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Chapter 1 The Monster Unleashed
It took every ounce of control for Gabriel Arundel to contain his rage.
His fingers tightened on the straps of the backpack slung over his shoulders. The few people he walked by in Lystelle Park had no idea how lucky they were to not have their throats torn open. They eyed him warily, this black-clothed shadow who wore sunglasses in the dark of night.
If only he could rip into their necks and drain them dry. Maybe then he could forget his pain.
But if he resorted to who he used to be, if he tried to drown his sorrow in blood once again, what would Kara think? Would she forgive him? Would her hatred once again overshadow her love?
Was she still alive?
Not too long after Elias had taken her, their blood connection had disappeared completely. Gabriel had panicked to the point of hysteria, unable to move because he had lost so much blood. The blood frenzy had nearly been upon him, the truest nature of every vampire, the inner demon that lurked and waited to devour any in its path.
Thomas and Inola had come to him. They had been nearly killed themselves, and had Gabriel not been so consumed with his reunion with Kara, he would have heard their struggle. But they had killed their attackers—vampires working for Elias that had owed him their lives—and had reassured Gabriel that Kara was still alive.
Because even without a blood connection, you could feel it when your Eternal died after you blood shared. You could feel a piece of your soul gone.
One of Gabriel’s hands went to his heart. It was hard to tell amidst the storm of emotions cascading inside of him, but he still felt whole. At least, he believed he did. The other possibility was unthinkable.
He would know if Kara was dead. He would know. He had to keep that belief alive, or it would be impossible to keep moving forward.
Then he saw her. Emma sat on a park bench, her blonde hair perfect, her lips stained red with either blood or lipstick. She took off her sunglasses and stood up warily when she saw him.
Gabriel could barely contain himself. He couldn’t believe he’d once thought that Emma’s sly eyes were beautiful, or that she’d held the key to helping him come alive again.
Just seeing her made the world turn crimson. Had he been a younger vampire unaccustomed to the intense emotions, he would have killed her on the spot.
“Gabriel, thank you for meeting me to give me a chance to explain,” Emma said softly.
He nodded once. Contain it. Wait.
Emma held out her slender hands. “I know you are having a hard time right now, but I did this for you. I did this for us.”
Gabriel was stone.
Her brown eyes glistened. “She may or may not be your Eternal, but I am your love. I love you!”
Gabriel did not reply.
“She just wasn’t good for you. She made you turn your back on who you really are.”
A smile actually fell on Gabriel’s lips. Judging by the look on Emma’s face, it was not a reassuring one.
“So you know me, Emma? You know who I truly am?”
She nodded. “Yes. Yes, my love.”
“Strange. Because to me, it seemed like Kara was the one who helped me find myself again. She was able to do so without even trying.”
“She’s confused you, Gabriel. Now we can start over, just you and me.”
Gabriel’s hands went into fists. Searing anger coiled inside every single cell, and he was ready to burst.
“You really are stupid and blind, Emma, and Elias saw that and used you. Did he really fuel your madness to this degree?”
“Not madness, Gabriel. It is love! I refuse to believe you feel so little for me. . . . We have been intimate for decades!”
Tremors ran down his body. “And did I not warn you that I would not form an attachment to you? You said you were fine with our arrangement. I made it very clear to you, over and over again, that you and I were not together and never would be. You always said you understood.”
“I lied! I came to love you. How could you not see it?”
“I will not deny I cared for your well-being, enough that I was hoping you would be smart enough to stay out of all of this. And if I didn’t despise you as much as I do now, I might have pitied you,” Gabriel seethed, throwing the backpack at Emma’s feet.
She stepped back. “What’s inside that?”
His smile twisted. “Felicity’s head. I was hoping it would stay intact instead of turning to ash, but you will just have to take my word for it.”
Emma’s eyes widened. She turned and blurred into the night, and being older than Gabriel, was faster.
But it didn’t matter. Rage fueled his muscles, and he ran faster than he ever had before. He tackled Emma, pinning her to the ground.
“Where is she?” Gabriel asked, his voice laced with venom.
“Gabriel, she is only a human!”
His fingers dug into her skin, hard enough to draw blood.
“Where. Is. She?”
“I-I don’t know. . . .”
Two simultaneous cracks resonated throughout the darkness, and with it, Emma’s scream. Both of her arms now rested at unnatural angles against the grass.
“I r-really don’t know! I-I haven’t heard from Elias since he took her. He s-said he would get rid of Kara, and then I would have you all to myself!”
He knew her well enough to see the truth in her eyes, but something inside Gabriel had snapped since Elias had threatened Kara in the woods by the cemetery. Gabriel had been surprised by the amount of self-control he could summon when he consciously made an effort, and reuniting with Kara had made the dark feeling recede somewhat. 
But then she’d been taken, and Gabriel hadn’t been able to communicate telepathically with Kara because she’d stayed asleep for hours after her abduction, most likely due to Control. Even so, it hadn’t stopped Gabriel from pleading and even screaming at Kara as she’d slept, desperately trying to wake her.
And then the blood connection had painfully evaporated, snapping like a rubber band against his temple and heart as it had left. He would never forget the feeling.
Ever since Kara’s disappearance, Gabriel’s willpower was draining, exposing the raw monster beneath the surface. He had thought himself a terrible person before; now he was no longer sure what he was capable of, no longer sure of what lengths he would go to in order to get Kara back.
And to keep her alive? He would do anything. He would kill anyone who stood in his way. 
Which was why he had no control over himself when he pulled back his fist. He could only watch as it smashed against Emma, breaking her collarbone. The crunch of bone against his hand made the monster inside writhe with satisfaction.
“Gabriel! Gabriel, please! It was for us! I did it for us!”
Gabriel leaned down until his nose nearly touched hers.
“Had you truly loved me, you would never have even dreamed of putting Kara into harm’s way! You didn’t do this for us! You did this for yourself!”
“Please!” Emma screamed.
He pulled a stake out of his black jacket and stabbed her in the heart. A single tear fell from her eye before her body melted to ash.
Gabriel got up off the ground and walked away without a backwards glance, the ashes drifting away in the wind.




Chapter 2 Dehydration
I didn’t want to open my eyes. I didn’t want to even be conscious. All I could picture was Gabriel’s blood and how much I had hurt him.
Inola and Thomas. . . Were they still alive?
I couldn’t feel Gabriel anymore. Just like those past three months, the longest months of my life, he was gone.
I made myself open my eyes; I at least needed to see what my surroundings were. Elias had Controlled me to sleep as soon as the car had taken off, so I had no idea where I was.
There were manacles on both of my wrists, and the manacles were connected to chains that were hooked to the ground. I had known that; I had felt them, but seeing the shackles made me nearly scream aloud with panic.
The room was large with wooden floors and wooden walls and no windows. It was completely bare except for two light bulbs on the ceiling and a single door on the far side of the room.
I stood up. I couldn’t even walk six feet because of the heavy chains. I tugged at them uselessly for at least five minutes before giving up.
