaegar, whose brow was furrowed with concern. So he sensed it too?

“I smell vampires,” Jaegar pronounced, looking around. But the place was empty; with the exception of a pretty waitress in the corner, who had showed them to their seats in fluent, barely-accented English, there was nobody about but them, human or vampire. 

“I smell them too,” said Kalina, and Jaegar looked up, confused. “You? But how can you...”

“I don't smell anything,” Justin butted in. He did a double-take as he turned to Kalina. “Kalina, are you OK?”

“I feel fine, why?”

“It's just – you look kind of...pale. Like, really-pale. Sick-pale. Vampire-pale.”

“Hey!” Jaegar cut in. “Some of us like the way we look.”

“You're English, originally,” said Justin. “It's natural on you. But me and Kalina – we're dark. And I can tell when something's wrong...”

Kalina looked down. Her normally-olive skin had a deathly pallor she had not seen before. Justin was right – she did look like a vampire.

“It's probably just the running,” Jaegar said nonchalantly. “I'd wager that you just accidentally kick-started something in the Life's Blood when you ran like that. I'm sure it's no big deal.”

Kalina looked down uncertainly at her skin. She quite liked her deep, olive tan, and wasn't sure how she felt about looking as if she'd just been striken with cholera. But she said nothing.

Jaegar sniffed the air. “No, the vampires are long gone now,” he said. “What I smelled was just a trace. Octavius and the lot passed through here a few hours ago. We're in the right place, that's for sure.”

“Just at the wrong time,” said Kalina.

And then they saw it. Piles of dust upon the ground that looked, to an untrained eye, like exceptionally large cigarette-ash deposits. But Kalina knew better. Those piles were vampire dust. She felt a sudden pain and fear in her chest. Was one of those – could one of those be Octavius? She felt at once that she could not breathe, and leaned against the walls.

“There was a battle here,” said Jaegar.

“Was it...him?” 

“Don't worry,” said Jaegar. “I'd have felt it if something happened to Octavius.” He scooped up some of the ash with his fingers and sniffed the dust. “Not him. Not one of ours.” 

“Thank God,” Kalina sat down shakily. What would she have done if it had been him, she wondered? She could not bear to even think of such an eventuality.

They heard the shuffling of feet. The waitress – a pert, attractive young woman of about twenty-five, with long raven-dark hair that shone like silk in the dimmed light – had returned from the kitchen, bearing a single, well-worn English-language menu for the three of them to share.

“Can I get you anything?” She smiled broadly. “Tea? Coffee?” She turned to Jaegar and the smile vanished from her face. From the looks of it, she had learned long ago how to recognize vampires. Her lip trembled in fear.

“My good friend,” Kalina patted Jaegar's hand nonchalantly. “Isn't such an adventurous eater. Just give him an extra portion of whatever I'm having.”

The waitress seemed calmed by the lie.

Jaegar turned to the waitress, his eyes boring deeply into hers. He was giving her his most seductive gaze, Kalina saw, a mixture of vampire glamour and his natural charm. “It's just that I have awfully...particular tastes,” he said. “It's awfully hard to gratify them just anywhere.”

Her fear gave way to a slow, seductive smile. “I see,” she said. “I'm sure we can find something on the menu to satisfy you. Or off the menu, if you have special tastes.”

“Oh, I do,” he purred. “If you wouldn't mind preparing a special order. These two will order from the menu, of course!”

“Uzbek pilaf!” Kalina said quickly, in a sharper and more defensive voice than she had intended.

“Me too!” Justin looked down, blushing. It was evident that Jaegar was hungry, and that he intended to feed – and probably more than that – on this woman.

The waitress barely heard them. Her breathing grew louder and harder; she brushed back the hair from the side of her face. “You would like to come inspect the kitchen, then?”

Jaegar turned to Kalina. “If you don't mind...”

“Not at all!” That same harsh voice escaped Kalina's lips. “Go ahead!” Fair was fair, after all, Kalina thought bitterly. If her arrangement with Jaegar allowed her to kiss Octavius with impunity, then surely Jaegar had the right to do the same thing, particularly if his flirtation was a means of attracting a source of food.

“Come inspect our wares when you're ready,” the waitress murmured.

“Hey, don't forget our two pilafs!” Kalina knew she was being rude, but she didn't care. She could feel hot jealousy burn against her will in the pit of her stomach.

The waitress smiled and glided away; Kalina could hear her heart beating swiftly with desire even from this great distance. She frowned and muttered to herself. “Not that you haven't put us off our appetite.”

“Wow,” Justin sighed. “That was...”

“Hey, I need food too, you know?” Jaegar did not look at Kalina. “If you want me to carry you around another hundred miles.”

“Well yeah, I know. But it was awfully smooth.” Kalina could see Justin putting on his Protective Big Brother face. “And you and Kalina...”

“That's for Kalina to decide, isn't it?” Jaegar snapped.

“No, go for it,” Kalina muttered irritably. “After all, you need to eat, don't you?”

The waitress returned with two heaping plates of pilaf, but as good as it smelled, Kalina wasn't hungry. She had a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach as she watched the waitress simper and giggle as Jaegar lightly brushed the tip of her arm with his fingertips. “Do you still fancy showing me around the kitchen?” Jaegar asked smoothly.

“Of course! Come with me.” The waitress grabbed Jaegar's hand with a single, swift, decisive movement. She wanted him – that much was plain – and she was going to have him.

Kalina looked down at her plate as Jaegar sauntered off, happy to be led by the waitress into the back room. Kalina said nothing as she shoveled forkful after forkful of food in her mouth. Not even the rumblings in her stomach nor the spices in the meal were enough to take away this slow, sad, sick feeling. She knew that Jaegar was going to do more than drink from this girl – that much was clear – and yet the idea terrified her. She wanted to run after him, to stop him, to kiss him and tell him to stay.

“You know you're going to have to choose,” said Justin, patting her on the shoulder. “If you decide Octavius is the one you want, that means letting Jaegar go. Letting him find the chance to find love – and his humanity – somewhere else. With someone else who can love him completely, not just half the time. And if you choose Jaegar, the same goes for Octavius.”

“But...”

“I don't know what's going on with any of you. And I'm not judging – if you want to be involved with both of them, then do that. But then you're going to have to take the good along with the bad. They'll do their best to let you sow your wild oats – but you'll have to let them do it, too. Is that something you can live with?”

Kalina gave a deep sigh.

“He loves you, Kalina. Jaegar, I mean. I can tell. I may be a guy, but even I could pick up on the way that guy looks at you. If you wanted him, he'd be with you – he'd leave that girl in a heartbeat. But you hurt him – the way you sidled up to Octavius when we arrived, the way you kissed him goodbye. And I'd be hurt too.”

“It's complicated,” said Kalina in a small voice, feeling ashamed of herself. “I want to be with Octavius – at least I think I do. But it's hard. He's the only truly powerful vampire left in the Consortium – he's sworn an oath never to turn human until all the vampires he's turned can turn human, too. He needs to stay a vampire to protect humans and vamps alike. And that means giving up mortal pleasures. You know, like me.” Kalina's voice shook as she thought of Octavius, out there in the battlefield. Would she ever see him again?

“And Jaegar?”

“I thought I loved him too – but whatever I feel for him, I know now that it isn't enough. It wasn't enough to turn him human. He turned for a bit – but he turned back. The Blood didn't work on him. And even if it did...do I want to risk turning him into a raving psycho again like last time?”

Justin patted her hand. “And Stuart?”

She sighed as she thought of Stuart – so strong, so mature, so good. He had been a wonderful boyfriend, and yet he seemed to belong to another time. To a time when she was younger, when she relied on his chivalry and protection. Now she needed neither of those things.

“I feel guilty I never got to turn him,” said Kalina. “He wanted to be human more than any of the others. But I just didn't have those feelings.”

Justin gave a great sigh. “You're too young to have those feelings, Kalina,” he said. “You're eighteen. You should be playing the field – worrying about Mr. Right Now instead of Mr. Right. Human or vampire – you've got your whole life ahead of you to date, to experiment. For all you know, the person you end up with could be someone you don't even meet until five years from now.”

Kalina sighed. “Great – more people in my life.”

“Just enjoy what you have now,” said Justin. “Live in the moment. Don't worry about commitment – getting married, kids. If you find the right guy now, great. But to be honest I'd be worried if you did. You have to know who you are before you decide who The One is. If there even is just one. And they'll wait – even if they don't stop feeding. These vampires don't seem to have the same hang-ups about relationships that humans do. Just be glad you didn't have to decide between two or three human lovers. Then you'd have a problem.”

Kalina smiled. Justin always seemed to have such good advice.

“Thanks, Justin,” she said. “I guess I never had a mom to talk to about these things. Or a sister.” Images of Max flitted into her head.

“That's what I'm there for,” said Justin. “Your Mom, your Dad, your brother, your sister – all rolled into one – dare I say it? - attractive package.”

She squeezed his hand. “They'd be proud of you, you know.”

“Who?”

“Mom and Dad. You're the best brother a girl could ask for. And a good friend.” She wrapped her arms around him in a bear hug.

“Eat!” he prodded her. “Jealous or not, you need your strength. You can get mad at that waitress later.”

She reluctantly took another bite of her rice, conceding that – for all the waitress's faults – she had brought them some very good food.

“We need as much energy and strength as we can manage. To be honest, Kalina, all this is still pretty crazy to me. And it's definitely dangerous. If we weren't fighting to – to save humanity or the world or whatever – I'd tell you to just go home. To stay inside. To lock your doors and get ready for college. But these people here seem to need us. The vampires seem to need us. And I'm proud of you for doing what you need to do to help them. Just don't let it go to your head, sis.”

He gave a laugh.

By the time Jaegar arrived, wiping the faintest trace of blood from the corners of his mouth, Kalina's mood was much improved, and she managed to keep herself from glowering when the waitress gave him a seductive goodbye peck on the cheek, although she inwardly raged at the woman. The waitress brought out their bill and looked at Jaegar, a secret smile escaping from her lips. Jaegar returned the smile, and all of Kalina's hard-won serenity vanished as she began to seethe, the blood heating up within her veins. She wasn't going to let that waitress steal her man!

 





 

Chapter 9

 

 

As the waitress sauntered away, a distinctive spring in her step, Kalina turned to her brother. “Do you mind if Jaegar and I have a little...talk for a second?” Her voice was strained with jealousy. “We won't be long.”

“Go right ahead,” Justin shrugged, looking confused.

Kalina took Jaegar by the hand and yanked him to his feet, leading him imperiously out of the cafe. “Back soon,” she called to Justin as she dragged Jaegar out into the cafe's rear, which backed up against the verdant woods that they had seen earlier. When they were far enough from civilization – surrounded only by the fragrant leaves of the trees – she pushed Jaegar up against one of the trunks. Her mouth, hungry, sought his; her fingers pushed against the muscles of his chest. She fumbled with his buttons, unbuttoning one, then two, of his shirt-buttons; she moaned softly as her flickering tongue found his own. She wanted him, as she had never wanted him before; jealousy had created a strange, angry heat in her. She could not bear to envision him with another; images of him and that waitress entertwined in indelicate congress kept appearing in her head. She wanted to burn those images out of her mind, force them out by this rough, aggressive physicality. She was kissing his stomach – his flat, toned stomach – and then her lips had traveled up to his chest, his shoulders, his face. She would make him forget all about the other woman. She would bring Jaegar back to her.

Jaegar responded hungrily, groaning as he pulled her into him, his fingers digging into her back with a delicious shivering mix of pleasure and pain. His lips found her mouth once more; his desire for her was clear in every movement, every tiny tense muscle of his body. She knew he wanted her now, wanted her with the pent-up desire of all their time in Mongolia. He had watched her with Octavius but never been able to take her properly, never been able to have her the way he wanted. He wanted her now.

Their bodies sparked together, the friction producing a low, warm heat. 

“I want you, Kalina,” Jaegar murmured into her shoulder. “You have no idea how much. You're like a drug to me – I can't get enough. Every little thing about you. The way you handled the villagers.” He marked this with a kiss. “The way you ran,” another kiss. “Watching you keep up with me – side by side. It was like we were in sync. Our telepathy, our bodies, everything linked together. Like it was meant to be. Like it was always supposed to be.” He gave a low, seductive laugh that gave Kalina chills. “You look so deliciously ravishing right now. The wind's gotten into your hair when you ran. It's messy. Sexy-messy. Your face is all flush; your cheeks are little roses. You look like a vampire who's just been turned. Full of vitality. Radiant. Like you've just...”

Kalina blushed.

“Afterglow,” Jaegar pulled her in once more for another kiss.

Kalina's blood began to burn within her, just as it always did. No matter what, Jaegar would always have that effect on her – he would always be able to make her weak at the knees, a slave to her own desires. Although she knew that Justin was waiting for them a few yards off, that didn't stop her from wanting to give into them – right here, right now. If it weren't for that stupid curse, she thought bitterly, she would take him right here on the forest floor, dirt and branches and all, so great was her desire.

“Kalina,” Jaegar said her name so softly, so tenderly. “God, it's crazy how much I still want you. In spite of it all.  I know you're with him now, but I can't care. I can't respect that. You haven't turned him yet – you haven't turned anyone yet – and so I can only assume there's still hope. There's still hope for me. That you love me.”

“I do,” Kalina admitted it. “I do love you. Or at least – every time I'm around you, I find myself wanting you so much. SO very much. When you went away with that waitress just now, I swear, I was so jealous. Like, crazy-jealous. I wanted to hurt her – to drag her off you and punch  her in the face.”

Jaegar laughed. “My little warrior,” he said, kissing her forehead. “You shouldn't have worried. I swear, Kalina, every second that I was with that woman I thought of nobody but you. I was imagining that it was your blood I was drinking.”

“With her?”

“I could only bring myself to drink from her. Nothing more. In the old days we would have done.absolutely everything...but I don't have a hunger for that anymore. Or at least, I do – but the only person I'm hungry for is you. I'm miserable with everyone else, Kalina. I don't want to be with anybody but you. And you know it. I can't even try to pretend I'm not; you can see me through and through. Your blood looking into my blood. Feeling what I feel. Knowing me inside and out. I don't know if it's your blood or if it's you – whatever it is, I still love you. Still want you.”

“Jaegar!” She quieted him with a kiss. She just wanted his mouth on hers again. No words. No interruptions. He pressed his mouth against hers once more, desperate deep kisses that sent her head spinning.

“You drive me crazy, woman,” Jaegar said. “But it's worth it. I'll wait for my chance to get you. No, not wait. I'll ask for it – demand it. I want you to give up Octavius, damn it. I want you to forget the others. Make me yours. Make me human again. I don't need to be a vampire. I don't need that power anymore, that beauty. Once we fight off Molotov and restore all the Life's Blood Carriers, we won't need to be vampires anymore. We can turn back. We can live as humans, you and I.”

“But do you think it's possible?” Kalina thought back to the last time she turned him, when he had turned back.

“You haven't turned Octavius yet – so I still have hope. That your love will work next time. Maybe it was just not enough blood before. Maybe we need to...you know...during...”

“I don't know.”

“I'll keep trying to make it work, Kalina. I will try. Because it's worth it. I'll always love you – as a vampire and as a human.”

Kalina turned pink. How she wished she could choose Jaegar, forget Octavius and his talk of duty and honor and give herself over to the sheer pleasure and delight that was life with Jaegar. He had no strings attached. He would never leave her to go save the world, valuing the vast totality of honor against mere moments of their love. Even if Octavius broke his oath, Kalina thought, would it be worth it? He would resent her for tempting him away from his duty – resent himself for leaving the worst vampires walking the earth without him there to protect it. The guilt would tear them apart even more than the fear was doing now.

Jaegar pulled Kalina down to the ground, his fingers delicately caressing the insides of her thighs. “It's so funny,” he said. “My skin is heating up – like I'm a human or something. Or at least, it feels like it. You being so close makes me feel so human. Just feel my skin...”

Kalina pulled away in surprise. “Jaegar, you're...warm!” She felt his bared chest again. “Human warm!” She looked him up and down. “And you look...”