I tried to slow my breathing, my heartbeat. It was all too familiar—waking up in an unknown place after being kidnapped, although Gabriel had not bound me. And this time, instead of a vampire who’d had extreme hesitations about killing me, the one who imprisoned me now held no qualms about my fate.
Gabriel had scared me nearly senseless, but at least with him, I’d had a fighting chance. With Elias, there would be none.
I looked myself over. I was still wearing my V-neck shirt, worn jeans, and running shoes. The shirt and jeans were heavily stained with Gabriel’s blood, making me dizzy with the memory. I was hungry and thirsty.
Why couldn’t I feel Gabriel? Could he not feel me either? How was it even possible? We had drunk one another’s blood at the same time, and blood sharing that way had increased our connection tenfold; it should not have faded so quickly. I was supposed to be able to talk to him telepathically, but I couldn’t reach him.
Maybe if I waited longer, I would feel him again. . . .
Then I noticed the needle marks on my arms, the skin around the holes deeply bruised in hues of purple and blue. I stared at them uneasily.
The door opened.
It took all of my willpower to not cower against the wall as Elias stepped into the room. He wore all black, and the dark color made his skin even paler.
I pressed my shaking fists against my sides, forcing myself to speak. “If you’re going to kill me, at least unchain me and give me a stake so I can go down fighting! Or are you too much of a coward to give me fair chance?”
Elias grinned. “And what makes you think you deserve to die a worthy death, little hummingbird?”
I swallowed fear. “Stop calling me that!”
Silver eyes swirled with sick amusement. “But just listen to your heart. How it flutters. How it flies.”
I stared at him icily. “Why can’t I feel Gabriel?”
He leaned against the wall, crossing his arms over his chest. “I couldn’t take any chances of his blood being in your system. I want you dead, not a vampire. There are three ways that I know of to break a blood connection between a vampire and a human. The first is simple—kill the human or the vampire. The second is time. And the third way is not known to many vampires—all you have to do is give the human a complete blood transfusion. Don’t worry, I’ve tasted your blood, and I can tell the difference between the types. B positive. How fitting.”
The needle marks on my arms suddenly burned. Elias had drained me completely of my blood. . . .
Gabriel couldn’t feel me, so any clues I could have gathered to try to lead him to wherever I was being held didn’t matter.
Gabriel couldn’t help me. I was alone.
“At least tell me if Thomas and Inola are alive!”
Elias shrugged. “Maybe they are. Maybe they are not. In all honesty, I really do not feel like telling you. I’ll let you drown in your worry and guilt. It will be pleasing to watch.”
Ice and fire warred inside my body. Cold with fear, hot with anger.
I stared at him disbelievingly. “You can’t be this cruel. No one should be capable of it!”
Elias moved away from the wall very slowly. His gaze made the fire inside of me evaporate with absolute fear.
Even in our first darkest moments, Gabriel had never looked at me the way Elias was looking at me now.
“Listen to me very carefully,” Elias said. “You do not know me. You do not know the things I have done or the things I have seen. You think I am cruel? You cannot even imagine the evil things both vampires and humans desire. So I tell you this now—I am capable of the bloodiest acts. Humor me, and I may kill you quickly. Piss me off, and your mind will be consumed with only a longing to die to free yourself from the pain. Do you understand?”
I swallowed what felt like metal shards. “Yes,” I breathed.
“All right, then. No one can say I didn’t warn you.” Elias smiled to himself, like his words had been a mercy to me.   
I gathered up the remnants of my courage before he left the room. Compassion for Gabriel had saved me. Maybe compassion could save me again.
“But I have seen bits of what you went through because of my blood connection with Gabriel, and it was awful. I’m sorry that you—”
Suddenly, he was in front of me, pinning me to the wall. His hands were very cold.
“Do not say anything like that again,” he said.
Anger briefly overshadowed my fear. “Lucy would hate you if she saw you now! She would—”
He moved blindingly fast.
Razor-hot pain in my right shoulder. I screamed.
He twisted the knife while it was still inside my shoulder and tore it free from my body, sending splashes of blood all over the wooden floor. I fell to the ground, leaving a long smear of red down the wall.
Elias ran his tongue over the blade. “The same knife that killed my Lucy. Sometimes, I can still taste her on it.” He looked down at me. He pupils had nearly swallowed the silver completely; it was like looking into the eyes of a demon.
“You have chosen your fate. Now die slowly, little hummingbird.”
I groaned, looking down at my shoulder. Blood was leaking out in a steady stream.
“Elias . . . don’t do this! It won’t bring her back!”
He turned the light off and left the room. The door closed, the sound of my fate resonating inside my bones. I was in complete and utter darkness.
To others, being in the dark would be nothing compared to the knife wound. But for me, it was worse.
Tears finally fell from my eyes. I began to hyperventilate, and eventually, the pain pouring from my shoulder sharpened my brain enough to help me focus.
“Have to stop the bleeding,” I told myself.
I pulled my shirt off, grateful for the black tank top I wore underneath it. The shirt stayed on the chains, but I was able to move it to my shoulder. I pressed down as hard as I could, crying out from the pain. 
An unknown amount of time passed. The shirt became soaked through, but I was able to discern that the bleeding had slowed significantly. I leaned my head back against the wall, sweat saturating my hair and dripping from my temples.
Thomas. Inola. Please be alive. Please be alive.
Thomas couldn’t be dead. He was too vibrant. Too carefree. He was like a brother to me, and I loved him beyond words.
And Inola . . . Gabriel needed his mother. I needed her. Why did it take me until now to realize she was the closest thing to a mother I had?
Gabriel . . . There was a part of me that was glad you couldn’t feel me. You had enough guilt inside your heart, enough to cripple a lesser person. This would kill you.
And what could I tell you? I had no idea how long the car ride had been. I had no idea where I was. I could tell you I was chained inside a wooden room. That would be all.
It was better this way. I didn’t want you to feel me die.
And I was going to die. It was more certain than when Gabriel had taken me. To die alone in the dark . . . How ironic a fate for me.
At least Gabriel’s blood was no longer inside of me. When I died, it would be the end. I wouldn’t become a vampire. I loved Gabriel, but I wouldn’t willingly damn myself to an eternity of night for anyone.  
But I loved him, and what I wouldn’t give to see him just one last time.
***
Eventually, I passed out, weak from trauma, fear, and blood loss.
I awoke when the light flicked on. Elias kicked me in the side, hard enough to crack a rib. I screamed bloody murder at the fire in my side, and only his threats of causing more pain made me stop.
He brought a key to the locks of my manacles. “I’m going to unlock these and take you to a bathroom. I despise the look and smell of waste—too many times my victims at Grace’s were covered in the stuff. Try anything, and you won’t get any of the food or water I’ve brought you.”
My eyes found the water bottle and the bagged sandwich that he’d left on the far side of the room. I swallowed uneasily, pain biting at my shoulder and side.