“What?”

His pale, marble skin had grown darker and rosier – it was a tanned light olive. And she could almost see the blood coursing through his veins.

“This is weird,” said Kalina. “First I start to look more like a vampire, now you look human. But...you're not, are you?”

A look at Jaegar's fangs answered that question. “I still feel like a vampire,” he said. “But I look...”

“Human.”

When they walked back into the cafe,  Justin reacted with even more surprise, nearly falling out of his chair. “What did you do?” he asked.

Kalina and Jaegar looked at each other and blushed.

“No, I mean not that. To your skins!”

“What are you talking about.”

“Kalina – you look like you've lost about twelve pints of blood. You're so pale – your skin's vampire-white and shining. You didn't drink from her, did you?” He turned threateningly to Jaegar.

“Wouldn't dream of it! Without her permission, I mean.”

“Then how do you look so...human all of a sudden? And Kalina – you look more like a vampire than Molotov or Octavius.”

Kalina looked down at her arms. Her skin had gone from olive to pale to paper-white. She shuddered. It didn't look like her at all, but like some strange, pallid, dead creature. The Life's Blood in her. Not her.

“Don't worry, Kalina,” Jaegar laughed. “You're still beautiful. Just the way you are.”

Kalina forced a smile back at him, but she wasn't sure she liked what she saw. For starters, she and Justin no longer looked like they were even related – while they were only brother-and-sister by adoption, she'd always valued the basic similarity in their appearance.

“And don't worry, Jaegar,” Justin added. “You're still pretty, too. Who knew vampires could get a real tan?”

“You're the doctor!” Kalina couldn't help feeling a little snappish with worry. What was happening to her body? “You tell us what's going on!”

“Vampire stuff is beyond my pay grade, sis,” said Justin. “The only thing I can even guess is that maybe it has something to do with Life's Blood. When you ran, you brought out one of the latent abilities that Blood gives you. And now maybe the Blood's starting to take over.”

“Take over?”

“Well, not take-over take-over. Just...show itself. And you've got enhanced blood – so maybe we don't know what to expect. It's not like Max's blood.”

“Well, we've kept our abilities. Jaegar still gets all his vamp glamouring powers alongside his beach tan,” Kalina forced the situation into a joke. “And I get to have people back home wondering why I turned white all of a sudden.” 

“But what did you do?” Justin looked confused. “Why did it happen just now.”

“Nothing you'd want to know, Justin,” said Kalina quickly.

“But nothing you'd be worried about either, ah, sir...” Jaegar quickly cut in.

“I don't want to know about that!” Justin exclaimed. “My kid sister's romantic life is strictly off-limits as a topic of conversation from now on! I don't want to know.”

“But it could be important,” Kalina sighed. “I don't like talking about it in front of you, but we can't deny my sex life is inextricably linked to the whole Life's Blood thing in the first place. Anyway, we were...holding each other. Maybe that transferred something.”

“Or maybe it's because we've exchanged blood before,” said Jaegar, “so now when we touch, our connection does all sorts of strange things...”

“I'm sure that would come in handy for you, my dear brother.” A voice rang out in the cafe. They all turned around in surprise.

There, standing against the doorframe, was a face they all recognized, a face they had all doubted if they would ever see again.

Stuart.





 

Chapter 10

 

 

Kalina gasped. She had not seen Stuart since she had left him for dead, his body sprawled across the floor of the farmhouse in Connecticut during her Yale visit, a stake in his heart. Only a telephone call had told her that he still lived – a call that seemed so surreal. He was going to Mongolia; he was following in the footsteps of Max. But here he was, before her, leaning against the doorway. Real. He was handsomer than ever; his customary rigidity had vanished, and he was even smiling. How different he was, Kalina thought, from the stern, serious boy she had first dated – the chivalrous figure who had caught her when she fainted. And yet she could see the same kindness in his eyes, the same intelligent, keen expression. Memories of her happiness with Stuart – so long ago, now – came flooding back to Kalina. Memories of how Justin had approved – of their sweet simplicity. But that belonged to another time, another place.

“Stuart!” Kalina cried. But before she could run to him, she was beaten in her attempt by Jaegar, who pushed Kalina aside as he ran to embrace his brother in a great bear hug. Kalina looked up in surprise. Even on those rare occasions when the brothers weren't outright trying to kill each other, she had never seen them display anything like real affection. But Jaegar's arms were wrapped tightly around his brother. 

“Don't you dare die on us again!” Jaegar said.

“It wasn't my choice, believe me.”

“But you're back!” Kalina cried.

“Max did it. She saved me.” Stuart smiled. “I mean, first she staked me, but then she saved me. She managed to resurrect me – just in time. I mean, she didn't do it to be nice or anything. That's not how she rolls. She wanted me to be her vampire slave, to help carry her around and help her track down Life's Blood Carriers.”

Kalina could easily imagine Max trying to enslave pretty much anybody.

“But we've gotten to know each other. We want the same things – peace, the protection of Carriers.”

“Then she's not that bad?” Kalina said in hushed tones. She had never quite understood what Max was, and she couldn't help admitting that she felt a little wary of the woman who called herself Kalina's mother. Kalina's mother wasn't human, after all – at least not according to the bloodwork Justin had done in the hospital – and Kalina couldn't help suspecting that perhaps Max's intentions weren't quite so pure. But Stuart's genuine smile, the way his eyes lit up when he spoke of Max, removed her doubts. “She's really...something,” said Stuart. “I can see where you get it all, Kalina.”

“Get what?”

“Your strength. Your grace. Everything about you. I can see its source in Max. She's smart – funny, when you get to know her.”

“Funny?” Kalina looked doubtful.

“She's strong. Brave. Willing to die for what she believes in…like you, Kalina.” Kalina saw an unmistakable blush spreading across Stuart's pallid cheeks.

“What is it with you, Stuart?” Justin stepped forth. “Charming the pants off all of Kalina's relatives. First me, then Kalina's real mother.”

“Birth mother,” Kalina said quickly.

“I was in Ulan Baatur, tracking down a lead on a latent Carrier, when I got the call for help. I knew Max needed me.”

“How could you tell?”

“She gave me her blood when she revived me,” said Stuart. “It may not have turned me human – given her...well, she's had kids and everything, you – but it was enough to make me stronger. Faster. I can even walk in the sunlight now. Look, no ring!” He showed off his bare hand to Jaegar.

“Lucky bastard,” Jaegar grumbled.

“Anyhow, I've tracked her down here. Or at least, I was trying to. I didn't guess you'd all be here too.”

“Max and Octavius are fighting off Molotov,” Jaegar explained. “Which is exactly where we're going. Or were going.”

“We should continue onwards then,” said Stuart.

“Just a minute,” said Jaegar. “Life's Blood or not, you don't exactly look rested. Why don't you get yourself someone to eat? I know a very obliging waitress near here...”

Kalina grimaced inwardly.

“No thank you, brother. You know I only imbibe vampire wine.”

“There's none to be had here, Stuart – and you'll need your strength for the fight. Trust me, she's willing. And I'll be on hand to make sure you don't hurt her.”

And so Jaegar led Stuart to the waitress, where Stuart fed just as his brother had done, sending the waitress into paroxysms of pleasure. Jaegar watched over them to ensure that Stuart did not lose control – he was not as used to feeding on human blood as Jaegar was, and Jaegar knew it was dangerous should the bloodlust take over. But the waitress left them, alive, if somewhat exhausted, and Jaegar and Stuart stood alone behind the cafe. Kalina and Justin were talking in the distance, out of earshot.

Stuart sighed as he gazed upon Kalina's face. “Looks just like her mother. Kalina’s still a vision,” he said softly.

“The famous Max?” Jaegar clapped his hand upon Stuart's shoulder. “It's a pity she can't turn you – although I'm getting the sense you'd like her to! Like mother, like daughter, right?”

Stuart looked embarrassed. “Of course not! Don't be silly. Max and I are nothing but friends and colleagues. I wouldn't dream...she reminds me of Kalina, that’s all.”

“You love her, don't you?” said Stuart, nodding to Kalina.

Jaegar nodded silently. “Don't you?”

Stuart sighed. “I do – I did. I'll always love her. And I'll always regret not turning human. I wanted it more than anything – and yet I was the only one I think she never really loved. She loved the idea of us, of course – the first dates, the courtship. But women always preferred you, brother.”

“And women prefer Octavius to me.” Jaegar shrugged.

“Octavius?”

“He's rather supplanted you as my rival,” said Jaegar. “She loves him. As she can't love either of us.”

“But his oath...”

“He'll never turn,” said Jaegar dismissively. “He wouldn't let himself do it. Pity, that. Maybe if we refused Kalina and told her we'd never be hers, she'd run to us in a heartbeat. Play hard to get and all that.”

“Octavius doesn't play.”

“He'll never let her in. And so she'll keep suffering of love for him.” Jaegar grimaced. “When she's got perfectly good vampires ready, willing, and able to love her right here. But she can't see that. She can only see him. And that damned nobility of his.”

“So I guess we both lost,” Stuart said.

“He's my Maker,” said Jaegar. “I won't speak ill of him. But he needs to make a choice – once and for all. Putting Kalina through this isn't doing any good for anyone. She can't even know if she loves him until he gives her a chance to love him properly – and he won't do that. And so she can't love anyone else, either.”

“He probably thinks he's doing the right thing,” said Stuart. “As much as I hate to admit it?”

“Like when he turned us, you mean?”

“I don't know if he did that for us or for him,” said Stuart. “Sometimes I think dying'd be preferable to...”

“To being a vampire?” Jaegar chuckled softly. “You always did. Father never understood it. He figured that vampires were just stronger versions of humans. He never minded.”

“But his bloodlust wasn't so strong.” Gerard had been an old man when he was turned – his humanity had been able to seep into his vampire nature. “Not at his age.”

“Wasn't too old for Marilee,” said Jaegar.

Marilee. Her name sent them into a reverent silence. The woman their father had loved, whom they had loved too, feeling the blood-connection that bound them all. The first woman to divide them. The mother of Aaron, their brother.

“We'll never know, will we?” Stuart said softly. It was the first time he had ever admitted that he no longer believed that Jaegar had killed Marilee. “Who did it, I mean.”

“No,” said Jaegar. It was the first time that he, too, had admitted that he no longer held Stuart guilty for the crime. “Perhaps in all eternity, we'll never find out what happened.”

The idea chilled them both, and they did not speak of it.

“Do you miss him too?” They could not even bear to speak the name of their dead brother.

“Yes, I miss him.”

“It's just us now.”

“Yes, just us.” Stuart's face darkened. “From here on out. Unless one of us dies. Or becomes human.” He looked over at Kalina again. “If she chooses you, brother, I'll be happy for you.”

He held out a hand and Jaegar shook it. “And if she chooses you.”

“She won't,” Stuart waved away a hand. “I've made my peace with that. The choice is between you and Octavius now – and I wish you nothing but luck. Me, I'll find her someday. The one. The Carrier. Human blood. I'll always love Kalina – maybe a part of me will always wish...” he shook his head. “Or maybe one day I'll meet the One, the girl I'm supposed to be with. And then Kalina will be just a memory. The way Marilee is now. That's the thing about being a vampire. We have a lot of time to get over the ones we lose.”

“Too much time,” Jaegar sighed.

“Yeah.”

There was silence.

Arm in arm, the two brothers returned to Kalina and Justin.

 





 

Chapter 11

 

 

They continued on their journey, passing through forests and jungles as they went. At last they crossed the border with China – Jaegar and Stuart using some clever glamouring to get around the problem of visas – and then continued onwards. But by now it was mid-afternoon, and Jaegar – sniffing the air – could tell that, while Max and Octavius and Molotov had all indeed been here, the heat of the day and the strength of the sun had led all the vampires to go briefly to ground. They decided therefore to stop briefly in a small village close to the Chinese border in order to rest and figure out their next move, waiting until Jaegar could pick up Octavius’ scent once more.

Kalina found herself wandering off from the rest of the group. She wasn't just tired – no, that wasn't it – but a deep weariness, deeper than any bodily exhaustion, had taken root within her body. She was emotionally exhausted. The stress of worrying about Octavius, of being jealous of Jaegar, of her hormones and blood racing inside her and confusing her, had taken its toll. Right now, she didn't want to be around any vampires – at least not any vampires she could be attracted to, and knowing the way her blood worked, it seemed likely that there were few vampires that wouldn't stir her blood. She just wanted to be by herself. Safe. Free of all these feelings rollicking around inside her.

But a tap on the shoulder disturbed her reverie.

“Stuart!” Kalina turned around. “What are you doing here?”

Stuart sighed. “I came to...ah....” He looked nervous. “I came to apologize. For what I did when I was under the Life's Blood spell. I was horrible to you, Kalina.”

“You didn't know what you were doing...”

“That doesn't matter.” Stuart's voice grew sharp. “It shouldn't matter. I can't just say sorry to you and have it all be okay. Sorry isn't enough for what I put you through. I was horrible. A beast. A monster.”

“Don't be so hard on yourself, Stuart. That wasn't you.”

“But that was me.” Stuart sighed. “The Dark Knight. When I first turned, I was crueler, angrier, more bloodthirsty, full of more hatred than Jaegar. Jaegar had no regard for human life, to be sure, but I actively sought to stamp it out because of my anger. My hatred. It has taken hundreds of years for me to come to terms with what I have done, and now I know that the tiniest drop of blood will bring that out in me again.” His face was full of sadness.

“We all have a dark side, Stuart,” Kalina said, patting his shoulder. “Jaegar. Octavius. Even me. Humans do, too. And sometimes all it takes is something small to bring out the sides of ourselves that we don't like. It doesn't make you less human – if anything, it makes you more like a human than most vampires. Having two sides of yourself.”

“It doesn't change anything.” Stuart glowered.

“I'll accept your apology, then,” said Kalina. “I don't think you need to apologize, but I'm happy to do it just the same.” She gave a little laugh. “Of course, now you've revealed to me your innermost obsession. Life's Blood will do this to you.”

“What's that?” Stuart looked faintly surprised.

“What you really want – more than anything in the world.”

“And that is?”

“Domestic bliss,” said Kalina. “A quiet life. Making wine. Petting puppies. A nice bustling wife to make you tea and help you cook. Even under Life's Blood – that was what you really wanted.”

Stuart colored slightly. “I suppose so,” he said. “I like the peace of it, Kalina. The tranquility. Every warrior, every soldier – we all need some peace in our lives. Some contrast to the chaos and grime and misery of war. We need something outside that horror, so that we know and can remember what we are fighting for.” Stuart placed his hand softly on the right side of Kalina's face, stroking her cheek. “I thank you, Kalina,” he said slowly. “From the bottom of my heart I thank you. You fought for me when I was under that terrible spell. You believed in me, even when nobody else did. You believed that there was good in me.”

“I always knew there was,” said Kalina.

And with that, Stuart leaned in, giving her a soft and gentle kiss, his lips brushing hers as tenderly as a caress. It wasn't intended to be romantic, Kalina felt – it was meant to be a friendly gesture of love, of thanks, of his great and abiding gratitude. But as their lips touched, she began to feel his desire grow. He still wanted her, despite his attempts at serenity. She could feel their kiss grow hungrier, feel the sparks in their touch.

Stuart pulled back, surprised at what he had done. “I didn't mean to do that,” he said softly.

She looked up at him, charmed by what she saw. Good old Stuart, she thought. How she had missed him. Dearest Stuart, who had been the most steadfast of all her vampire friends, the one who had first taught her how to fight, the one who had first shown to her what it was like to be a vampire. He had always stood by her, loyal and faithful, willing to fight for her. Willing to die for her. How could she ever express to him how grateful she was for all of this, how good he had been to her? She shuddered at the memory of the Dark Knight he had been when trapped under the spell. She never wanted to see Stuart like that again – so crazed, so overwhelmed by his desire for blood, his thirst for death. How good it was to have him back again! And yet how confusing. The last thing Kalina wanted right now was to let her emotions be confused further by another vampire. She had already forgotten Stuart, dismissed him as a romantic possibility. But now, as he stood before her, Kalina remembered how wonderful he had been, how much she wished she could turn him human. For he, of all the vampires, truly deserved that gift. If only she could love him, Kalina thought. Perhaps she could.