“I don’t like rye bread, if that’s what you’ve brought me,” I grumbled as the manacles fell free.
Elias stared at me, clearly dumbfounded. He shook his head and pulled me roughly to my feet.
“You have got to be the stupidest human I have ever met,” he said under his breath as he dragged me toward the door.
There was nothing but darkness beyond the door, and he shoved me into a nearby room before I had time to even think about escaping.
“Two minutes,” he said before a door closed in front of me.
I quickly groped around for a light switch. Turning it on, I looked around the small bathroom.
There was nothing inside the cabinets. There wasn’t even any soap. There was nothing but a roll of toilet paper sitting on the counter.
What had I been expecting? Him to leave me a stake inside the tub?
There was no water, not even inside the toilet. Not a single drop came out of the sink or bathtub faucets when I twisted the knobs in desperation.
I did my business and then examined myself in the mirror, instantly regretting the decision to look at my appearance.
I was alarmingly pale. My pupils were dilated, and my hair was tangled and stiff with blood. My shoulder wound was worse than I had imagined, and I knew I needed antibiotics to help prevent infection. My wrists were an angry, raw red. I raised my tank top and looked at my side; it was already turning a deep purple.
“Time’s up,” Elias said, opening the door.
Maybe it was the sight of myself so battered. Maybe Gabriel’s vampiric nature had rubbed off on me. Or maybe I had finally reached my breaking point and was starting to taste the waters of insanity.
I threw myself at Elias, punching him in the face. The bone in my right middle finger cracked on the impact, and if my punch had hurt Elias, I could not tell.
He threw me against the wall. I fell against the floor, stunned, the breath knocked from me.
He dragged me back to the wooden room. I couldn’t draw in enough air to scream.
He closed the manacles around my wrists and went to where he had left the water and food. He brought them to me, confusing me, until he dropped both the water bottle and the sandwich just inches from my reach.
He left, turning the light off and leaving me in darkness once more.
After my breathing became normal, I crawled toward the items essential for my survival. I stretched as much as I could, but to no avail. I crumpled on the floor, defeated.
***
I didn’t try to hurt Elias again. I was too weak and in too much pain.
Eventually, the bathroom trips were no longer needed. I didn’t know how much time had passed, but I knew it had to have been at least two days since I’d first woken.
I needed water; I was beyond thirsty. My mouth was a desert, and my head was pounding like crazy. I was dizzy and could hardly stay awake. Muscle cramps made my arms and legs lock up in pain. My heart flip-flopped between skipping beats and racing at an unimaginable pace.
Longing to escape from the agony, I allowed myself to fall asleep whenever possible. My dreams were broken and strange, many times only whirls of color that couldn’t take shape.
Once when I awoke, I was not surprised to see the light on and Elias sitting on the far side of the room next to the door. He had the audacity to look bored, but I couldn’t seem to summon any anger.
I sat up and leaned back against the wall, my movements very slow. Worry trickled through me; sitting up should not have drained me of so much energy.
A few minutes went by before he spoke. “Feeling well?” he asked, his voice mocking.
My throat and mouth were ridiculously dry, but I managed to reply, “Just peachy. Thank you for your concern.”
He shook his head. “I do not understand you. Instead of begging me, you goad me. You worry not for yourself, but for Thomas and Inola. Is it pride, or are you simple-minded? Don’t you want to live?”
I figured honesty wouldn’t hurt me at this point. These were my final hours. Why not be truthful?
“I lost my parents when I was a senior in high school. It fell on me to take care of someone who could hardly remember my name. Then I was attacked and kidnapped by the one who would grow to love me more than anything, and the most screwed up part is I came to love him as well. That isn’t conflicting at all. Now enter you and your misplaced revenge. Does any of that sound like a girl who’s going to get a happily ever after? I’m involved with vampires. It doesn’t matter if Gabriel loves me. It doesn’t matter that we are Eternals. I know now that whenever a human crosses paths with a vampire, it ends in blood.”
Elias looked at me strangely. “You are . . . insightful for a human. More than I gave you credit for, anyway.”
I shrugged, agony piercing my skin. I winced, hissing. Talking was becoming difficult, and my voice was hoarse and cracked. “I’m not insightful. Insightful people don’t fall in love with vampires.”
He was quiet for a few minutes. I began to drift into blissful unconsciousness, but his voice jolted me awake, surprising me that he was still bothering to converse with me.
“Perhaps you say that only because you do not want to understand all of the reasons why you are in love with Gabriel.”
I sighed. “In all honesty, I suppose I don’t know all the reasons.”
“You do. You just do not want to admit the whole truth to yourself.”
I closed my eyes again, but that didn’t stop his next words, words that burned like fire.
“I know because I have seen the darkest sides of others. No one is as good as they think. All have darkness within them, including you. And knowing that Gabriel can kill you just as easily as he can kiss you . . . That is what draws you to him.”
My eyes snapped open.          
“It’s not just because he is your Eternal. You are enthralled by his darkness, smug only you can bring out his light. You saw in his eyes that he once desired to end your life, but he didn’t, and it thrills you knowing that he is capable of it, even if he would never do it. It gives you a rush knowing he would kill any who would harm you. So there it is, the buried truth. You are in love with a killer, and you are loving every minute of it.”
I wanted to put my hands over my ears, but what use was that when the words had already been spoken? I was frozen in horror, or maybe it was shame.
“Tell me I’m wrong,” he pressed.
“Is this a new form of torture?”
“Possibly. No one wants to admit their darkest desires, especially the ‘good’ people like you.”
Silence filled the room, and I surprised myself by being the one to break it this time.
“Maybe I’m better off with you killing me.”
“Why is that?” His voice was akin to someone who was disinterested, but his face belied his indifference.
“I know Gabriel well enough to realize he would have broken his promise to me and turned me at the first sign of aging, disease, or probably even a small injury. You told me that once, remember? You told me that although you would be the one to kill me, Gabriel would be the one to betray me. Gabriel loves me an almost impossible amount. I have felt it, but I have also felt there is something he feels even above loving me, and that is the fear of losing me. He would have turned me eventually.”
I paused, my next words barely audible. “I don’t want to be a vampire. I’m scared of the dark, I don’t want to live forever and I don’t understand why anyone would, and I have felt Gabriel’s heightened emotions. I can’t control my emotions now, so I can’t imagine feeling like that all of the time.”
Elias said nothing. I looked at the dried blood staining me, the floor, and the wall. Elias didn’t seem tempted by my blood in the least.
“How did you know I would never want to become a vampire? That Gabriel would one day betray my trust?”
His face was now cold and unreadable. “Your fear of the dark was the only thing I took from you when I tasted your blood. I assumed it would keep you away from joining the eternal night. Also, Gabriel is inherently selfish. I’m honestly surprised you are still human.”
“I’m just surprised I’m not dead yet,” I replied weakly.
His laughter was strangely without edge as I drifted once more.
***
I woke up. Where was I? Why was I chained? Why was I here?