Stuart leaned in again, kissing Kalina breathlessly. “I missed this,” he murmured, his lips rough against hers. “I thought I had resigned myself to it – I thought I'd been able to give you up, to accept your choice. But now I'm not so sure.” His kiss grew more passionate. “I was going to stand by, to watch you make your choice, to try to have no part in it. But I can't. Not when I see you like this. Not when I want you this badly. I'm weak, Kalina. Weak when it comes to you.”

“Don't say that...”

“Feeling you in my arms. Feeling your lips on mine. The smell of you still manages to intoxicate me – every single time. I remember what you tried to do when I was under the spell, Kalina. You tried to seduce me in order to help turn me back. And I wanted so badly to be seduced, to let you have your way with me. I wanted to believe that you cared enough for me to give me your blood. But I didn't crave that blood any longer, Kalina. When I had Life's Blood in my veins, I no longer wanted to taste it again, for I already had it – it turned me into the Dark Knight once more. And yet I still wanted you, Kalina. For you. Not for your blood.. For you. I wanted you for you.”

Kalina let out an involuntary sigh. She loved feeling Stuart close to her again, the gentle pleasures of his touch. So different from her tragic love for Octavius, so full of frustration. So different  from her passionate, alive love for Jaegar. And yet at the same time, this Stuart was different. He had been so terribly shy, so overwhelmed by his fear of turning evil that he had held back his passion. He had always been the safe choice – even, Kalina admitted it, the boring choice. But since Stuart had turned, he had been forced to contend with that dark nature that so frightened him. And now that he had been restored, Kalina found, he was more balanced for it. He was open and honest; he was passionate. When had Stuart ever been so passionate before? Had she been too quick to write him off as a boring safe bet – now that she knew what force and hunger lay beneath his handsome chivalrous exterior. It was true what Octavius once said about him, Kalina mused. Behind Stuart's steadfast nature, there lay a truly strong vampire. A vampire that was more in touch with his human needs, his human desires, than any other she had known. Indeed, this very duality of his nature – the good and the bad, the desire and the repression – what could be more human than that? 

Funny, Kalina thought. Jaegar had always been Octavius’ favorite, his successor. He had always been the one whom Octavius was going to leave command of the Consortium to if anything happened to him. Yet, looking at Stuart, she could see far more of Octavius in him than she could in Stuart's more rakish, carefree brother. Is this why he and Octavius so often clashed, Kalina wondered? Because they were so similar after all?

She pulled away. While her heart ached for her to continue, Kalina knew that there was no time for her to succumb to another embrace today.

“Stuart, you mentioned that you heard Max?”

Stuart nodded. “When she gave me her blood to save me, it linked the two of us. She and I are bonded. She can talk to me telepathically. Right now, her trail is silent – she might be blocking me out out of fear that other vampires might be able to pick up on her signals. Don't worry,” he added, seeing the look on Kalina's face. “If something serious had happened to her, I'd know.”

“So she gave you Life's Blood.”

“She'd already turned your father,” said Stuart. “So of course she couldn't turn me.”

My father. Kalina realized it with a start. Of course, she'd always known vaguely that her mother must have turned a vampire with Life's Blood, that her biological father had been, at least for a time, a vampire before he turned back. Life's Blood Carriers never fell for humans. And yet the realization stunned her. She barely even knew who her father was. When she found Max – if she found Max, she sighed – she would have to ask.

“So Life's Blood freely given can reverse the effects of Life's Blood taken unwillingly,” said Kalina. “Max's blood can turn any vampire back then, surely!” This, combined with the rubies, was a powerful fact to know. “And so could mine – once I turn someone human. Once I'm not a virgin anymore.”

She couldn't bear to look at Stuart as she said it.

Stuart leaped to his feet. “Hold on!” he said. He closed his eyes and concentrated. “She's sending me a message. Octavius – she's with Octavius. They're alive. They're safe. For now. A few of Molotov's vampires caught up with them – they've been fighting all day. Oh no...” His face took on a countenance of fear. “Oh no.”

“What is it? What's wrong?” Kalina tapped his shoulder. “Stuart, talk to me.”

“Molotov's minions – they have Life's Blood now. They're enhanced. That's not good. Really not good. She and Octavius found a place to hide, but they were discovered – they're back on the run now. Now Max is getting tired...and daytime rest isn't an option. These Life's Blood vamps can walk in the sun.”

“We need to get there right away. Do you know where they are?”

Stuart looked queasy. “There's one other thing,” he said.

“What?”

“That Life's Blood – it's your blood. And they got it from Mal.”

“Mal, how did they...”

Stuart had gone white. “Apparently Molotov is Mal's maker.”





 

Chapter 12

 

 

There was no more time for romance. Stuart and Kalina rushed back to where Jaegar and Justin were standing. “We know where they are!” Kalina exclaimed. “We have a location.”

“Where?” Justin turned around.

“They’re in an abandoned ghost town a few miles from here,” said Stuart. “There's a house there – this enormous house. One of Kalina's ancestors lived there – the Chinese doctor who discovered Life's Blood. The fight's going on right now – Max needs help. Octavius can't protect her much longer. We have to hurry!”

“Fine,” said Jaegar, turning to Stuart. “But you carry Justin this time. I'm getting tired.”

And so they sped off – Jaegar and Stuart beginning to glide. It was easier for Kalina to start this time; her natural run morphed instantly into a swift flying glide. She loved the feeling of the air against her skin, the cool breeze of the wind whipping against her hair. It was exhilarating, this power. Side by side – her and Jaegar and Stuart. As it was meant to be, Kalina thought. She was with two of the men she loved, tapping into her powers at last. She loved this feeling – of flying, of power. If only it would never end, she thought. But they were rushing into battle – a battle they might not win. The thought made Kalina nervous. But she wouldn't think about it – no, not right now! Now she would just focus on flying, on the feeling of power coursing through her veins.

She turned to Stuart and he smiled back at her with a raffish grin. He seemed far from surprised to see Kalina alongside him, gliding and flying like a vampire. A small twist at the corner of his mouth – a wry smile – was all he betrayed of his expression. “I see that you have managed to discover one of the great gifts of Life's Blood,” said Stuart, nodding approvingly.

“I guess,” said Kalina.

“I knew Max could do the same thing,” said Stuart. “I saw her when we traveled. She didn't even need me to carry. We were able to cross the Atlantic Ocean like this – both of us, flying together. She told me that Life's Blood had so much potential – that even she was surprised day by day by the powers it gave her, by the things she could do. She could fly like a vampire. Develop strength, agility – greater even than the strength of the average vampire. And she said to me that there were more gifts still to be discovered; she could feel it. Every day was a new challenge to discover her own body.” He smiled at the memory of Max. 

Kalina thought of all the latent Life's Blood Carriers, children whom Max had infected with the gift or the curse of the blood. “Do you think the others have the powers too? The other Life's Blood Children, I mean.”

Stuart shrugged. “I don't know,” he said, picking up the pace. “Life's Blood Carriers are few and far between – at least, they were before this generation. They've never really been studied properly. And never more than one at a time. But now it's different. Even Max told me she didn't know about her ability to fly at first. It only kicked in by accident, when she was running away from Leonardo. She was running so hard, so fast, that she started flying – without even knowing what she was doing.”

“You seem to respect her a lot,” Kalina said.

“Who, Max?”

Kalina couldn't help but smile. It was true what the others had said – Stuart really was the type of guy a girl could bring home to her parents. It gratified her that Stuart and her mother got on so well. Stuart's admiration and respect for this woman was palpable; she could see it in his eyes.

Jaegar brushed up against Kalina, and as he came closer, Kalina could feel again the same electric sparks passing between them. His smile was tinged with pain, for he could see what had happened between Kalina and Stuart. “Hey beautiful,” his voice was low and sweet on her ear. “I missed you. What have you two been up to, anyhow?”

“Nothing,” Kalina said. “Only...we might have a cure.”

“A cure?”

“To turn back vampires affected by Life's Blood. Max's blood apparently turned Stuart back – he went back to normal because of it. And that means her blood could presumably turn back other vampires. Take away the immortality – but also the madness. Restore them completely.”

“I don't understand.” Jaegar turned to her, confused.

“If I gave you my blood again...”

“Too risky.”

“Let me finish. If I gave you my blood and for some reason it made you turn dark again, made you crazy, Max could turn you back.” She could at last do what she had always wanted to do. The first time Kalina had given her blood willingly to Jaegar, the blood had not worked. She hadn't turned him human. But this time she knew she loved him even more deeply. She could try again. She could try to make him human. And if it didn't work – they had an antidote: Max's blood.

You don't mean...

Kalina confirmed her thoughts telepathically. When this is over, when we don't need your powers anymore – we can turn you human. It could work this time – really it could.

Kalina could feel his happiness – his shock. Shock at the possibility of being given another chance to become human, another chance to be her true love. There was still hope for them after all – she had not definitely chosen Octavius. She was willing to risk it – risk her safety and her life and the possibility that his madness would be too great – because she loved him. And Jaegar knew this, and now Kalina could feel his joy.

“Oh, my darling,” he murmured into her ear. “You have no idea how much I love you. How much happiness you've brought me. Damn it, you are the love of my life – living and dead. You're the one I want. And I want you to want me just as much.”

She turned to him and, with surprise, noted that his eyes were glistening with the hint of unwept tears.

And then she heard the voice – unbidden – from his mind. If only you knew what I had given up to be with you, my darling, my love...

“What?” Kalina asked out loud. “What did you give up?”

“What are you talking about?”

“To be with me – what did you give up?”

Jaegar looked swiftly away, breaking their connection. “Nothing,” he said quickly. “Nothing at all. Look – it was my decision, okay? To protect you. To keep you safe. To never let any harm come to you – I did what I had to do.”

And then it hit her. “I did turn you, didn't I, Jaegar? Turn you human for real.”

“No,” he said. “Just for a while – I turned back, you know that. Guess you didn't love me enough or something. Maybe it was Octavius you really love. Or Stuart. You went back for him – you would have given him your blood, if you had to. You would have been able to do it. If you're going to turn anybody back, turn him. He wants it so badly – he needs to be human more than I do. And he loves you so much.”

Kalina's eyes filled with tears. How had the cocky, selfish Jaegar been so transformed into someone so generous, so brave.

“Who I love isn't a matter of who wants it badly enough. And it's not even my decision. My blood, this power within me – it's not something I can control. I couldn't choose one of you if I wanted to. The Life's Blood chooses for me.” It was a terrifying thought when she said it out loud. She loved them all – and no decision she made in her head would ever be able to match the turmoil in her heart.

She reached over, holding Jaegar's hand in hers as they flew forth. She wanted to do so much more; his touch reminded her of how much she still wanted him. If only she could give herself as she wished to give herself – totally, completely. 

“Chin up, Kalina!” Jaegar gave her a playful shove, his charming, cheerful self again. “Human or vampire, I'm happy just being with you. And at least I still have powers.” He sighed. “Not that I'm not exhausted. Are we almost there, Stuart?”

“Don't ask me – I'm the one carrying the spare baggage.” Stuart was weak under Justin's weight. “Not far.”

“Not soon enough,” grumbled Jaegar.

“You want to carry the human?”

“Me and Justin, we're buddies now. I'll carry him if I have to. We're tight like that.” Jaegar laughed as Stuart handed Justin off to Jaegar in mid-air, nearly dropping him.

“Careful!” Justin scrambled as he held on tightly to Jaegar.

“Don't make me jealous. He's Kalina's brother,” said Stuart, laughing. “You're mine. Although Justin's a damn good one to his kid sister.”

“You're not so bad yourself,” said Jaegar.

“To brotherhood!” Stuart said, speeding up with a great war cry.

“To brotherhood,” Justin and Jaegar said.

“Careful, Justin,” said Stuart. “Jaegar might like you so much he'll turn you and keep you as a buddy for all time.” His smile vanished. “Like Octavius did to us.”

Justin turned pink. “Er – that topic's coming up a bit too often for my liking.”

“He would, you know. Octavius – if you wanted him to.” Jaegar said. “But it would be your choice.”

“Er – no offense, guys, but I'm fine the way I am.”

“Good choice,” said Stuart. “Immortality seems seductive, doesn't it? And yet we're controlled by our desire for Life's Blood – our subliminal desire to become human again. Nothing we want more. Don't give up that chance.”

“Octavius will try,” Jaegar sighed. “He knows our numbers are down. He doesn't want to waste time training a new human when Justin knows so much already.”

“Not that much!” Justin pleaded.

“Don't worry,” Stuart said. “If Octavius does try, you have our support. We won't let anything happen to you. You're like our brother now, too. Our human brother.”

“Like Aaron,” Jaegar said. They fell silent. Remembering Aaron was too painful for all of them.

At last they arrived at the place where Stuart led them – a grand palatial mansion, seemingly abandoned, in the classical Chinese still. So this was the home of the great doctor, Kalina thought, the place where Life's Blood was invented. Abandoned, like all the houses around here.

Kalina shuddered to think why.

Passing beneath the gate of the house – tall, imposing, and austere – the quartet proceeded towards the house.

They were here at last.

 





 

Chapter 13

 

 

The courtyard was large and imposing. A number of small doorways were built around a central square, in the middle of which was an enormous and delicately carved stone fountain. The courtyard was by now overgrown with weeds and brush, but Kalina could see that this had once been a beautiful garden. Gorgeous flowers were hidden by overgrowth; she could spy the corners and edges of statues hidden beneath weeds that rose almost up to her chin. 

“They're in there,” Stuart said. “I can feel it.” He sniffed the air. “There's a lot of vampires about – we need to be careful.”

Kalina removed the Life's Blood rubies that the old woman in the village had given her and handed one each to Jaegar, Stuart, and Justin, keeping a fourth for herself. “Stuart,” she said, “we met some woman when we were in Mongolia. She told me that these rubies had a special power – that they could beat Life's Blood vampires, get rid of their immortality.”

Stuart scoffed.

“You don't believe me?”

“I don't believe in quacks,” said Stuart. “And I know plenty of dangerous types who would like to make a few pounds of gold off vampires. There's a fair trade in that.”

“Well, take one anyway,” said Kalina. 

“What do I do with it?” Stuart looked down suspiciously at the ruby in his hand.

“I'm not sure,” Kalina admitted. “The woman didn't give me any details. She just said that it had a special power. She didn't tell me what to do with it.”

“Right...” Stuart was evidently not convinced. Kalina's heart sank. What if he was right to be so disbelieving? What if the woman had given them fake rubies – or else real rubies that had no magical powers whatsoever? What if it was all a trick to make them overconfident. But the woman hadn't asked for any money – and these rubies, magical or not, certainly looked valuable. Why would the old woman have parted with such precious treasure if she didn't think it would help them fight the vampires?

“Look, I had a ruby necklace like this, once,” said Kalina. “It was found on me when I was born. And Max took it. She must have had a reason for doing it.” She sighed. Of course, it meant that her mother had essentially stolen a valuable tool she needed to live – but she wouldn't think about that now.

“We'll give it a try,” Stuart conceded. “Do I just wear it or what?

Kalina turned to Justin. “Do you have any medical gauze in your bag?”

“Sure,” Justin said, looking confused. “Why?”

“Just hand it over,” Kalina said. She took the gauze from Justin and began wrapping it around her stake, wrapping the ruby to the stake and tying it tightly. “I figure keeping the rubies as close to the source of whatever we're killing is a good idea.

“Hand me some,” said Jaegar, wrapping a ruby around his wrist. He, like Octavius, had the power to use his hand as a stake – a power that required great skill and dexterity.

“Fine,” said Stuart. “I mean, it can't hurt.” He fixed a bracelet to his wrist as well. Justin tied one to his stake, as Kalina had done, rather less confident of finding his opponent's heart with his fingers alone.

They looked warily at the courtyard. “Time to cross,” said Kalina.

“I guess it's now or never,” said Stuart.

Kalina felt nervous as they tiptoed across the courtyard, trying to remain out of vampire as well as human earshot. They entered the main hallway and then rounded the corner.

In a flash, a vampire guard was upon them. He jumped onto them, sending them reeling backwards, back into the courtyard.

“Fie, intruders!” hissed the vampire. “Just in time for dinner!”

The vampire grabbed Justin, who was the slowest of the four to dart away, and pulled back his hair to reveal his pulsing, bare neck. He let loose his fangs and tried to bite Justin. Kalina shuddered as she recognized the look in the vampire's eyes. This one was high on Life's Blood – that was for sure – and was effectively invincible.

Unless the rubies worked.

Not the best circumstances under which to find out, Kalina thought as Justin and Stuart tackled the Life's Blood vampire, sending him to the floor. Their combined strength held him off for long enough to Justin to scramble to his feet. But they couldn't hold him down for more than a few seconds and, cackling, the vampire made for Kalina.

“More blood!” The vampire's yellow teeth glinted in the light. “Excellent. In fact, by the smell of you, it looks like I've had a few vials of your blood already. Mal has been carrying them about...”

Kalina was horrified. How could this vampire – this vampire she'd never met, living thousands of miles from California – have managed to get hold of her blood? Was Mal selling some of the vials he had stolen on the open market now?

She gritted her teeth. “Pig,” she muttered, as she raised her stake, hoping for her own sake as well as Justin's that it worked. She closed her eyes and ran towards the vampire, her stake colliding with his chest. He made no motion to defend himself.

“What, you think a stake can kill me? I'm a Life's...”

But the rest of his words were lost as he crumbled into a pile of dark gray dust with a loud pop.

Kalina and the others stepped back in astonishment. So it had worked after all. The Life's Blood vampires could be defeated by these rubies.

Kalina fished more out of her pockets. Put them on your stakes too, boys – backup. She handed more rubies to Stuart and Jaegar. She fished two spare stakes out of her bag. When she found Octavius and Max, she wanted them to be able to fight, too. Her heart was beating fast with excitement. They had a real shot now – they could kill Life's Blood vampires!

They proceeded again into the house, looking around to make sure they managed to trap any vampires before they sounded the alarm. Jaegar and Stuart flanked Justin and Kalina, who were rushing to finish tying as many rubies onto stakes as they could, adding additional rubies to their necks and arms for good measure. Now that they were sure that these jewels worked, they never wanted to risk being without them.

They spotted another vampire making the rounds. 

“Hold on,” whispered Jaegar. He and Stuart ambushed the guard and pushed him up against the wall. This guard, too, had Life's Blood in his system; Kalina could smell it now – hot and strong and sweet with musk.

“Where are they?” breathed Stuart.

“Where are who?” The vampire struggled to escape, but Stuart pressed his ruby-adorned arm against his throat. The ruby sizzled the flesh, and the vampire yelled.

“Keep it down or we'll put that jewel where it hurts,” Jaegar gritted his teeth.

“Where are Octavius and Max?” Stuart hissed.

“I don't know what you're talking about!” the guard cried.

Jaegar looked deep into his eyes with a searching look. “He's telling the truth,” he announced. “But...”

“They must be in hiding!” Kalina whispered, giving Jaegar a significant look.

Jaegar and Stuart exchanged glances. They knew what that meant. This vampire had just become a security risk. And he would have to die.

The vampire evidently knew it too. In a panic, he broke free, leaping onto Justin and leaving a deep, gaping bite in his shoulder. Justin gave a loud yell as Jaegar and Stuart stabbed the vampire at the same time with their hands. The vampire collapsed into dust, staining Justin's clothes.

“So, it weakens them, too...” Stuart nodded. “You were right, Kalina.”

Jaegar had rushed to Justin's side. “Here, drink,” he said quickly, biting into his own flesh. Kalina found herself sniffing the air as blood poured from the puncture wounds on Jaegar's wrist, strangely aroused by the smell. How odd – she had never reacted so strongly to the scent of blood before.

“What are you doing?” Justin scrambled from Jaegar's wrists. “You're not turning me, are you?”

“No, stupid – I'm healing you. If I was turning you I'd have drained you first. You have to die to live, my friend.”

“Are you sure?”

Jaegar rolled his eyes. “No, Justin. I'm not sure. I've only been a vampire a few hundred years. Really not enough time to figure out how this whole turning thing works. Not like it's happened to me or anything.”

“Fine!” Justin grabbed Jaegar's wrist and drank greedily. Within moments his wound had healed.

“All better,” said Jaegar, yanking away his wrist. “Now quit sucking – it's not chocolate, you know.” He smiled. “Imagine if all doctors were vampires. Your hospitals wouldn't have any sick people – they'd all be cured in a heartbeat.”

He had intended it as a joke, but Justin's face grew searching and serious. Kalina looked up. Justin looked as if he was seriously contemplating it. He was that devoted of a doctor to actually think he might find a cure to sickness and diseases.

“Enough with the Justin jokes,” Kalina said quickly. “I know you want a third brother, but I have enough vampires around me as is. I need a human!”

“Speaking of humans,” Stuart spoke up, turning around. A distinctly human figure was running across the courtyard – a woman's figure running at super-speed, chased by two vampires.

Max.





 

Chapter 14

 

 

“Let's go!” Kalina cried as she spied Max running across the courtyard. Max ducked and ran straight into another room of the house.

“That way!” Stuart led the foursome back through the garden and through the door, following in Max's footsteps. 

Kalina's heart was beating so quickly that she felt her whole body shaking. Her blood was alive with adrenaline; she was breathing heavily. This was it, she knew. Where Max was, Octavius would be also. It was going to be the final showdown. Octavius was alive – she knew that – but for how long, she didn't know. And if Molotov got to Max and Octavius, then it wouldn't be long before he got to her, her brother, and the Greystones.

“Stay back, Justin,” she said. “It's too dangerous.”

“Not a chance,” Justin said as they ran. “If your mother and Octavius are in need of help, then they need everybody that they can get. And even if you need to use me as a human shield or whatever, that's better than nothing. Focus on getting out of there safely – don't you dare worry about me. Besides, I have the rubies now.”

Kalina saw how the rubies glimmered – not only on her own stake, but on the wrists and necks and the stakes of those around her. They were ready for a fight, she knew – a fight that could very well be her last.

Tap into your blood. It was that same, strange voice again. Tap into your strength. Let it control you.

And so they entered the room. It was an enormous antechamber, decorated elaborately with wood carvings and bamboo shoots. The ceiling was held aloft with wood beams, on which were carved elaborate dragons. Yet unlike the previous hall they had entered, Kalina noticed with a frown, this one didn't seem abandoned at all. There was not a cobweb in sight. Somebody had recently cleaned this room and used it. But why?

Before Kalina could begin to formulate an answer, a group of vampires decended upon her from the rafter, their fangs bared. Kalina recognized them from the village – these were without a doubt Molotov's men, sent to capture or kill them. Among them was the woman Kalina had seen. The same black hair as Max – the same distinctive dark clothing that Max had wore. But the face was entirely different. This pale face, with its bright blue eyes and high cheekbones, was not the Central Asian faces Kalina saw on the other vampires in Molotov's set. She was Eastern European – Russian, probably. And from the fangs Kalina saw protruding from her dark blood-red lips, she wasn't a Carrier at all, but a vampire.

They had walked right into a trap.

They made for the door, turning to run.

“So!” the vampires slammed the heavy wooden door shut before them, bolting it. “You think you can escape, can you?”

The Russian vampire approached Kalina, looking her up and down with a sniff of her pert, upturned nose. “So is this what we've been waiting for?” She gave a deep, languishing sigh – full of condescension. “Really, I'm disappointed. We went through all that trouble to lure her here for what? She's not even as pretty as I thought. I don’t understand why there is all the fuss about her…why vampire men find her so irresistible.”

Kalina prickled.

“Well, next time I decide I want to turn, I'm going for a blonde.”

“It's not her face that's special, Olga.” Molotov appeared from the shadows, his expression grim as he paced up and down the room, his eyes fixed on Kalina. “It's her blood.”

“Life's Blood is Life's Blood,” Olga said dismissively. “The other one would have done just as well. I don't care what they look like, in any case – as long as they're authentic. And she smells decent. But the other one would have tasted just as good – and wouldn't have required me to do all this work.”

“It's not the same,” Molotov said. “This one's a virgin. And you know what that means. The other one – her mother. She'd already given that power. She'd already turned another vampire.”

“So this one has the power of turning...” Olga nodded. “Interesting. But I like my fangs fine, thank you.”

Kalina's jaw dropped. What could Molotov be thinking? A vampire as powerful as this one – surely he didn't wish to become human too? Vampires who wanted humanity tended to be, like Stuart, kinder, gentler vampires, already trying to be in touch with their human side. Molotov seemed to display no interest in anything but cruelty and power.

“You want me to fall in love with you too?” Kalina scoffed, trying to sound braver than she felt. “Sorry, but my dance card's full. Take a number, Molotov – I've got three vampires around me already. I'm not interested in number 4!”

“Some ego you've got there, little girl,” Molotov looked faintly amused. “Who says that I want that from you? I can have any woman I please if it's beauty or pleasure I'm after – and I'm far too comfortable to turn. Old age? Sickness? Ugliness? What vampire in his right mind would seek that one out?”

“Then what did you need me for?” Kalina rounded on him. “Wouldn't my mother have done just as well.”

“Tut tut,” said Molotov. “You didn't listen. I said I didn't need you to turn me. But perhaps there's someone that you would like to turn.”

“I told you – not interested.”

“Octavius was a fool. He and the Consortium hid Carriers away, provided them with a chance to meet vampires he trusted and could vouch for. He helped Carriers and their true loves find each other – and didn't even charge for the courtesy. He overlooked a profitable venture there. Now, some vampires far crueler than I would want to drain you dry and sell your blood in vials to the crazies and rogues of the vampire world, who want nothing more than lust. But I am a businessman, Kalina. I know that eventually you'll run dry. But selling a chance to meet the most powerful and very beautiful Carrier in the world, the youngest and perhaps the only one left a virgin, I can charge as many vampires I want access to you – until you find one you'd give yourself to willingly. Although I daresay the men would want to fool around with you a bit first...but no matter. If you don't love them – too bad. You've already paid up. And vampires who want to turn human tend to be far more sensible than rogues. They tend to have more money to hand. Like Stuart there. What wouldn't he have paid for a chance to taste you?”

Kalina's jaw dropped with horror as she realized what Molotov was intending. He wanted to turn her into a prostitute – to sell a chance at her love to the highest bidder.

“You're disgusting!” she cried.

“Now now – I'm not even offering to kill you,” said Molotov. “That's one up on plenty of other vampires out there. And I'm offering to keep you safe and allow you to make your choice – and as long as you please the men I send to you (you can think of ways to do that without breaking the curse, can't you?) I'm sure they won't complain too much if you decide it just won't work out. Perhaps they'll keep coming back for more. And keep paying. I'll give you a cut of the profits, if you like. A sound business deal all around.”

“How dare you!” Justin cried. “You're talking about my sister there!”

Jaegar and Stuart, too, were seething with rage.

“Well,” Molotov said smoothly, “perhaps your sister would like to answer for herself.”

“Never!” Kalina cried. “You think I like my blood going crazy around three vampires?” She could only imagine what torment she would go through – psychological and physical – if hundreds of vampires dared turn their glamouring charms onto her.

“Enough!” Another figure emerged from the shadows. It was Octavius!

The other vampires turned around to face him, shock on their faces.

“How did you...” Molotov began.

“Found a good hiding place,” Octavius said through gritted teeth.

Kalina's heart leaped. Seeing him again – so handsome, so sure of himself even in this moment of trial. He leaped down onto one of Molotov's minions, twisting his neck clear round so that the bones snapped. But the minion, high on Life's Blood, his red eyes gleaming, snapped his neck right back into place. “Fool,” he hissed. “You dare to mess with a Life's Blood vampire? Then you deserve what befalls you!”

At once the room became a whirlwind of chaos as all of the vampires and Justin formed a melee. Kalina found herself in the middle of a circle of vampires – protected by Jaegar, Stuart, Octavius, and Justin. Not one of the vampires seemed to be making any attempt at harming her, she noted – it was clear that Molotov had given specific orders to take her alive. That didn't stop her from rushing to Justin's side, staking any vampire that got in the way.

“Octavius, catch!” She threw one of the ruby stakes Octavius’ way. “It'll fight them off.”

Octavius caught her eye as the stake landed neatly in his hand. “Nice throw.” He turned to one of Molotov's minions, gutting him completely with the stake. The minion crumbled to dust, and Octavius looked up at Kalina with surprise.

“Little bitch!” Olga was at her side, her fangs bared. The other vampires might have been keeping her distance, but it seemed that Olga had no objection to Kalina spilling some blood in the fray. “You think you're a little special one – but I warn you. You're just another whore who thinks she can lead vampires to their deaths like dogs.” She spat as she rushed towards Kalina.

Kalina's blood immediately kicked in. Her adrenaline pumped as she kicked Olga square in the stomach, sending her reeling. 

Olga looked up in surprise. “You're not such a bad fighter – for a human.”

Kalina said nothing, but dodged Olga's next punch, jumping up onto the rafters to avoid her blow.

Olga jumped up too. Kalina raised her stake, but as she made to send it straight through Olga's heart, Olga kicked it out of her hand and it clattered to the floor below.

“You think if I killed you right now, anyone would know it was me?” Olga smiled sharply. “They'd think you just got stabbed in the confusion.” She landed a punch square at Kalina's face. Kalina ducked but not swiftly enough, and was hit square in the shoulder. She fell back.

“No!” Justin made his way up a ladder, rushing onto the rafters.

“Fool!” Olga kicked him from the roof and he fell with a crash into the fight below.

“Justin!” Kalina screamed. She couldn't tell what had happened to him.

It was all over; she was beaten. She was on her back; her weapons were gone. Olga approached with a triumphant smile on her face.

“You may be special,” Olga said. “But in the end – you're only human.” She slashed Kalina's face with her nails, drawing blood. She laughed. “Now I get to kill you.”

And then Kalina heard the voice again – the voice of Life's Blood in her system.

Use the Blood.

And then Kalina felt her wounds closing up, the blood vanishing as one by one her cuts healed. Her skin grew paler than ever, and she could have sworn fangs were pressing into her lips.

Kalina sprang to her feet. “You think so, do you?”

Olga gaped with horror. “What does this mean? Somebody turned you? Impossible – Life's Blood Carriers are never turned – no vampire would be able to resist killing you if he drank that deeply. You'd never get the chance to be reborn.”

Kalina's fangs glinted. “Are you so sure of that?”

“Then Molotov....”

“Guess he'll have to rethink his plans.”

Kalina looked up to see a ruby-stake flying through the air. Justin, bruised but clearly alive, had managed to retrieve her stake and had thrown it towards her. She had managed to confuse Olga, to distract her for one second. It was enough.

She twisted her body to catch the stake; it landed neatly in her palm.

“Now where were we?”

But as Kalina raised her stake to stab Olga, another vampire rushed through the air, knocking Olga from the rafters. Kalina's thrust met empty air.

Kalina looked down to see a figure holding Olga tightly.

A figure she recognized. A figure that made her shudder.

Mal.

 





 

Chapter 15

 

 

Kalina watched from the rafters as Mal yanked on Olga's arm and pulled her into another room. She looked down at the melee. Molotov seemed to have vanished, leaving his men to fight off Jaegar, Justin, Octavius, and Stuart. They had managed to disarm and kill most of the men – high on Life's Blood, Molotov's men had expected to be invincible, and so had not taken any of the necessary precautions – but a few still remained. From what it looked like, however, Octavius and the others had it covered. Anxious to know what was behind Mal's appearance, Kalina tiptoed over to the edge of the rafter. To her surprise, Kalina found that she could hear everything – her transformation, from fangs to skin, must also have included another set of vampire abilities. Mal and Olga were whispering to each other in hushed tones, but the words were clear in Kalina's ears.

“I see I've arrived in the nick of time,” Mal was saying.

“Nonsense,” Olga scoffed. “I could have handled her. It was a temporary setback, that was all.”