I fell into darkness before the answers came to me.
***
Silver eyes gleamed at me in the dark. I thought I was supposed to be afraid of them, but they were so pretty. So, so pretty.
“Pretty eyes,” I croaked before curling back up into my ball. “Should be green, though. Should be green.”
The silver eyes spoke. “Are you still aware, Kara? Do you understand what is happening?”
Realization trickled back. “Yes . . . and no,” I replied tiredly, licking cracked and bleeding lips. My head felt like it was going to explode. My fingers were going numb.
“What part of it do you not understand?” He was angry.
“Understand what?” I mumbled.
The light flicked on, and he leaned down toward me. “Are you toying with me?” he hissed.
I shrugged, pain cracking along my bones. “I don’t know.”
And it was true. I could no longer discern reality from dreams. But one thing remained constant. I longed for him.
Gabriel.
***
I saw Miles and Lila. They sat in front of me, smiling.
At first, I just savored seeing them, but then I could bear it no longer, and I had to speak to them.
“I’m sorry,” I told them, my voice now completely unrecognizable. “It was . . . to keep you safe. I had to . . . stay away. But before that . . . I was so cold. . . . I had changed. . . .”
“It’s ok, Kara,” Lila said warmly.
“Yes,” Miles agreed. “You did the right thing.”
“Besides, things are going great for us,” Lila said happily. “School is fantastic, and there is so much to see in London. My roommate and I are already like best friends!”
“I have a girlfriend,” Miles said shyly. “Had you stuck around, I would have just kept waiting on you.”
Equal parts of sadness and happiness filled me at their words. Happy for their happiness, but sad I wasn’t there to share their happiness with them.
“My mother . . . warned me once . . . that even best friends drift apart. . . . I’m sorry it was because of me. But I still wonder . . . was it always destined to be my fault?”
They couldn’t answer. They were gone.
Not too much time passed before Grandma took their place. She sat in her rocking chair, her face serene and her eyes clear.
I looked up at her. “Grandma?”
“Sweet Kara,” she said, her smile soft. “I’m so glad to finally speak to you, remembering you and everything we have shared.”
Tears tried to fill my eyes, but couldn’t. “Me too, Grandma.”
“Remember your hooky days? Oh, I know there were times when you were actually sick, but you weren’t fooling your old Grandma. You were always a sucker for my soaps.”
I laughed. “Nothing like . . . sappy daytime television. Grandma . . . I . . .”
“Say no more, Kara. I know what you want to say. You did fine. Perfectly fine, you hear? You were so young and sad, and yet so strong and compassionate. I am truly blessed you were there to take care of me.”
“But I . . . didn’t do enough,” I argued. “In the beginning . . . I didn’t even want to. I didn’t know . . . how much I loved you . . . until . . .
My words never reached her. She was gone.
I leaned my head back against the wall. My chest was going to burst.
“Sweetheart, it’s ok.”
“Yes, it’s going to be all right.”
Those voices jolted my body. “Mom? Dad?”
They were there, farther away than the others had been. I started to crawl toward them, but collapsed before I could reach them completely.
“Don’t strain yourself, honey,” Dad scolded gently.
My eyes burned dryly.  “You’re . . . here. You’re actually . . . here,” I sobbed.
“We’re here.”
“Why couldn’t it . . . have been me? Why did you have to die?”
“You’re stronger than us. You were able to survive our deaths. Had we been the ones to lose you, it would have killed us.”
“But I needed . . . you. Grandma . . . needed you. Mom . . . Dad . . . I was horrible to you . . . before you left. . . . And I didn’t do well enough. . . . I even love the one who . . .”
I shook my head, explosions stabbing at my brain with each movement. My next words were pure anguish. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t . . . the daughter you both . . . deserved. . . .”
“You are perfect. You are our Kara. We wouldn’t change you for anything,” Mom said.
“Besides, we’ll be together again soon. Just the blink of an eye, Kara,” Dad said.
“Don’t listen to him. You better not be giving up.”
The change shocked me. Dad was not there anymore. In his place was Thomas, and Inola stood where Mom had been.
“Thomas! Inola! You . . . are both alive!” My eyes burned even further, but still no tears came.
Thomas snorted. “I take offense to that statement.”
Inola’s smile was gentle and calming. “Of course we are still alive, child. Don’t worry for us.”
“I’m . . . so glad . . . to see you. I’m sorry that . . .”
Thomas waved a hand. “I don’t want to hear any of that; you’ve said enough apologies. You’ve got way too much guilt, Red.”
“Kara, you must concentrate on how to get out of here,” Inola said.
“Can’t you . . . just help me?” I asked.
As if that hadn’t even occurred to them, they looked at one another, bemused. My eyes closed for too long, and I whimpered when I opened them again. They were gone, too.
But then I saw him.
Even farther away than all the others had been, he stood there, his eyes glowing fiercely.
“Gabriel!” I breathed.
It took all of my energy, but seeing him lit a fire inside of me. I pulled myself to my feet and walked toward him. Soon I couldn’t walk anymore; something was holding me back.
I fell forward, but I knew he would catch me. He did, his arms wrapping around me.
“Oh, Gabriel!” I rasped. A single tear managed to form and fall.
He didn’t speak; he only stared down at me. I didn’t care—I was too happy to see him.
“Everything is . . . ok now,” I said.
And somehow it was. I vaguely knew he should have been helping me, that I was hurt and somewhere I shouldn’t be, that it was Elias who had taken me.
But everything faded in the light of seeing him again.
“I love you. . . . You know that, right? I know . . . I shouldn’t . . . but I do. . . . And yes . . . I am still angry . . . but it’s going away. . . . It’s almost gone. . . .”
He continued to hold me silently.
“I’m sorry . . . I hurt you,” I said.
Moments passed. He wasn’t fading like the others. I gazed up at him in wonder, greedily drinking in the sight of him. Briefly, his eyes changed from green to silver, reminding me once again about Elias.
“Gabriel . . . I know this . . . might sound strange . . . but don’t go after . . . Elias. I don’t want . . . you to get hurt. You can’t . . . kill him anyway. It’s not worth it because . . . you don’t hate Elias. Elias is . . . gone. He was gone . . . the moment Lucy died. Just like . . . a part of you went away. You only hate . . . the monster Elias became. And I think . . . one day he can still be saved . . . that there is still light in him.”
Finally, Gabriel spoke. “Why would you think that?”
My breathing was extremely labored, and my heart faltered and throbbed. I shuddered, my vision tilting.
He shook me slightly. “Kara, answer me.”
“There is . . . light in him . . . because if . . . his light was gone . . . he wouldn’t . . . care . . . that Lucy . . . is . . . dead.”
Gabriel stared down at me in almost horror. I reached up and touched his cold cheek, my eyes closing.
Through half-lids, I saw that it was no longer Gabriel who held me.
It was Elias.




Chapter 3 Alien Blood
Elias stared down at the girl in his arms, more torn than he had ever been in his entire life.