“Didn't look so temporary,” said Mal. “In any case – I see you've delivered the vials of Life's Blood.”

“As promised,” Olga said.

“But you had some too, didn't you?” Kalina heard Mal take a step closer. “I can see it in your eyes.”

A pause. “Yes,” Olga said at last. “I did.”

“I told you it was forbidden!” Mal grew angry. “I told you it was for Molotov's men – and them alone. Do you realize how much a single vial of that stuff is worth?”

“Consider it a finder's fee,” Olga said promptly. “I did what you asked, didn't I? Risked my hide going all the way from St. Petersburg to Beijing to deliver the vials! Kept them safe, too. Do you realize how much danger I was in, trafficking that much Blood across uncontrolled territories? You're lucky I didn't drink the whole thing. I just drank enough to stay safe and make sure I could fight anyone else seeking the blood.”

Mal grunted. “We have the source now, in any case. But when we drain her, don't even think about taking another drop.”

“That's the problem,” said Olga. “Molotov doesn't want to drain her. We can't steal the vials – he wants the girl alive. If she even is alive – I think that girl's been turned...”          

“Impossible!”

“He wants to sell access to her to desperate vamps who want to turn human. A few hundred thousand rubles a day for time to fall in love with the girl. And to do whatever else besides.”

Kalina shivered at the memory of Molotov's plan.

“Does he know you're not with him?” Mal's voice grew quieter. “Does he suspect?”

“The Life's Blood broke his hold on me – he can't read me the way he used to.” Olga snapped. “So don't complain that I took your precious Life's Blood; if I hadn't, Molotov might've seen right through us, and then where would we be?”

Kalina clapped a hand over her mouth. So Mal wasn't on Molotov's side after all. From the looks of things, Olga and Mal were both working to subvert the plans of their maker.

“You're sure he doesn't know? About the Carriers in custody.”

“I'm sure. No, not Molotov. I'd know if he knew. He's a fool. If he were wise like you, he'd drain the girl and make an army of Life's Blood vampires to serve him – but he's a different kind of evil. He likes money and doesn't like getting his hands dirty. Sends us to do it for him.”

Kalina's heart almost stopped. So Mal had managed to get his hands on some of the Carriers.

“Did you find more?”

“We've searched all over the world,” said Mal. “Sniffed out whomever we could. We searched every village and every city. We played it safe – any girl who had the slightest whiff of Life's Blood about her we took. They're in the compound now.”

“And if they turn out not to be Carriers?”

“We always need more slaves. And I'm sure at least half of them will turn out to have Life's Blood.”

Kalina felt sick to her stomach. The thought of those girls – why, they couldn't be more than sixteen years old – kidnapped, frightened, taken away from their homes, from their families, from everyone they loved made her want to throw up. She couldn't even begin to imagine how they must be feeling – how afraid...

“I'm thinking of making a deal,” said Molotov.

“A deal? With Molotov? After all...”

“Don't be silly, my pet. It will work out to our advantage. I'll give him two or three of the Carriers when they age – two or three times the profit for him – and I get Kalina. These children will manifest their abilities in a few years – what is a year or two to a vampire? He'll surely wait – and while he waits, we'll manage to have the rest of the children along with that girl.”

Kalina could stand it no longer. She turned and ran down the rafter once more, flying down to Octavius’ side. He had just finished staking one final guard; the guard exploded into dust at their feet.

“I did warn them to run,” said Octavius sadly, “But they insisted on fighting until the end.”

She tugged at his sleeve. “Mal has them,” she cried, her breath catching in her throat.

“Mal has who?” Octavius turned around.

“The Carriers,” Kalina coughed and spluttered, her worry choking her words. “The latent Carriers – the children. I heard him talking...”

Octavius’ expression turned to stone. He turned to Kalina. “Where is he?”

“Mal – they're in the other room. Him and Olga. I was eavesdropping.”

Before Kalina could finish explaining, Octavius had rushed into the other room, Kalina and the other vampires following behind. Octavius made straight for Mal, his large, muscular hands wrapping tightly around his throat, pinning him to the wall.

“Where are they?”

Mal looked confused. The last he had seen of Octavius, Kalina knew, they had been fighting a supposedly unwinnable battle with Life's Blood vampires. He hadn't expected any of them to make it out alive.

Olga stood in the corner, her fangs bared. She made no effort to help Mal. Rather, she was looking Octavius up and down, clearly in awe of his superior strength, looks, and courage. Kalina seethed inwardly. Olga apparently didn't care who it was that she was serving – as long as she managed to get something out of it. 

“How did you get out...” Mal began.

“No time for pleasantries, Malvolio,” said Octavius swiftly. “Listen to me – you will tell me where the Life's Blood children are, and if you don't, I swear you'll receive a stake to the heart that will turn you to dust.”

There was a long pause. And then Mal started to laugh. “You're going to stake me!” His laugh grew louder. “Really, Octavius – what a fool you are. You must know it won't do me any harm. We've been through that already.” Yet his laugh grew nervous. It was obvious that Octavius had some reason behind this show of fierce confidence. “Life's Blood makes me invincible. As you would know, if you'd only drink from that delectable girl there...” He turned to Kalina.

“You want proof?” Octavius said. “You want to go back into the main room, to look at all the vampires turned to dust on the floor. You wondering how I managed to fight off five Life's Blood vampires without a scratch on me. Not one of them has chased me in here, Mal, have you noticed that? Why is that. Perhaps maybe they've just gotten bored. Or perhaps they're dead.”

Mal's eyes widened. “How...” he sputtered.

“Ours is not to reason why,” quoted Octavius, pressing the stake against Mal's chest until it drew blood. “Ours is but to do – or die.”

“Tell us where the Carriers are!” Jaegar and Stuart stepped forth. “And we might decide to show you some mercy.”

Mal glanced over at Olga, fury mingling with wild fear in his eyes. “Olga – do something! Get them off me.”

Olga did nothing, but merely scanned the situation, looking up and down at the vampires.

“Olga! I am your Master – I command you! I made you! Got you out of St. Petersburg before those filthy proletariats had you shot with the rest of the Romanovs...”

“The Life's Blood took care of that, Mal,” said Olga. “If Molotov can't hear my thoughts, then neither can you order me around. I'm a free woman. Which was, I suppose, your objection to me drinking it.”

“Olga, we can argue later. Just get me out...”

“I can't say I'm too interested in risking my life and limb in order to serve as a little nanny to your new little girls, Mal. I don't do bedtimes stories, and I don't do glasses of milk. I'm not interested in coddling Carriers for your benefit – not if it means risking my hide.”

“Don't be a fool, Olga. I know you love me.”

“I did love you once, Mal,” said Olga. “As all vampires love their makers. But you never knew what love meant, did you? You had no interest in love. You simply desired to kill or feed. And in all the Carriers you've slaughtered over the years, all the Life's Blood you've encountered – not one girl ever loved you. Oh, you’ve tried. You’ve even claimed to have loved a carrier once. But not one girl ever gave you a shot at being human. Why? Because you don't know how to love. Hundreds of years alive and you still don't know how to love.” She looked over at Octavius. “See, this vampire – far more ancient than you are. More powerful – he can kill Life's Blood vampires. But this one can love. I can see it in his eyes. He has that power...”

“Taken!” Kalina couldn't help but shout, stepping firmly to Octavius side.

“I'll give you one last chance,” said Octavius, pressing the stake in deeper. “I'll count to three. And if you don't tell me where the Life's Blood Carriers are, I'll have you killed right now.”

Mal gave a twisted smile. “Then let them die. If you kill me, you'll never find them. And then they'll starve to death in my compound. No food. No water. No light. Maybe some vampire will come to feed and put them out of their mercy...”

“I think you might want to reconsider your position.” A voice came booming from the room. Kalina turned around in surprise. There was Molotov, clad in furs. “Anything you'd like to tell me, Mal?”

 





 

Chapter 16

 

 

Molotov had retreated from the fight in the beginning. It was custom, Octavius had told Kalina, for particularly strong or powerful vampires in this part of the world to retreat into their chambers while a battle was being waged, sending lesser vampires out into the fray. Only if the threat became truly serious would a strong vampire deign to wage war on those he deemed lesser. Clad in his furs, his eyes flashing and dark, Molotov looked truly intimidating even without his army. Kalina shivered. Life's Blood or not, she didn't want to face him.

“I see you have made short work of my men.” Molotov's tone was expressionless. He betrayed no anger, no hatred, only a mild curiosity. “It seems you have great power, Octavius. And you are currently threatening my offspring.”

Octavius tightened his grip on Mal, squeezing his neck and grimacing. “Mal and I have a feud of a personal nature that needs settling,” Octavius said through gritted teeth.

“Ah yes,” said Molotov. “I remember. This one managed to destroy all the major members of the Consortium, was that it? Excepting you, of course.”

“That's it,” Octavius scowled. “Great men and women – my friends. My colleagues. My comrades-at-arms. All slaughtered by this brute.”

“I know the Consortium. Many times throughout the years I considered joining. Indeed, I was briefly affiliated with it – long before you were even made. Long before you transformed the Consortium into what it was – a society for order and the protection of human-vampire relations – I knew Isaiah, your maker. Back then, the Consortium was a mere collection of the powerful. And I see it did not change. Many a time would I hear of some illustrious or great vampire only to discover that he, too, was a member of the Consortium. While younger, reckless, foolish young vampires would get into trouble – they'd get massacred by villagers by making themselves too well-known, or else try to go out in the light with counterfeit Life's Blood – Consortium members knew how to survive. They were wise. Loyal. And so they were like you and I, Octavius – old ones? Ones who have managed to outgrow our foolish bloodlust.” Molotov turned to Mal. “A lesson we have not all learned, evidently.”

“It is not too late,” said Octavius. “Stuart, Jaegar, and I – three of the leaders of the Consortium – still live. Nearly all of the regiments still exist – needing only a new leader to survive. They await my orders. You could still join us. I am willing to pay you a salary – not, perhaps, as great as you would earn by this...ah...prostitution of the woman I love, but in a far nobler profession than that of vampire procurer.”

Kalina looked on, fascinated. As repulsive as she found Molotov's plan, she couldn't help but respect this very ancient vampire. He wasn't rushing for her blood, or crazed for power and an army like Mal was. He simply wanted cold hard cash, and was open to how he got it. She wouldn't feel safe around him, she knew, but watching Octavius and Molotov talk, she realized quite how ancient, quite how rich, the vampire civilization was. These were two of the greatest vampires of all time, trying to resolve their disagreement with courteous words and fine diplomacy.

She hoped it would work.

“You were always a noble vampire,” said Molotov. “That's what made you such a fine general, back in the Rome days. You were always unselfish. You thought for the greater good of others. I have no such qualms. I care for myself and myself alone. You have lived a long time according to your philosophy, but I have lived longer still according to mine. I wish my plan to work – and so I want Mal to tell me where he has been hiding my young Carriers.”

“Yours?” Octavius gaped.

“Yes, mine,” said Molotov. “Malvolio was sent on a mission to find them for me, but it appears he has defected. He has hidden them for himself. I should have known that a bloodthirsty vampire like Malvolio was not to be trusted, but alas – I let myself think he might be worth it for one mission. But now you see, he has betrayed me. And I will torture him until he changes his mind.”

“Then you sent Mal after us!” Octavius turned on him. “I've chased that bastard all over the world, followed him through continents. All the while, I thought he was our greatest enemy. And now I find out it was you all along. You sent Mal after us. You were the reason that my offspring Aaron is dead.”

“I doubt that,” said Molotov. “Even if I hadn't sent Mal on a mission, he might have gone after Kalina on his own. He seems to have a disregard for life, human and vampire alike. He is greedy; he is callous. At least by giving him a mission I thought I would channel his rage into something...profitable.”

“And the Consortium Mal destroyed. My friends! You were behind that?”

“I gave Mal license to do whatever he needed to do to collect Carriers. And yes, in this case, it seems that he chose to destroy the Consortium to do it. They were protecting Kalina. They were an obstacle.”

“How could you...”

“It wasn't personal, Octavius. I simply equipped Mal with the information he needed to get the job done. In any case, as much as I personally regret your loss, I cannot bring myself to mourn the Consortium. Octavius, you and your kind have always applied human rules to vampires. Laws that it is not in our nature to follow. Before Rome, before your order, there was an older way of living. A way of chaos. The victor chooses the rules. He is not bound by them.”

Molotov turned to Mal. “You fool. You think vampires are like humans, their hearing growing worse in their old age? Their ears grow stronger. And I heard – yes, Mal, from halfway across the house – exactly what you planned to do. The fool you tried to make of me – both of you!”

Olga whimpered silently.

“Back in my day, one did not tolerate defiance. And especially not to a Vampire Emperor like me.” He glared at Mal. 

“It wasn't defiance!” Kalina had never seen Mal look so cowardly. “It was more like...”

“In the old days, I'd have you encased in concrete, to live out your eternal Life's Blood life in misery and captivity. But technology marches on, I see.” With that, before Kalina could even blink, Molotov grabbed a ruby stake from Kalina's hand and staked Mal through the heart.

Mal's last look was an expression of utter shock before he crumbled into dust. 

With a scream, Olga bolted for the door, terror wild in her eyes. But Molotov caught her easily by the arm, looking at her with a wry smile, like a cat regarding a mouse. “So, you want to share your lover's fate?”

Olga gulped. “N-no, my master. Never! I tried not to be part of his schemes – but he was my maker...he compelled me...”

Molotov did not look particularly softened. “And why should I believe a word that you say? You have given me nothing but reasons to doubt you.” He pulled her roughly towards him, his lips curling in a sneer. “And I do not tolerate disloyalty, my dear girl!”

“I am yours!” Olga cried, terrified. “Mal was my maker, and you were his – you are thus my master now that he is dead. I will do your bidding. I swear!” Kalina knew she was lying – the Life's Blood had broken all bonds between her and Molotov. Yet in her terror, Olga looked almost convincing.

“I will give you one chance to serve me – just one!” Molotov said. “I'd hate to waste your talents by staking you. But now I am hungry. And that human over there – he's not a Carrier, is he? No...”

Kalina whirled around in horror. The human in question he was pointing to was Justin. 

“Molotov, you can't! That's my brother..”

“A human is a human,” Molotov shrugged. “Bring him to me!”

Before any of them could react, Olga set upon Justin, lightning-fast, her teeth sinking into his neck.

“No!” Kalina cried, but no sooner had she rushed to Olga than Olga had dragged Justin's body, increasingly weak, to Molotov, who sunk his teeth into Justin's shoulder. Justin gave a sharp cry of pain that graduated into a soft moan as the rapid blood loss exhausted him.

“Let him go!” Kalina and Octavius rushed to Justin, but his eyes had already closed into unconsciousness.

Octavius grabbed Molotov, shoving him from Justin's fallen body. Kalina's blood seethed white-hot with anger. How dare they attack her brother like that – so callously! Other vampires had smirked at the idea of causing her pain, but Molotov genuinely didn't seem to care or understand what he had done: Justin was a human; he was food. It was that simple. Olga, on the other hand, had smirked as she performed her duty, gleeful at the notion of hurting her newfound rival.

And so Kalina's hatred, her anger, took over. Barely conscious of what she was doing, she pulled Olga roughly off of Justin and sank a stake straight into her heart. “You leave my brother alone!” she cried. “You did it on purpose – you wanted to hurt us, you heartless bitch!”

But there was no response. Olga had already crumpled into dust. Kalina looked down at her stake, shocked. She had killed vampires before, but never had she killed with such anger, such rage. She had wanted to murder Olga, to make her suffer – even now, she regretted that she had let the woman die too quickly. This wasn't ordinary self-preservation, Kalina realized with a shudder. This was bloodlust.

Octavius had pulled Molotov aside, and Justin lay in a heap at Kalina's feet, barely breathing. “Wake up!” Kalina whispered to Justin. “Please, wake up.”

Molotov looked up at Octavius in surprise. “You disturbed my feed,” he said incredulously. “Why would you do that? Do you know what great disrespect it is to a vampire to disturb him while he is eating?”

“Certain things trump etiquette, Molotov,” Octavius growled. “This is one of them.”

“I do not tolerate disrespect, Octavius,” Molotov sneered. “I have let you rouse me long enough. Prepare to die!” 

 





Chapter 17

 

 

“Justin, hurry, wake up!” Kalina had dragged Justin to the corner of the room, Stuart and Jaegar shielding her from Molotov. But Molotov was only interested in Octavius, it seemed. The two of them were locked in battle on the other side of the room, their arms and hands like swords and spears, slicing through the air in single combat. They were nigh-on-evenly matched; Octavius's brute strength and courage against Molotov's agile grace. They punched and kicked each other, reeled back, and then returned for more. Kalina's heart started pounding. If Molotov overpowered Octavius, he would come for her, next. And Justin...

“We have to get out of here!” Jaegar said. “Hurry!”

“No!” Kalina clutched harder on Justin's body. “We can't move him. He's lost so much blood already!” She ripped a portion of her shirt and tried to use it to stop the blood gushing from Justin's neck. They had punctured an artery, she knew, and Justin didn't have much time. “If we move it'll kill him!”

Two or three of Molotov's minions, summoned by the noise, rushed forth, their mouths agape with shock. They knew that their master never deigned to fight himself unless he had a truly worthy opponent; few of them had ever seen Molotov fight before. They watched in amazement as Molotov ducked and then flew up again, jumping to the rafters and then launching himself onto Octavius. Octavius, too, fought bravely – his massive fists colliding again and again with Molotov's chiseled cheekbones.

But Kalina wasn't watching the fight. Her ears were pressed closely to Justin's chest, trying to make out an ever-fainter beat...

Jaegar, help! Justin's dying. We need your blood.

Stuart and Jaegar both knelt at Justin's side.

“Hurry!” Kalina said. “We can't get him out of here until you feed him!”

Jaegar hesitated. “But...Kalina?”

“What?” She snapped. “Not now...”

“You don't want me to feed him.”

“Of course I do!”

“Kalina, you don't understand. Justin's lost a lot of blood. A lot of blood. If I risk giving him my blood, he could die with that vampire blood inside him. And you know what that means, don't you?”

Kalina gasped. If Justin died with vampire blood inside him, she knew, he would turn – become a vampire. “You can't turn him,” she cried. “He doesn't want to turn – he said so! Do something else!”

“There's nothing we can do,” said Stuart gravely. “Either of us. Unless you're willing to take that risk – on his behalf.”

“I can't just let him die!” Tears were pouring down Kalina's cheeks. “Stuart – your blood....”

“It's the same thing,” said Stuart. “Vampire blood is vampire blood. I can't turn him, Kalina. I can' t bring myself to take the risk – for Justin's sake. And for yours. It is better for him to...whatever happens, Kalina, anything is better than turning him! I know from experience.”

“You want me to just let him bleed out?” Kalina was sobbing harder now.

“No!” Jaegar cut in. “Stuart may not be willing, but I am. If you want me to give Justin my blood, I'll do it. It'll be a big risk – it will probably turn him – but it will save him!”

“Save him?” Stuart cut in. “Jaegar, you'll damn him!”

“I'm not letting Kalina's brother die in front of her!” Jaegar shouted. “Listen, Kalina. Nobody but you can make that call right now. You tell me what you want me to do. If you want to wait, and pray, and hope he pulls through – I'll do nothing. But if you want me to turn him...”

Kalina hesitated. How could she make this choice for her big brother? She knew as well as they did that he wanted nothing less than to become a vampire. But if the alternative was dying instead – how could she bear to lose him? How could she bear to refuse to do anything in her power to save him? But would her desire to save him curse him for all eternity?

“Justin, please – if you can hear me. Give me a sign! Tell me what you want to do!” Kalina could barely breathe. “No – no!”

“Kalina, you need to decide.” Jaegar said. “Molotov's minions are joining the fight – and Octavius can't beat them off alone.” He looked up. “Stuart, you go! Clearly you won't do anything useful around here.”

“Don't do it, Kalina!” Stuart pleaded. “You'll only destroy him – it's not saving him!” He gave her one last longing glance before springing to his feet and running towards Molotov and his men. Octavius was still fighting bravely, bearing each blow square to the jaw and nose, but Stuart knew that he was growing tired.

“Listen, Kalina,” Jaegar took her hands. “It's not all bad being a vampire. You have powers. We'd take care of him, take him under our wing, make sure he's all right. You'd see.”

Kalina took a deep breath and shook her head. “Please,” she whispered. “I want to save him more than anything. But if I did that by taking away his humanity – it wouldn't be for him. It'd be for me. And he'd never forgive me...” She broke down into tears. “Just leave me alone with him. Let me say goodbye...”

“I need to join the fight,” Jaegar said. “Do what you need to do – and if it gets bad, run. Justin wouldn't want you to put your life in danger, too!” He leaned in and kissed her one last time, his touch electric to her skin. “Don't worry – we'll keep you safe. It'll be fine. I promise. I'll be back for you.”

It was a meaningless promise – coming as it did in the midst of this hopelessness – but Kalina was grateful for it nonetheless. She leaned her head on Justin's chest, listening to his faint heartbeat. “I love you, brother,” she whispered. “I love you so much!”

“Kalina...” Justin's lips emitted a faint sound before he passed out once again. She clutched at him, feeling his skin grow cool. She wouldn't let him die; she couldn't!

Meanwhile, Jaegar had flown over to Stuart, a stake in each hand. With a single, swift, fluid movement he rushed to two of the minions Stuart was fighting off, staking both at the same time. They evaporated into twin clouds of dust. Stuart ducked and managed to stake one more vampire.

That left Molotov. He had managed to knock the stake from Octavius's hand; Octavius stumbled back and reached for it. Molotov kicked it away with a smile. “I'm looking forward to tasting you,” he said. “All the memories, all the experiences – I want to know what it was like to live and die as a general of Rome, to serve the Consortium for so long. When I suck you dry, I look forward to experiencing all your memories – your pleasure, your pain. Believe me, Octavius, I can't wait to drain you dry.” He poised to strike.

“No!” Stuart rushed forth, pushing Octavius out of the way. Molotov's fangs came down upon his own neck, drinking furiously. “Very well, boy,” Molotov hissed. “If you insist, I'll take you first.”

Stuart spluttered and cried out with pain as Molotov drank deeply. When he had finished, Stuart slumped to the ground, blood staining the floorboards. 

“No!” Kalina cried, but Jaegar got there first.

“You leave my brother out of this!” Jaegar aimed a stake at Molotov, but he artfully dodged it.

“You want to be next?”

Molotov flew to Jaegar, his massive fingers squeezing Jaegar's neck. “I want to tear your heart out myself!” He raised back his arm, ready to deliver a fatal thrust straight to the heart.

“No!” A voice rang out through the room, as a dark figure appeared before them, moving almost as quickly as light itself, delivering a flying kick that sent Molotov sprawling backwards.

It was Max, her hair cropped short and a determined expression on her face. Kalina's heart began to beat faster with hope. “Come on, Justin,” she whispered, trying desperately to keep him with her. “Max is here. She's coming – she'll save us. We'll all be fine.”

Max began to attack Molotov, leaving Jaegar to recover. “Go help Stuart,” Max commanded, without even looking at Jaegar. “I'll take it from here.”

Jaegar rushed to Stuart's side, quickly dragging his body out of the way to Kalina's side, where she knelt, desperately trying to save Justin, who was growing fainter by the second. Jaegar bit deep into his wrist, allowing a few drops to spill onto Stuart's lips.

“Wait,” said Kalina. “Let me.”

“Life's Blood?” Jaegar looked surprised. “Are you sure!”

“It'll save him,” said Kalina. “My blood is strong...”

“But you know what happened last time.”

“It's different now,” said Kalina. “I'm willing. And he's...well, he's unconscious. He can't stop me. If he turns evil – Max is here now. She could fix it. Turn him back. And if it saves him...Stuart's wanted this so long.” Her eyes were wet with tears. “I can't save Justin, Jaegar. I need to save somebody. And he wants this so badly...”

Jaegar nodded. “I understand,” he said. 

Kalina bit into her own wrist, her newfound fangs making the process easier. The smell of Life's Blood filled the room, and Jaegar leaped to his feet, covering his nose and mouth lest the scent of her prove too intoxicating. She pressed her wrist to Stuart's lips, praying silently that it would work.

Jaegar rushed once more into battle. She knew as well as he did that it was too dangerous for them to be close together – especially with the scent of Life's Blood still lingering in the air. Risking Molotov seemed like the safe choice by comparison.       

“Come on, Stuart,” she whispered. “Wake up – wake up!”





Chapter 18

 

 

Stuart woke up with a cough, looking wildly around him. “What's going on?” He looked up at Kalina. “What happened to you? Did they turn you?”

“Turn me – what?”

And then Kalina realized it. Her fangs were protruding from her lips – they had grown longer now. And her body was filled with a new craving – a craving she had never felt before. She wanted more than anything in the world to throw herself onto Stuart, to sink her teeth into his neck, to drink down all his delicious blood.

His human blood.

She stopped herself with horror. What was happening to her? Was she developing vampire cravings alongside vampire abilities – turning without being turned? She raised a hand to her mouth in shame.

“No – they didn't turn me. It's the Life's Blood. It...”

“The Life's Blood!” And then Stuart realized what had happened to him. His skin was pink and rosy. Kalina could hear his heartbeat.

“You did it!” Stuart looked up, love radiating from his eyes. “You turned me. Kalina, you saved my life! You...you gave it back to me again.” His hands felt so warm in hers. “I had given up hope, Kalina.” He pulled her to him in a kiss. “I never thought it would be me – as much as I hoped...I wished...I've always loved you, Kalina, but that's nothing compared to the feelings I feel right now.”

So she had managed to turn him after all. Kalina looked down at him in surprise. Her body had spoken; she loved Stuart, and her love was enough to change him. But something felt strange – even wrong. If Stuart was human, what did that mean for Jaegar? For Octavius?

She looked up in horror. They were both fighting off Molotov – with Max's help, they had at last managed to regain the upper hand, surrounding him on all sides and pressing rubies into his skin to subdue him. She couldn't let them see what happened to Stuart – not now. It would hurt them too much. And right now, they needed to believe in her. In hope.

She looked down at Stuart, who was beaming up at her with pure joy. Did she love him – was that it? She cared for him – she had wanted more than anything to make him human – but was that enough? Was her body telling her something more?

She looked at Stuart in confusion. She loved him – but as she looked up at Jaegar and Octavius, she felt no more certain of her choice than before. And yet she had turned him.

She couldn't bear to look at him a moment longer. She couldn't bear dealing with the turmoil of her feelings. She grabbed hold of a ruby, crushing it effortlessly into powder, her fingers stronger than ever before.

“Hey Molotov,” she shouted. “Take this!”

As he turned to face her, she threw the powdered rubies in his face.

Molotov staggered back, reeling in agony. His face began to blister and burn as he screamed. “And this!” She forced another handful of the powder onto his neck. Molotov shouted with pain as the others rushed to subdue him, Max and Octavius pressing rubies to his sides.

As he opened his mouth for another scream, Kalina reached once more into her pocket, bringing out her final handful of rubies. These she thrust into Molotov's mouth, his tongue sizzling as she forced his chin shut.  Molotov's entire body began to steam and burn.

When he opened his mouth once again, spitting out the rubies, it was a gory, charred mess. “You may have me this time,” Molotov broke free of the others and headed towards the door. “But I will not forget. It is I who shall have the last word!” With that, he flew off, leaving a thick smell of smoke into the air.

Kalina rushed back to Justin's side, followed by Max, Jaegar, and Octavius. Stuart was sitting up, looking in shock and wonder at his new hands, his new fingers. “I'm human,” he was whispering to himself, trying to get over the shock.

Jaegar looked back and forth at Kalina and his brother. So, she'd done it, he'd thought to himself. Pain mingled with happiness in his heart; his gladness was bittersweet. She had saved the brother he loved, given him the happiness he had always desired – and yet in so doing she had made her choice, a choice that cut Jaegar to the bone. Did this mean that she loved Stuart, after all – valued his quiet strength more than his passionate recklessness? No – he had told her to do it. He had encouraged her...

And yet, looking at Stuart's red cheeks and wide smile, Jaegar felt a pain far greater than any stake.

Kalina had made her choice, and it wasn't him.

Jaegar looked up at Kalina, who was staring at Stuart with concern in her eyes. He could see the vampire energy taking hold in her – her fangs were longer, now; her skin was paler. The Life's Blood had given her a strength he had never seen in her before. Her love had given her a new, rare beauty. And it was not him that she had loved! He could bear the pain no longer. He had encouraged her to go for Stuart, he knew, simply out of pity for his poor hapless brother, but he had never believed that she truly would do so. He had always imagined, deep down, that she loved him most of all, that it was only a matter of time before she would realize it. After all, she had turned him human once – for she did not know that he had willingly turned back in order to keep her safe, keep her alive. She had loved him, once.

But now her feelings had changed. If Kalina had known – if she had only known that her love for him when she had turned him was true; if she had only realized that her blood called out for his...then perhaps she would not have transferred her affections to his brother. But she had given up on him – Jaegar thought bitterly. She had believed that she didn't love Jaegar enough to turn him for good, and so she had given him up.

His one act of love – his secret he could never tell her – had become his own undoing. Even now, Jaegar felt his blood calling out to her, his desire stronger than ever. He wanted nothing more than to run to her, to kiss her, to explain. To tell her the truth that her love was strong enough to turn him. He saw Kalina look up at him, her face a mixture of love and pain, fear and relief. She was still listening to Justin's heartbeat, kissing his fingers, hoping against hope that he would survive. But the battle was over now. At least he and the others were safe.

Her gaze turned to Stuart and softened, as Stuart's large, loving eyes met her own. Jaegar felt his heart contract within his chest, a pain that spread out through his whole body in what seemed like a neverending ache. He couldn't think; he couldn't breathe. He was consumed with a pain so intense that it seemed to Jaegar that it would never leave him; he would spend the rest of his life strangled by this agony. 

She had chosen Stuart. She had chosen another. She didn't love him – not enough. No, he couldn't bear it – Jaegar clapped a hand over his mouth. He couldn't bear it no longer. Looking at her, smelling her, wanting her and knowing it would never be enough...

Against himself, he wanted to rush to Stuart and throw himself upon him, to rip out his throat, to drink him dry, to leave no obstacles between himself and Kalina...

No – no! He would never do that! Never hurt his brother, never hurt Kalina.

But the madness in his brain would not subside.

He had to get away – he had to get out!

Without saying a word, Jaegar backed away, running as far as he could, as far away as possible from the woman he loved.

 





 

Chapter 19

 

 

 

Nobody saw Jaegar as he left. Everybody's attention was fixed on Justin, who was slowly breathing out his last breath, cradled in Kalina's arms. “Mom!” The word escaped Kalina's throat for the first time as she held tighter to her brother. “Mom – he's dying....I don't know what to do.” The fear and adrenaline of the battle over, Kalina was left with nothing but a slow, aching pain as she realized that there was nothing she could do to save Justin. In the moment she had been too afraid, too overwhelmed, to realize it – but now it was sinking in.

“Mom, I can't lose him. The vampires tried to save him – but he's lost too much blood. And Justin wouldn't want to be turned – I know that!”

“And your blood didn't work?” Max asked swiftly. 

“My blood? What are you talking about?”

Max looked incredulous. “Life's Blood, you silly girl! You don't think it only heals vampires, do you?” She looked down at Justin, who was growing paler by the second. “On second thought, you let me do it, Kalina. I don't want any other vampires getting a whiff of you right now.” She looked pointedly at Octavius, who tactfully stepped away. Bringing her wrist to her lips, she bit down, a few drops of blood appearing at the puncture wound as she held her wrist to Justin's lips. “Really, Kalina, you have to learn what these powers do. He could have died!”

Kalina looked on in shock as Justin moaned softly, drinking down the Life's Blood Max provided. His soft moan gave rise to a louder one, and then a full-on grunt as Justin shot up straight, grabbing hold of Max's wrist and gulping down the blood greedily.