Gabriel’s love, the one Elias had been waiting for all these years, was finally here. She’d loved Gabriel back, and although it had taken only months for her to acknowledge her feelings for Gabriel, it had felt like centuries to Elias.
A long time ago, Elias had held high hopes for Emma, but it had been painfully obvious to all that Gabriel had not loved her in the least.
But now he held Gabriel’s love, and she was dying in his arms. Gabriel would finally know the pain he felt, the pain that never left.
Because Gabriel didn’t deserve the quick mercy of death. He deserved an eternity of pain.
Even if Gabriel committed suicide after this, which was very likely to happen, at least he would finally understand. He would feel this pain, at least for a moment.
Elias’s hands tightened on Kara. How many people had he killed? Endless numbers, a blur of blood and death.
So why was he hesitating?
Kara was only a human, just like all the others had been. She looked nothing like Lucy. She certainly acted nothing like Lucy.
Except for her compassion—that was a trait they both shared vehemently.
Elias didn’t want Kara’s pity. He didn’t want her compassion. It angered him that she’d even felt it for him.
What was the matter with her? How could she feel compassion for someone who had tortured her? She really was an idiot. But then again, Kara had fallen in love with Gabriel, so he shouldn’t be surprised that she’d felt compassion for him.
Elias wanted to view her as weak, but doing so would mean Lucy had also been weak, and he could not consider that.
Was it all just an act? He could drink her blood to see, or he could try to wake her up and Control her to tell him the truth, but the dimmest part of him was afraid that Kara truly thought he was evil.
She’d been the first since Lucy to see something else. Jasmina didn’t count; her pity was personal and distant, and just like everyone else, she thought he was a monster. Jasmina had made it very clear that she believed there was nothing inside of him but darkness.
It wasn’t like it was hard to assume that. Yes, he hunted and killed just like most of the vampires in Violet Memory, but the other things he had been accused of? It was easier to be hated and to let others think he had done the unspeakable things he would never willingly inflict on others the way he’d been forced to in Grace’s coven.
Better to confess guilty to lies and rumors so he could keep everyone away. If he was hated, if he cared for no one, he couldn’t be hurt. There was only so much pain someone could handle; that was another reason why he tried to not have much contact with Olivia.
No. He couldn’t think about Olivia. Olivia did not belong in his life. She did not belong in his world.    
It was revenge he focused on. Revenge was the only thing worth living for.
So why the hesitation?
Disgusted with himself, he put Kara aside and waited for her to die.
Minutes ticked by, her heart beating fainter and slower. She barely breathed. He could hear how hard her heart was trying to keep her alive.
He studied her. He had thought he would feel . . . happier? More relieved?
“Lucy would hate you if she saw you now!”
The words resonated throughout his mind, tearing at him. He knew that. He had known that for centuries. But what did it matter as long as Gabriel finally understood?
“Elias . . . don’t do this! It won’t bring her back!”
Bring her back. . . . Why even consider it? How long had he waited for this?
But was Kara right?
Was there something of Lucy left inside of him, a part of her soul that had latched to his before she’d died? Some of her light? Lucy’s soul had been a mirror image of his own. That didn't mean they’d been the same person, but it did mean they’d belonged together.
So was it Kara of all people who could help him find that small piece of Lucy hidden deep in the darkness? Was there really something more than this never-ending hatred?
If Kara stayed alive, he could find out. If there was truly nothing left or if he changed his mind, he could always kill her later. . . .
Hardly even aware of his actions, Elias cursed before kneeling over Kara. He propped her up against him before tearing deeply into his wrist with his fangs, deep enough to see bone, and he forced the blood into her mouth, rubbing her throat to make the liquid go down. He also dripped it over the open wound on her shoulder. With heightened eyes, he watched his blood trickle into her body. The shoulder wouldn’t heal, but everything else, including her dehydrated state, would.
He listened to her heart as it forced his blood to spread throughout her body. He had given her a copious amount of blood, enough that he actually felt dizzy. His throat burned in protest.
He had given her enough blood to form a blood connection.
What had he done?
Shocked by his actions, he barely heard the door open. Scarcely saw the flash of green and black that came toward him. Only faintly felt the sting of the stake inside his chest, an inch away from his heart.
But he did hear the sharp intake of breath that came from the red-haired human on the floor.
Kara was still alive.
***
Just like that night under a sea of stars when Gabriel had forced his blood into me, I felt life pulse through me. But there was no time to be grateful. There was no time to think.
I turned my head toward the fighting. Two shadows were a blur of black and blood, throwing one another against the walls and the floor. Pinpoints of bright silver and green swirled within the depths of the fight.
My eyes could not truly follow the movements, but I focused on the green as best as I could.
“Gabriel!” I screamed.
Gabriel stopped, his face a mixture of agony and hatred. Elias, bloody and disheveled, took his chance and went toward me.
My memories of the past days were muddy and strange, but there was a deep instinct inside of me that wasn’t wrong; I could feel a different blood coursing through me, an alien blood.
Gabriel had not been the one to save me. I didn’t understand why Elias had done it, but he had actually saved me from the brink of the death.
Very briefly, I felt Elias’s intent. He was so angry and confused, but he was about to end it all.
I was his target. Even he didn’t know what he was going to do. He was going to either kill me or take me away.
Gabriel had stabbed him numerous times with the stake, all around his chest, stomach, and shoulders—everywhere except for the heart he’d aimed at.
Blood poured from Elias. He stumbled and fell toward me, but Gabriel was right behind him. The stake went into Elias's chest again just as his fingertips brushed my arm. His blood splattered onto my face.
Elias's eyes flashed at me once. They were full of a jagged pain that . . . begged. Then he blurred and was gone.
Gabriel stared threateningly at the open doorway as he loomed over me. He looked down at me, the anger in his eyes dying into horror as he stared at my shoulder.
“Kara,” Gabriel whispered brokenly.
“It was a sliver knife.”
He tore my manacles free, his bloody hands shaking. The cuts and bruises that marked his skin were healing before my eyes.
He gathered me into his arms, and we clung to one another desperately. I was going to shatter.
“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. . . .” He kept repeating those words, his voice filled with worry, anger, guilt, love. He trembled against me.              
“Are they alive? Thomas and Inola, are they alive?” I nearly screamed.
“They are alive. I should have waited for them, but I figured out where he was keeping you, and I panicked and left them behind.” He rose up off the floor and cradled me gently in his arms. “I’ve got to get you to a hospital.”
I should have been ecstatic. Relived. Instead, a dead, numbing calm filled me the moment I knew I was safe.  
I couldn’t feel anything. I could hardly register what was in front of my eyes. The world moved, and I did not.
There was darkness and night air. I thought Gabriel was talking to me, but I couldn’t be sure. Cold flitted over my face and down my arms.
Time no longer existed. Warped voices floated around me. White walls soothed my eyes, and different pressures prodded my body.
Dreams and sounds melded together and made no sense. My senses had become a jumbled mess, disconnected and distorted. Very rarely could I make out anything, and when I did, I was unable to care what was happening. The words the voices said didn’t faze me.
“I’ve Controlled the doctors and nurses to not log her information. It will be as if we were never here. Her shoulder has been cared for, and she has antibiotics and pain medication.”
“They didn’t seem too concerned with her tachycardia, but what about her catatonia?”
“There’s nothing more they can do for her besides putting her in the psychiatric ward, and I’m not going to do that to her. She needs to be surrounded by people who care about her, not by strangers who will see her as nothing more than a means to a paycheck. I’m going to take her someplace safe, and try to reach her.”
“She has PTSD, Gabriel. There’s no telling what all he did to her. There’s no telling how many times he may have harmed her and then healed her to begin anew. The doctors said there was no evidence of rape, and I hope more than anything that they are correct, but like I just said, if Elias used his blood to heal her after hurting her, we have no way of knowing what all she went through. And do not get angry, but you may have contributed to what she’s going through. Seeing you may only make matters worse.”
“She will never leave my sight again, Thomas.”
“No offense, my friend, but she was in your sight when all of this started.”
Green, black, and blue lights were nearly always there. The lights were so bright and pretty, and I tried my hardest to focus on them. They were the only objects linking me to the world, and it felt like those lights cared about me.
I wanted to reach out to the lights, but I didn’t know how.
There was no way of knowing how long I stared at the lights, or how long it was before the black and blue lights disappeared and only the green lights remained.
And inside of me, deeply buried and possibly imagined, I thought I felt a presence. It held an unsettling mixture of hesitation, detachment, and anger. As I vaguely understood there were things trying to reach me from the outside, it was like there was something inside of me also trying to wake me.
Before I could fully understand, the presence vanished.
Timeless ages later, I became aware of a change in the strange atmosphere I was trapped in. Everything suddenly became tinged with desperation. There was a snapping sound and pain-free pressure at my neck.
Light started to fill me, a blissful warmth that overtook my being and consumed my very soul.
“Kara, can you hear me? Can you feel me? Please come back to me. . . . I love you, dearest heart. Follow my voice. I am here with you. You are safe. Come back to me, Kara. Come back to me. . . .”
The thick wall I had been trying so hard to keep up and tear down at the exact same time broke into a million pieces.
I knew I was able to move again.
I could feel the blood coursing through me, hot and alive. My eyes clearly saw the room I was in. I could feel that I was sitting up in bed against a headboard, my body being held by someone gently. The smell of pine needles was overwhelming.
“Gabriel,” I gasped.
The blissful light left my neck.
Gabriel lifted his head, his fangs retracting before I could see them. He licked the evidence away before I could see even a trace of blood.
His gaze froze me. There were so many emotions in his eyes, but the relief I saw was the most prominent.
But the relief quickly turned to fear again. His hand cradled my face. “Are you still with me?” he whispered carefully.
I nodded. “I’m here.”
His head dropped to my uninjured shoulder. His body quivered violently as he held me against him.
“I was beginning to think I had lost you forever. It has been three days since I brought you back from the hospital. Nothing could make you move or speak. I tried everything. I talked to you. I played music for you. I even tried to Control you. I didn’t want to drink your blood without your permission, but I started to panic, and I thought I might be able to reach you that way. . . .”
I ran my fingers through his midnight hair. An IV was taped to my hand, and my eyes followed the tube to the bag of clear liquid hanging beside the bed.
My heart hurt at the thought of Gabriel trying to reach me while I was inside that strange, distorted place where time didn’t exist.
“It’s ok,” I told him honestly. “I’m glad you did what you did. I’m sorry it took so long for me to come back.”
His body stiffened. “Kara,” he said, his voice coarse and filled with agony. “I beg of you, do not apologize to me about any—”
“You’re not going to start that,” I interrupted.
He looked up at me with piercing eyes. I fought against their hypnotic gaze and stood my ground.
“I don’t want to hear about whose fault this is. Your fault, my fault, none of it. Because no matter the argument, you will always make it out to be your fault. And I don’t care anymore if it is, ok? I don’t want you blaming yourself.” I softened my voice. “Haven’t you suffered enough? Gabriel, I know how much you love me. I never would have believed it had the blood connection not existed, but it did exist between us, so I know. I cannot imagine what you have suffered while I was missing. I try to think about our places being reversed, and it hurts so badly that I cannot even comprehend it. So just please, for once in your life, forgive yourself.”
The emeralds darkened. “How can I forgive myself when you have not even forgiven me completely?”
“Who says I haven’t? Being tortured puts certain things into perspective.”
His head tilted to the side, his gaze haunted.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I say stupid things.”
He smiled slightly. “Say all the stupid things you want. At least that means you’re talking again.”
I touched his mouth. “That’s what I want to see. Your smile.”
He shivered at my touch, and his eyes dropped to my lips. I knew he wanted to kiss me as bad as I wanted to kiss him. I also knew we would not be able to stop once we started and that we needed to get all of the questions out of the way.
“Where are we?” I wondered.
His eyes never left my lips. “A safe place no one knows about. My home away from home, I suppose you could call it. This is where I usually came all of the times I was away from Violet Memory’s mansion. We are in Canada.”
“I’ve never been out of the United States before.”
He leaned closer to me. His scent made my heart flutter, and his eyes went to my chest, registering that he had heard. He was dangerously close to my mouth now.
I said the word I didn’t want to say. “Emma?” I questioned quietly.
The mood took on a darker edge. He moved away from me, the malice in his eyes pure poison.
“I killed both her and Felicity.”
I looked down, trying to keep my face blank. A part of me had already known the answer.
Gabriel was a vampire; I could not keep expecting human actions from him. I knew how much of a temper he had. I had felt how much hatred he was capable of. I wasn’t sure what to say, and I wondered if it was wrong of me to be happy that she was gone.
“I don’t know what to say,” I confessed. “I know you and Emma had history. I know you cared about her well-being. I’m—”
“Don’t you apologize,” he nearly hissed. “If I cannot apologize for what is rightfully my fault, then don’t you dare apologize for that woman’s demise. She deserved worse than what she got.”
I nodded, running my fingers along my bandaged shoulder. The pain was mild, and I recognized the familiar warmth of the pain medication inside my body. When I’d had my tonsils taken out as a child, they had prescribed me something that had felt similar to this.
“Are you in pain?” Gabriel asked so gently it was hard to hear him. “I’ve been administering pain medicine to you daily.”
“I’m fine,” I told him. “Thank you for taking care of me.”
His eyes took on that haunted look again. “Can I get you anything? You should probably eat something. I am sorry I didn’t ask sooner. You finally being aware is overwhelming to me, and I am not thinking clearly.”
“I think I can manage to eat something.”
He looked relived. “I’ll let Thomas know.”
“Thomas and Inola are here?” I asked quickly.
“Of course.”
The door on the far side of the room opened. “Yes, we’re here. Sorry for eavesdropping, but we heard Red talking and couldn’t help ourselves,” Thomas said.