His eyes shot open.

“What the....?” Justin tossed Max's wrist away in disgust, shoving her away. “Did I just...?” He looked down in a panic at his skin, feeling his teeth.

“You're fine,” said Kalina. “It's Life's Blood, not vampire blood. It won't turn you.”

Justin breathed a sigh of relief, and Kalina felt – tears of relief appearing in her eyes – that she had made the right choice. No matter how much she hated to lose Justin, she could not have stood it if she had made him a vampire against his will.

“You're okay,” Kalina whispered, her voice shaking. “Justin – you're okay!” The tears flowed freely now as she leaped onto him, hugging him so tightly that Justin emitted a pained groan.

“What happened?” Justin looked around. “Where's Molotov?”

“You're fine!” Kalina stroked Justin's hair. “He bit you – he drained you. We thought it was all over for you. But Max – I mean...Mom...she saved you. She gave you her blood. We managed to get rid of Molotov – for now.”

“Then we're safe?” Justin sat up.

“Are we ever really safe?” Kalina turned to Max. “Mom – thank you.”

Max gave a small smile but said nothing. 

“What happened to Stuart?” Justin looked over at him. “He looks so...pink. Is he okay?”

“Yeah – I turned him. I'm his maker now.” As Kalina spoke the words, she realized that they still didn't feel real. She had turned Stuart, but her emotions were no different from what they were before – she cared for him very deeply. But did she love him?

“Oh,” Justin looked surprised. “I...uh...well, I didn't see that one coming.”

Kalina smiled softly. “Neither did I,” she admitted.

“I thought it was a choice between...”

“I know,” Kalina said quickly. She didn't want Octavius or Jaegar to hear any more of this than they had to. She looked up and saw Octavius, fixedly staring at Justin, his eyes refusing to fix upon Stuart. “But Stuart got injured – I wanted to save him...”

“And save him you did,” said Octavius. Still he would not look at either of them.

“Wait a second,” said Justin, wiping the dust from his knees. “If you gave Stuart Life's Blood, and that made you his maker....”

“Yes?”

“Does that mean Max is my maker?” He turned to Max. “Are we connected now, too?”

“I haven't often used my blood to cure humans,” said Max. “But I suppose it stands to reason that you and I are now connected by blood.”

Justin's smile turned into a laugh.

“What – what is it?” Kalina asked.

“Well, it's just that – you and me. We're related now – for real. By blood. Max is your biological mom, and her blood's in me now, so...”

Kalina grinned as she squeezed her brother's hand. “It wouldn't have mattered anyway,” said Kalina. “No matter what, you're still my brother. But that doesn't mean I'm not glad you've got a little bit of Life's Blood in you. And if something happens to you – apparently my blood works to save humans too.”

“I'm not drinking your blood, sis,” said Justin. “I don't care how injured I am – that's just gross.”

How quiet it felt, all of a sudden. After the stress of the previous few days, the search for Molotov, all this madness – it was all over. Kalina sighed. But there was still so much left to do. Even if Mal and Olga were gone, the Life's Blood children were in captivity somewhere – they'd have to find them and track them down. And Molotov was still out there...somewhere. But right now Kalina was exhausted. She wanted nothing better than to close her eyes and rest.

But there was still work to be done. Octavius was heavily wounded, and Kalina turned to him. “Octavius, are you sure you don't want me to...I mean, I don't think it'll turn you. It's turned Stuart, and unless he turns back I'm pretty sure it's a one-time deal. But you want to be healed, don't you?”

“Just a scratch,” said Octavius roughly. “Nothing for you to worry yourself about. It'll heal on its own.”

“Listen, Octavius...”

“You made the right choice, Kalina,” he said. “Listen, I'm going to go for a walk – make sure there's no more guards on the premises. You rest. And pay attention to Stuart.” He gave her a slow smile. “The boy's been looking at you for a while now, waiting for you to notice him.”

And indeed, at these words, Stuart began to blush – far more rosily than he had ever done as a vampire.

“It's just...do you want to go for a walk, Kalina? Maybe into the courtyard? Into...the sun?” His smile spread across his face as he slipped the Life's Blood ring from his finger and handed it to Octavius. “I guess I won't be needing this anymore.”

Kalina took Stuart's hand and arm in arm, they walked out towards the courtyard. The sun was high in the sky as Stuart took his first steps into the light. There was no pain, no dull ache – for even the ring could not mitigate the pain for good – but only the fresh, warm light pouring down onto his forehead. Stuart took a tentative step forward, surprised to find that no part of him had burst into flames. “Look, Kalina!” he cried, grinning. “It's real! I'm in the sun! Look!”

Kalina couldn't help but grin as she ran after him.

“Food!” Stuart turned to her, grabbing her hands. “Human food – anything! Do you have anything in your bag?”

Kalina checked. “Nothing,” she said. “Only this half-eaten chocolate bar from a couple of days ago – It's probably really gross...covered in lint...”

Stuart didn't care. He grabbed the bar of chocolate and stuffed it into his mouth, swallowing greedily. “Human food. I've never had chocolate before! We didn't have chocolate in England back when I was turned...by the time it was discovered...” He wiped the chocolate from his mouth, seemingly overwhelmed at the flavor. “It's so good! I mean – so that's what all the fuss is about!” He couldn't contain his excitement, jumping up and down as he bounded through the courtyard. “And church! Kalina – I'll be able to start going back into churches again! And...and...” He stopped short, his gaze falling squarely on Kalina. “And you,” he said, softly.

He pulled her in for a kiss. How different his kiss felt now that he was human, Kalina noted. He was softer. More tender. His passion had given way to sheer, unadulterated happiness. And she should be happy too, shouldn't she? After all – her blood had spoken.

But what if I don't want to listen to my blood?

Kalina forced a smile on her face, but she was raging inwardly. For so long, she had resigned herself to the fact that her blood would choose for her, that her powers would call out to the one whom she was meant to choose. Well, she had turned Stuart – her blood had chosen. But what about her mind? Her heart? Her soul?

“I'm so happy, Kalina,” Stuart whispered. “I've never been so happy – not for hundreds and hundreds of years. I never dreamed that you'd have picked me...”

“No,” said Kalina wistfully. “I never dreamed it either.”





 

Chapter 20

 

 

“I should get back inside,” said Kalina. “I want to talk to Octavius and Jaegar. Make sure of things – you know. Make sure that everything's okay!”

“I'll come with you!” Stuart sprang towards her. He was like a puppy, Kalina thought. So excited at this new humanity, so over-eager. His very joy filled her with guilt. What if it was true that she didn't love him enough? Would he turn back like Jaegar had done? No – she couldn't dream of leaving him, not if it meant destroying his humanity once more. How could she possibly subject Stuart to such a fate? She shook her head. She was being silly, she told herself. Selfish. She should be happy to see someone she cared about so deeply being made human again. Not regretting her choice!

And yet had she chosen? In the moment, Kalina was so desperate to save Stuart, so desperate to give him what he wanted, that she hadn't thought it through. Was this it? Was this the end of her journey – was she to say goodbye to Octavius and Jaegar forever? She had imagined that once she turned her true love, all others would fade away. Her other feelings would vanish. And yet she longed for Octavius and Jaegar more deeply than before.

“You stay out here,” said Kalina. “You should soak up the sun! I'll be back out in a bit.” But the truth was – she wanted to get away from Stuart for a while. Looking at him filled her with such uncertainty. She only wanted to be alone – to get away from all this confusion. She wanted to go back to Octavius and Jaegar, to look them in the eye, to try and convince herself that she didn't love them....

Octavius – so strong, so powerful, so mysterious. He represented a world unlike any she had ever known: seductive, powerful, luxurious. They had bonded over discussions of music and art; he had taken her to the theater and the opera. He had read her poetry. With Octavius, she felt as if she was constantly on the verge of exploring this new world. She wanted so badly to have him – to possess him; his very unavailability maddened her! She thought she loved him – she had always imagined that she loved him most of all!

But did she love him? As she re-entered the room, she found that Octavius still took her breath away. His strength, his muscular chest, the way he brushed his long hair back from his shoulders. He still filled her with awe.

But as her eyes scanned the room, Kalina felt that one name, and one name alone, was beating in her heart. Jaegar. She had known him first; from their first argument there had been an undeniable spark between them. They were best friends; they were lovers. If Octavius was always off in the distance – inaccessible and heroic – Jaegar was passionate and in the present. He was here with her, always – even when Octavius felt a million miles away.

Except when he wasn't. 

Kalina noticed with a shock that Jaegar was gone.

“Octavius, have you seen...”

“Stuart? He's outside,” Octavius said gruffly. “You haven't been keeping an eye on him? I would have thought that the two of you would have run off immediately to some private chamber.” He smiled sadly. “I imagined you'd turn Jaegar,” said Octavius. “Not Stuart.”

“I wanted to turn you,” Kalina admitted, desperately.

“It was never a possibility,” said Octavius. “But you have made your choice now. And I do not begrudge you it for a moment. I want you to be happy, Kalina. And to make someone else very happy. And you have done that.”

“But something's wrong...” Kalina began. “I haven't chosen. It just...”

“Hush!” Octavius put a finger to her lips. “You needn't apologize to me, Kalina. I never expected you to wait forever. I knew you would move on – as it was meant for you to do. Our love – it was built on dreams. On fantasies. On a few nights I will remember for the rest of eternity as being among the most wonderful in my existence. But it wasn't real, Kalina. There was no future there – I know that now. With Stuart you can go off to university. You can have a normal life – choose a profession that has nothing to do with vampires. Marry. Have children.”

“Octavius, I don't want children! I'm eighteen, not thirty!”

“You speak as if there is a great chasm between those two ages. But I am nearly twenty-one centuries old. The years you speak of are like dust in an hourglass to me. I will always love you, Kalina. But my life is no life for you. For anyone.” Kalina could hear the sorrow in his voice, and as she stood before him, she felt her heart breaking.

No – this wasn't how this was supposed to go. This wasn't how it was supposed to go at all! The moment she turned a vampire was supposed to be the happiest moment of her life. Instead, Kalina felt a grief in her heart so deep it almost paralyzed her.

“Darling?” Stuart entered, the smile still wide on his face.

Octavius turned and went over to Stuart, clapping him on the shoulder. “I wish you all the best, my boy,” he said. “Be good to her – as she has been good to you. I want you to go back to Rutherford, both of you. Max and I can follow the Carriers on our own – with Jaegar, if he is willing. Her blood and my strength – now that we have the rubies, we no longer need to fight in such great numbers. And once you and Kalina marry, and consummate that union, the Life's Blood will cease to be as strong. Fewer vampires will seek you out – and those that do, you will be able to easily fight off. Live the life you deserve – both of you.”

Stuart and Octavius embraced one another – as family, as friends, at last.

Max walked over to Kalina.

“How are you feeling?” Max said. “I know that face – that's not the face of true love, is it?”

Kalina said nothing. This woman – her mother or not – barely knew her! How could she know what Kalina was feeling or not feeling. “It's complicated,” said Kalina.

“It always is,” said Max. “Stuart is a good man. Was a good vampire. I don't imagine he'll treat you unkindly – not ever. He’ll cherish you for as long as he lives. If that's enough for you, then so be it. But...I waited a long time for your father. He fought in the Consortium too.”

Kalina's ears pricked up. This was the first time she had heard tell of her biological father.

“Like Octavius, he believed that he would never turn. That there was too much to be accomplished. Then one day – it was time...and Constantine put down his sword and never looked back.”

“But it's too late,” Kalina's lips trembled. “I already turned Stuart. That's it – right?”

“But he's not the only vampire you've turned, is he? Stuart told me about Jaegar.”

“But it didn't work,” Kalina said. “It didn't count then – he turned back.”

Max looked skeptical. “In all my years as a Carrier,” she said. “I've never heard of a vampire turning back. It's impossible. Once you're a human, you're a human. That's it.”

“But Jaegar...”

“You'd have to ask him,” said Max. “Your blood is not like my blood. It's enhanced. Your powers are greater than mine. There's no reason why you shouldn't be able to turn two vampires – or three.”

“You think I turned...”

“Never doubt your powers, Kalina,” said Max. “And don't give up too soon. Your father turned. He was a great Emperor once – an earthly emperor. And then a great general vampire. And then a great man.”

She turned away.

“Emperor...Constantine?” Kalina put it all together. “The Roman Emperor Constantine?”

Max said nothing. At last she turned to Kalina. “I don't know how to do this,” she said simply. “I'm not maternal by nature. I don't do bonding. But you're a strong girl, Kalina. And I've given you good advice. It's up to you to take it. And I have no doubt that whatever you want – be it a vampire or be it anything else – you'll be able to get it. Just don't settle for anything less.”

And with that, Max vanished, leaving Kalina alone and utterly confused. What did Max mean about turning Jaegar? Had she turned Jaegar after all? Could her blood work on more than one vampire? And why was she so reluctant to give her answers?

“I'm going to find Jaegar,” said Kalina to Stuart. “To say goodbye.”

She left the room, calling Jaegar's name softly. But he was nowhere to be found. She searched the upstairs, the labyrinthine rows of chambers upon chambers, the rafters and the closets, but she could find no sign of him.

“Jaegar?” she called out loud. Then she tried telepathy: Jaegar? 

But there was no answer – only silence. It was as if the bond between them had been broken. Kalina felt a sudden pang as it hit her. Jaegar wasn't there at all. He had gone – severing their bonds of telepathy. Wherever he was, he didn't want her to be able to reach him.

Kalina felt a strange lump in her throat. How could Jaegar leave like that? She knew she had hurt him deeply – more deeply than she could ever have thought possible. She had pursued him in the woods, promised him her love, and then turned his brother...

But she hadn't meant to – she hadn't been thinking. She was so upset over Justin, so worried, wanting nothing but to save Stuart in the moment...

And she still loved Jaegar. It was clearer to her now than it had ever been, as she desperately called his name one last time, her words echoing back to her from the rafters.

She came out into the courtyard, but she knew the attempt was futile. She picked up a stone and angrily threw it into the pond, all the while knowing that the ripples would do little to assuage her frustration. But as the pond rippled, a small tin box floated to the surface, shimmering in the noon light.

She felt her blood calling to her once more. It's yours, Kalina. Take it.

Kalina stepped forth. The box seemed to be glowing just for her, beckoning her forth. She knelt and reached out for the box. As her fingertips brushed its edges, she felt a sudden, swift breeze come upon her.

“Jaegar?” She looked up.

But there was nobody there.

Kalina took a closer look at the books. There, in Chinese characters she made out from hazy memory of childhood language classes, she recognized the name of the great doctor from whose laboratory Life's Blood had come.

This was his box.

And now it was hers.

 





 
 

Epilogue

 

 

There had been a great feast. Once they had arrived back in Rutherford, Justin had insisted on cooking an enormous meal for Kalina and Stuart, eager to ensure that Stuart was able to sample all of his favorite dishes. Steak and chicken, pork and fish, and copious amounts of chocolate had all made their way into their collective bellies. Stuart had taken to humanity with glee. Already he had been a human for far longer than Jaegar had been before he had turned back (if he had turned back, Kalina wondered), and it was clear that there were no signs that he would return to his vampire state. It had been a while since Kalina had been in California – she had not been back since leaving for her ill-fated Yale orientation – and she was happy to be back once more among its soft breezes and scented vines. 

Stuart's happiness buoyed her own. She  loved seeing him smile, watching him eat and drink. She had even gone with him to church that Sunday, and watched with pride as Stuart took his first human communion in seven hundred years. 

“Back when I was alive,” Stuart had said excitedly. “There were only Catholics. But now there's Protestants here in America – and they allow for married priests!” He spoke excitedly of the option of attending seminary in California, studying to become a pastor as he had wanted to do seven hundred years before.

Justin had gone home to finish unpacking, and Kalina and Stuart were left alone together in the vineyard house. It was their first night alone together as a true couple, and Kalina knew as well as Stuart did what that entailed. It would be the end of Kalina's Life's Blood powers of restoration – although the other powers would likely remain. 

Not that Kalina was sure what to expect. Her teeth transformed into protruding fangs at inopportune moments; her pallor was so noticeable that a few of her high school friends, upon running into her in the street, stopped her to ask if she was ill. She was, in every sense, looking more and more like a vampire. The sun had started to make her feel queasy, although luckily it did not blister her skin.

And worst of all were the cravings. She would wake up in the middle of the night with a strange and unquenchable desire for blood – Stuart's, Justin's, anyone.

But seeing Stuart stare at her with his kind, puppy-dog eyes, Kalina couldn't help but feel guilty. How could she settle down, end her quest, when she had so many questions unanswered?

Stuart came over to her and pulled her close in a kiss. “I can't believe I'm here,” he whispered. “With you. I've wanted this so long. And when I thought you loved Jaegar, I figured I'd have to wait until the next Carrier. But here we are...”

“Here we are...” Kalina's lips trembled. 

“I was thinking we'd get married in the spring.”

“Married?” The word sounded strange in Kalina's mouth. “Married – now?”

“We could live here, in the vineyard.” Stuart stroked Kalina's face. “I want to get started right away. Two kids, maybe three.”

Kalina felt as if her heart had just stopped. “Hold on, there,” she said. “Stuart, what about Yale?”

“Ah, yes, that. I suppose I could move to New Haven for a while – we could get an apartment off-campus. Yale has a good divinity school, I hear...”

Images of Kalina's college life flashed before her eyes – taking Advanced Art History while pregnant, foregoing dormitories and friendships for a little house in Connecticut. “Can't we...wait? At least until I graduate.”

“But why?” Stuart's eyes were so wide, so eager. “I love you and you love me and we're meant for each other. Haven't we waited long enough?”

He kissed her deeply, his mouth meeting hers. “I've waited so long...” His hands were upon her, pulling at her clothes, hungry as they led her towards the bed...

And Kalina could stand it no longer. “No!” she cried, pushing him away so roughly that he fell over onto the bed. “No!”

She looked down in shock at what she had done. She was so used to being with vampires, to matching her strength to theirs, that she had misjudged her strength. Stuart was a human now, and she could knock him over like a feather.

“What's wrong? You don't want to...”

“No, I don't,” said Kalina miserably.  “Stuart – I'm sorry. I'm so sorry...I don't want to take away your humanity. I don't want you to lose that.”

“What are you talking about?”

“If I don't love you enough you'll lose your humanity – right?”

“That's ridiculous! Who told you that?”

“Well, it happened to Jaegar...”

“Ah,” Stuart stepped back. “Jaegar.”

“What about Jaegar? Everybody knows something but me – what happened to Jaegar?”

“I don't know,” Stuart said quickly, but she knew he was lying. He was covering something up. There was something about Jaegar's turning that she didn't know. “Kalina – you loved me enough to turn me human. But...”

“My blood did,” said Kalina. “My blood decided to turn you. But what I feel – what I want. That's different.”

“And you don't want me?” Stuart looked aghast.

“I don't want this,” said Kalina. “Marriage. Children. Spending my college years in a dorm for young-marrieds. Being with one person for the rest of my life. Having sex with someone I'm not sure about...”

“You're not sure?”

“I know I care about you,” Kalina said, trying to put into words her long-held fear. “I just don't know why my heart isn't listening to my blood. Because whatever my blood says I'm supposed to feel, I don't feel it. I'm tired of letting whatever weird things my blood does define my choices. I want to pick who I want to be with, not let my hormones decide for me!”

“I see,” Stuart said. “And you don't pick me.”

“I don't want the same things you want, Stuart,” Kalina said. “You should stay at this vineyard you love. Go to seminary, like you've always wanted. Get married and have kids right away. But you should do those things with someone who wants to do the same things as you at the same time you want it.” She sighed. “Think about it this way – if you had to pick between all those things with someone else, and having me but none of those things – what would you decide?”

There was a long pause before Stuart spoke. “I don't know,” he said. “Right now I love you more than anything else in the world. But I've waited for my dreams for so long – I'm not sure I want to wait any longer for them.”

“And if I went back...” Kalina said. “To college, maybe. Or to help with the Life's Blood search with Max and Octavius. There's this box I found – this box I really think they should see. It belonged to the doctor who discovered Life's Blood. I think it could be important in the search. You wouldn't want to go with me, would you?”

“I'd want to protect you,” said Stuart. “And to be with you. But no – I can't think of anywhere I'd want to be less than with vampires.”

“You've got one right here,” said Kalina, pointing at her fangs. “Stuart, I'm sorry. So sorry.”

He forced a smile. “What's to be sorry about?” said Stuart. “You gave me the greatest gift you could possibly give. You turned me. You gave me my dream back. Right now, it feels like I'll never love anyone else – but I know human beings have felt that feeling many times, and sometimes they move on.”

“You will move on, Stuart,” said Kalina. “I promise.”

“But I will wait,” said Stuart.

“Not too long,” said Kalina. “Your time is short now. Make the most of it. If someone comes along, you know. Some girl at seminary or whatever – I  want you to take that chance. I want you to find her.”

“I can't imagine that,” said Stuart.

“And maybe I'll come back one day,” said Kalina. “Who knows? Maybe you'll have kids by then. Maybe you won't.”

And yet what Stuart had said about Jaegar was burned in her brain. If she really had turned Jaegar last time – who was to say she couldn't turn him again? Or Octavius too, for that matter? Her heart beat faster. What if it wasn't over – what if her choice hadn't really been made? What if she could turn more vampires?

“We'll have to see.” Stuart pulled her close one last time, wrapping her in a great bear hug. She felt his warmth and smelled his musk, and for a moment – only a moment – she held back. But deep down, she knew, her decision was right and true.

“Who knows?” said Kalina, pulling away. “It's pretty hard to make plans when you're as far from normal as we are.”

With that, she left the house, leaving Stuart sitting before the fireplace. She walked out into the night – for the first time, without fear – the moon shining high above her and the stars glittering in the inky sky. The whole world was at her feet. She had the power to turn more vampires; she had the power to fight off even the most invincible of vampires. Everything was before her – all her choices were yet to be made.

She had her whole life – and it was only waiting to begin. For the first time in so many months, Kalina felt like a child once again. She was so young. There were so many choices to make.

She had so much still to do.
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The stones glowed brightly, seeming in their otherworldly light to mirror the gleaming of the stars. The night was black, as black as a squid's ink, but she was not afraid. She had the stones – their ancient power calling to her as she held them in her hands. She had the book, its pages seeming to grow warm upon her fingers as she turned them. And she had her love – and she knew that he would keep her safe.

The crimson sunset had vanished into the black waters, and now all was still. They stood at the top of the volcano, a volcano that had not erupted in many centuries – since the old days. Since long before the Erosion had come to change the shape of the world.

But she felt its power. She knew that deep within the volcano, the power of flame lay waiting, like a dozing beast, waiting for her to harness its strength, to let the force of the fire take over. She knew that she had the power: she would connect with the molten lava, with its heat, its beauty. She would make its strength her own.

            She was beautiful; she knew it now better than she had always known it. The stars and stones alike shone down upon her, casting her dark face and flashing eyes in their milky pale light. The stones were piled high – green and blue, yellow and red, precious gems from all corners of the island. She had found them all herself; they had called to her, each one, since she was a child. She had felt a connection with each tiny gemstone as she held it in the palm of her hand, pocketing it for her collection. Now, staring at the circle of stones she had made, she knew why. It was for this purpose that she had been chosen. It was for this purpose that her abilities had been formed.

            She sat cross-legged in the center of the circle, her book on her lap. It was the book of the Fire King, the god of fire, its ancient tongue intelligible to the Fire's children alone. She knew what her destiny was. She would bring back the Sacred Fire, its purifying force, its flames. She knew what the scientists knew and did not say – that the Erosion was getting worse, that soon the whole earth would be engulfed in water. The ice caps would melt; the tides would grow stronger. The people did not know; the Earth did not know. But she knew.

            And she knew it was her duty to stop it. The Sacred Flame would come, at once creator and destroyer, push back the waves and call from its molten depths new lava, new earth.

            And she was doing it with her love at her side. She gazed at him, her heart beating faster. She knew his beauty; his beauty floored her, as if she were seeing it for the first time. It was always like the first time. She knew the source of his flashing eyes, his powerful animal muscles, his broad shoulders. The power of the flames rushed through him. He drew his beauty from the source – like her, he called upon the volcano and its ancient ways.

            He was the Fire King, and for thousands of years he had been searching for his Queen, the goddess from whom he had been separated. The goddess who had more power even than he to destroy and to rebirth. The true power of the twin ways of flame – death and resurrection. And only she could regenerate the earth. Only she could rebuild its lost lands. He had searched for her, evermore frantic – knowing that he had to find her before it was too late. Before the Erosion grew too dangerous. Before the Calypticon. For the gods of Water would submerge the earth to suit their own ends – if the fire gods did not strike back.

            The girl knew the legends well. After all, she had grown up on the island. She had not mingled with the other outsiders, the generations of new settlers who peopled the island with fast cars and shiny beach homes. No, she was one with the Veteri – she sought them out. She knew their hiding places. She listened to their stories. And she knew the Fire God sought one born of a mortal, who would from her flesh reveal her powers. And she would win the love of the Fire God. The Fire God who had spent centuries seeking her, who had assumed human form, who sought out the one who loved him above all else. The one who loved him so much she was willing to die for him, and to be reborn. The one who would past the test.

            And she was that goddess. She knew that now, her heart beating faster with proud certainty. From the moment she had met him she had known him – seen past his brilliant blue eyes and cruel charm to the flame burning within. And she had wanted it so badly – for the tales to be true. For the legend to be real. To be his goddess. And it had been proven true. She had not run from him, from the danger of his desires. She had stood by him, borne his passion, burned to his touch.

            And now she would summon the Sacred Flame.

            

            It was time. She would fulfill her destiny. The great task of the stones – from these small, hot gems she would make the fire.

            But first she had to pass the test. A bonfire had been prepared for her in the basin of the volcano, drawing its strength from the volcano below. She would walk through the flames. She would stand in their heat.

            But she would not be burned.

            She would simply be reborn, her goddess form made clear.

            “Stop!”

            She whirled around to face him, and her face crumpled with compassion. She knew this man – she knew he was the enemy of her love. His ways were not her ways; he belonged to the realm of water. That shadowy cool force that only dampened her flames. She had loved him, once – but she could not think of that now. That was before she had learned who he was – that was before she had discovered her destiny as Queen of Fire.

            “Don't do it – it's too much a risk  I can't save you from these. Even my power won't extinguish these flames. It's too much a risk.”

            The Fire King scoffed. “Some faith you have in her, cousin! Be off with you!”

            “Please – it's too dangerous. You're risking her life.”

            “I have found my love,” the Fire King said. “She has found me. She is the Goddess. Let not your petty jealousy blind you to that fact. She is mine now.”

            The girl's eyes were wide with sorrow. “I'm sorry,” she whispered to the man. “I'm so sorry.” 

            But she did not hesitate. She turned and walked proudly towards the bonfire, which set the night blazing with its light. Flames licked at the hem of her dress; she could feel its scalding heat. But she knew it would not burn her. She knew it would not hurt her.

            She had to prove her faith. She had to prove her love.

            She had to jump in.

            No sooner was she in the midst of the flames than she knew something had gone wrong. Her skin was blistering; agony beat in her blood. She screamed and could not scream, for her mouth was filled with smoke, with fire.

            “Help!” The cry escaped her lips. “Somebody help me!”

            But there was nothing they could do. The greatest oceans in the world could not have put the fire out. She heard them yelling, screaming, calling her name – she saw, between the licking of the flames, them running towards her, repelled by the magic that guarded the bonfire, thrown upon their backs. Her screams choked into nothingness; her pain became nothingness too. She heard them screaming her name as she died.

            And then the flames were gone, carrying with them her body, turned to ash, and the ashes blew forth over the silent night. All that was left of her – scattered to the winds.

            “No...” The Fire King was doubled over. He felt her pain. He felt her burn. Tears were stinging at his eyes. “No!”

            “You killed her. You fool – you killed her!”

            “She was the goddess!”

            “She wasn't a goddess – she was a girl. My girl. And you killed her!” A punch, a blow. The Fire King did not bother fighting back. He let the Water King kick him, bruise him, spit upon him; he let his blood run freely into the earth. This pain was better, he thought. Anything was better than the guilt that was overtaking him.

            The guilt running alongside the fear.

            For he knew now, with terrible certainty – time was running out. The woman he loved was not his goddess. She was dead – gone from him forever. And if he did not find his goddess soon, then the whole world would suffer for it.

 

******

The Fire Wars

Releases in October 2011





 

Brotherhood of Blood 

(a PULSE Vampires Novel)

Available Now

 

 

 

Brotherhood of Blood is the first book in the Brotherhood of Blood Series About Octavius, The Greystone Brothers, the Vampire Consortium, and Octavius’ army of vampire mercenaries.

 

Visit and Sign up for New Releases at: http://kailingow.wordpress.com





 

From Bestselling Author

Kailin Gow

 

  

 

the phantom diaries

 

What happens to the Phantom after the tragedy at the Paris Opera House is the basis for this fantastic tale of The Phantom Diaries, loosely based on Gaston Leroux's classic, The Phantom of the Opera, but with a new tale and a modern twist. This new series for older teens and young adults is told through the eyes of 18 year-old Annette Binoche, who lands a job at the New York Metropolitan Opera House as a seamstress' assistant only to become the lead singer of the Opera House, with the help of the mysterious, yet highly-seductive Phantom.

 

Available Now

 





 
 

Other Series by Kailin Gow

DESIRE

 

“a literary genius” –Kindle Obsessed

 

 

 

A Dystopian world where everyone’s future is planned out for them at age 18…whether it is what a person desires or not. Kama is about to turn 18 and she thinks her Life’s Plan will turn out like her boyfriend’s and friend’s – as they desired. But when she glimpse a young man who can communicate with her with his thoughts and knows her name…a young man with burning blue eyes and raven hair, who is dressed like no other in her world, she is left to question her Life’s Plan and her destiny. 

 

Available Now

 

http://www.facebook.com/DesireSeries





 

From Bestselling Author Kailin Gow comes

Beautiful Beings 

 

 

An ethereal exclusive boarding school with unearthly beautiful students…
 

Lux, a rebel girl, who has been seeing demons and angels since she was two…
 

Asher, the bad boy on a motorcycle who sketches angels…
 

Brax Kingsley who instantly captures Lux’s eyes when she moves into the neighborhood…
 

And the Hatchett twins whose parents were murdered, leaving them a ridiculous fortune…
 

All brought together…all part of the puzzle behind the Beautiful Beings.
 

Available Now

 

http://www.facebook.com/BeautifulBeingsSeries





 

Now Available from 

Bestselling Author Kailin Gow

 

 

 

Wicked Woods

 

Briony had to move to Wicked Woods, Massachusetts to live with her Great Aunt Sophie after her family disappears on vacation. The woods at the edge of Aunt Sophie’s inn are filled with secrets and inhabitants both seductive and deadly. Among them is a beautiful boy name Fallon who saves her one night in the woods. As Briony gets closer to Fallon, she learns he has a secret, as do most of the residents of Wicked Woods…





Want to Know More about the PULSE Series, Author Insight, Author Appearance, Contests and Giveaways?

 

Join the PULSE Series Official Facebook Fan Page at:

 

http://www.facebook.com/PULSEseries

 

 

Talk to Kailin Gow at:

 

http://kailingow.wordpress.com

 

and

 

on Twitter at:  @kailingow

 





 

 

 

 

 

 

Want More Edgy books like PULSE?

 

 

visit

 

the EDGE

 

theedgebooks.com

 

Where you will find edgy books for teens and young adults that would make your heart pound, your skin crawl, and leave you wanting more…

 

Feed Your Reading Addiction

 

 

Sign up for news, book giveaways, author signings, ARC giveaways, promotions, specials, contests, job announcements, events, and more!

 

 

 


cover.jpeg
BLOON IZONN

PULSE
ook 5

kailin gow