I was hardly aware of unhooking myself from the IV and even getting up, but I knew the exact moment Gabriel’s arms slipped away from around me. I ran to Thomas and collided into him.
“Hey, Red. I missed you, too,” Thomas said, his voice serious for once as he patted my back.
I heard a familiar chuckle from behind him, and I reached for Inola’s cold body, grabbing her arm and pulling her to me. I hugged them both as tightly as I could, my shoulder screaming in protest.
“He wouldn’t tell me if you two were alive. I had no way of knowing. . . .” My voice was low and strange, and my eyes were very dry. Since my parents’ death and Gabriel’s appearance in my life, I’d cried a ridiculous amount of times, enough to be embarrassed and maybe even ashamed.
But I couldn’t seem to cry any tears of relief even though I wanted to.
Actually, I felt only halfway here. Not quite numb, but not quite me.
I pulled away from them, but Inola hugged me again. Her scent of damp, soft earth was just as comforting as my mother’s vanilla perfume.
“Kara, I am so happy you are ok. And I’m so sorry Elias did this to you,” she said.
I nodded, looking away from their worried expressions. His name was razors on my skin, and the blackness of that wooden room suddenly loomed before me, and I shivered.
Someone said my name, but the sound was watery and distant. Once again I felt the chains around my wrists and the dryness of my throat and mouth.
The headache, the numbness of my fingers, the knife in my shoulder.
My blood running down the wall.
My hands went to my temples, clenching. I backed away and touched something cold. I screamed bloody murder.
“Kara, it’s ok! It’s me!”
Arms closed around my chest. It made me scream louder.
Elias. Elias was here to kill me. He was here to finish me. I wasn’t safe.
When had I ever been safe?
The arms spun me around and hands gripped both sides of my face.
“It’s Gabriel! Look at me, Kara. Look into my eyes. You are here with me.”
It was hard to focus, but I managed to find myself as I stared into the shimmering emeralds.
“Gabriel?” I whispered, my lips trembling.
“I’m here, heart. I will always be here,” he said as he caressed my face.
I was shaking so hard my teeth were chattering. “What’s wrong with me?”
“Post-traumatic stress disorder,” Thomas said grimly. “Not very surprising, given the circumstances.”
Inola clasped her hands together. “I am so sorry. I should not have mentioned . . . Please forgive me, child.”
“And I am also surprised that Gabriel didn’t contribute to your PTSD. Instead, it seems like he is your painkiller,” Thomas said.
Gabriel’s eyes darkened when he looked at Thomas, but Thomas shrugged.
“Just saying the truth. You lucked out on this one, buddy.”
I didn’t want to think about Thomas’s words, especially when I’d just told Gabriel that I had forgiven him fully.
I remembered another question, and I tried to be careful with how I worded it; I didn’t want to set myself off. Adrenaline buzzed through my veins, gearing me up for fight-or-flight.
“How did you find me?” I asked.
“I had to dispose of Felicity and Emma.” Gabriel’s words were slow and precise, every single word spoken with extreme care; he was obviously being careful with his words as well. “Emma was easy to find because she agreed to meet with me, but I honestly think Felicity had a death wish. Felicity was over nine hundred years old, and there were signs over the last few decades of her becoming weary of living. She didn’t even try to fight me when I found her.
“I went to Jasmina so I could tell her about their betrayal, and also to ensure that we were safe from the coven because I killed Emma and Felicity without permission. Jasmina drank my blood, and she heard Emma’s words through me. Because of the circumstances, she was not that angry that I acted without her permission, as the coven had been searching for them anyway, and Jasmina had suspected I was correct about their involvement.”
Cold flitted along my veins. I felt myself go pale at the thought of Jasmina drinking Gabriel’s blood.
Gabriel’s features softened, and he kissed my temple. “Kara, don’t worry that she had to drink my blood. She searched quickly within me to find her answer so a connection could not form. Anyway, it took me longer than I wanted to figure out where you would be. I was panicking, but I finally realized he would want you where his end began. I figured out you would be by the same lake. The only thing different was the cabin; he must have rebuilt it.”
Inola smoothed my hair. “Gabriel didn’t even tell us—he just took off,” she said, frustration in her voice. “He was halfway there before calling us to tell us that he had figured it out.”
“We brought you here because we don’t know who in Violet Memory we can trust. Christopher had a thing for Felicity, but the coven has been informed of her betrayal, and he knows not to touch you. While I do not think anyone else there would mean you harm, Gabriel does not want you around a bunch of vampires, excluding us, of course. He doesn’t want you to be afraid,” Thomas said.
I allowed all of that to sink in before asking another question. “Why didn’t you just bring me here instead of keeping me at the mansion from the start?”
“Would you have come?” Gabriel asked. “And I thought it was better for you to be around vampires that could destroy him if necessary.”
“You could have made me come,” I argued.
“I was trying to get you to not hate me, Kara.”
I relaxed into Gabriel’s body. “I would have hated you regardless,” I said truthfully.
Thomas laughed. Inola gave Gabriel a pitying look that swam with relief.
Thomas gestured out the door. “Come on, I have food ready for you.”
“Can I brush my teeth and take a shower first?” I asked.
“No,” Thomas replied so seriously I almost believed him. I smiled when he laughed at my surprised face.
Inola showed me where the bathroom was. When I was done, she came inside and bandaged my shoulder, her touch as light as a feather. I was glad she did it instead of Gabriel; I didn’t want him to see the wound.
When I came out of the bathroom, Gabriel and Thomas were sitting across from one another, speaking quietly. They stood immediately upon seeing me. I followed Inola and Thomas out of the bedroom, Gabriel’s cold arm around my waist.
I had a feeling he was not going to let me be alone anytime soon, and I was grateful for that.
I could only hope our enemy had not Controlled me to do anything else.
Gabriel’s house was small, but it was cozy, warm, and colored in silver and black. His paintings adorned the walls, their strokes and scenarios familiar. The largest was in the living room above the fireplace, a painting of Lucy dressed in a white gown. Her hair hung in perfect ringlets around her face, and the faintest golden light shimmered around the top of her head. Her eyes looked into the distance, and the fragility and sadness in them made my heart squeeze painfully.
I stopped beneath the painting, unconsciously touching the bandage at my shoulder.
All of this because someone loved you so much. Would Gabriel be reduced to the same state if something similar happened to me?
The pain in my heart was suddenly no longer my own. It was a sharper pain, more intense and intimate, and the entity inside of me longed for the girl in the painting so much that it burned my chest. I froze completely, but the sensation faded quickly.
“Are you all right?” Gabriel questioned quietly, rubbing my side.
I nodded. I didn’t want to acknowledge the truth.
I went into the dining room adjacent to the kitchen. The mahogany table was set with a variety of items that made me smile softly. Three steaming cups of hot chocolate with peppermint sticks were placed at each chair, and there was a cup of coffee for Inola. A large chocolate cake sat next to a plate of greasy pizza.
I looked to Thomas. “I’m gone for just a little while, and you lose all of your cooking skills?” I teased.
Thomas winked at me. “I thought comfort food would be a welcome sight this day, although I did make the cake. It will be the best cake you’ve ever had, I promise.”
“I can attest to that,” Gabriel said eagerly, his eyes on the cake.
Inola smiled softly at Gabriel and led me gently to a chair.
“Eat slowly, child,” she instructed me. “Do not rush. You don’t want to make yourself sick, but please make an effort to eat what you can. You are absolutely skin and bones.”
It was hard to eat without feeling nauseous. I appreciated Thomas supplying my favorite food, but maybe pizza hadn’t been the best choice on his part. After Inola saw my face turn green, she grabbed some carrot sticks and apple slices from the refrigerator, and I ended up eating those instead of the cake and pizza.
We ended up at the table for two hours. The atmosphere was peaceful and heavy with relief, and no one brought up anything unpleasant, but there were lingering anxieties that were nearly tangible. Thomas and Inola just seemed happy Gabriel and I were there, but their eyes worriedly lingered on me as Inola coaxed me to eat.
Gabriel ate half of the cake himself. When I unconsciously wiped a smudge of frosting off the corner of his mouth, his eyes lit up with glowing happiness, but it was followed by a smoldering protectiveness so fierce I could barely maintain eye contact.
Weariness soon filled me. None of them knew the things that had transpired within the wooden room, and the questions hovered in the air unasked. Even I couldn’t remember everything; so much of it was a blur of pain and darkness.
But I knew Elias had given me his blood, and I had no idea why.
It made feel guilty. Elias’s blood was actually inside my body. Being around vampires for so long, I was familiar with their way of thinking. Someone else’s blood besides Gabriel’s was inside of me, and even though it had been to save my life, and even though I’d had no say in the matter, I felt like I had betrayed Gabriel.
Had I imagined the alien pain when I’d stared at the painting? Had it only been my fear twisting my emotions when Elias had come at me that last time in the wooden room? Surely Elias had not given me enough blood to try to form a blood connection. Why would he do such a thing?
I didn’t realize how lost in thought I was until Gabriel rubbed my arm.
“Are you tired?” he asked carefully.
Surprisingly, I was tired. “I know I’ve been asleep for a long time, but I am feeling drowsy,” I confessed.
“Don’t worry about it,” Inola reassured me. “You rest as much as you need to.”
“What she said,” Thomas agreed. “Besides, you weren’t really sleeping.”
I smiled at them. I was so happy they were ok and here with me.
Gabriel took my hand and pulled me gently to my feet.
“Come with me,” he said.




Chapter 4 Guardian Angel
Many of my worries drained away due to being alone with Gabriel again.
As soon as he closed the bedroom door, he pulled me into his arms, and I sighed against his black T-shirt. The comforting scent of pine needles filled my nostrils, and the smell even made my heart slow down a bit.
He held me for an immeasurable amount of time before I broke the silence.
“Are you ok, Gabriel?”
He tilted my chin up. “Why would you ask me that?”
“It’s just . . . you must have been so worried and scared. I know I would have been.”
He looked at me tenderly. “Worried and scared is an understatement, heart. In my eyes, the world was ending. It was crashing down around me, and I didn’t know how to stop it. . . .” He ran a finger along the length of my cheek, sending flaming butterflies across my skin with his touch. “How very like you, my dearest Kara, to worry for me when it is you who have truly suffered.”
“You’ve suffered,” I countered. “I’ve felt it.”
His eyes radiated pain. His next words were so soft I could barely hear them. “Any pain I feel has been brought upon me because of my own actions. And your pain is my burden as well; I have caused most of your troubles. Let us not pretend otherwise.”
“But I have forgiven you,” I said. “Isn’t that what you wanted all along?”
He stroked my curls, interlocking his fingers around the tendrils. “I have wanted your forgiveness more than anything, but I do not allow myself for even a moment to think I am worthy of it.” He paused, his head bowing. “I do not let myself believe I am worthy of you. . . .”
I wrapped my arms around his neck. “Then I suppose you think you are not worthy of kissing me, either,” I taunted lightly.
His eyes hardened. “You are right. But that has never stopped me before, has it?”
His lips came down on mine, and I sagged against him, immediately overwhelmed by his scent and touch. He held me against him tightly, molding our bodies together. His mouth crushed mine, drugging me with its softness. When our lips parted, my heart stopped briefly, and Gabriel’s hand flew to my chest to rest over the wavering muscle.
Briefly, I was amazed at how acute his senses were, but soon the thought was lost as his lips continued to caress my own.
It took too long for me to notice that my back was now against silk sheets. Gabriel had me pinned to the bed, and he was just as lost in me as I was in him.
His mouth left mine and drifted to my neck. I tensed, unsure.
He shuddered and pulled away, turning onto his back. He was breathing even harder than I was.
“I am sorry,” he said. “I will not bite you. Please believe me. Please do not be afraid.”
“I’m not afraid of you,” I worded carefully.
He didn’t miss my meaning. “Not of me . . .” His anger was palpable. “Did he . . . ? Kara, did he?”
I stared at the ceiling.
“Kara, please . . . ,” he said, his voice breaking. My heart burned in response to his pain.
My words were slow and whispered. “I can’t remember everything. From what I can remember, he hurt me. He chained me, stabbed me, kicked me, starved me, and he withheld water from me. He never touched me in a sexual way. He talked to me some, and I thought I saw you.” I made myself face him. “But it was actually him I saw, and the next thing I knew, you two were fighting. Gabriel, he broke our blood connection by giving me a complete blood transfusion. And I only had a shoulder wound when you saved me because he . . . he gave me his blood. I think he gave me enough to form a small blood connection between us.”  
Gabriel’s eyes were haunted, the face of a man forced to watch someone he loved tortured. It took several minutes for him to compose himself enough to move, and all I could do was watch helplessly as pain, rage, and hatred warred inside his eyes.
He rose, going to a draped window. He leaned against the wall, staring at the drapes where no sun shone through. His body quivered, and I swallowed hard when he spoke.
“What am I supposed to say? Thank God he didn’t rape you, or drink your blood? Thank God you were not hurt as badly as you could have been? At least you’re alive? Nothing I say can make up for what happened. Nothing I do can make up for your suffering or make up for this life I have forced you into. And to top everything off . . . I cannot even kill him!”
Suddenly, he blurred, turning away from the window and appearing across the room. I didn’t even see him hit it, but I heard the sound as his fist made contact with the wall. Plaster went everywhere.
I sat up on the bed. “Gabriel, me loving you is not your fault. It’s not my fault, either. It just happened between us. You can say it’s because we’re Eternals, but I think it would have happened anyway, and I wouldn’t trade it for anything. You once told me that you couldn’t help your feelings for me, remember?”
He wouldn’t look at me. “I remember. But this is the first time I truly regret the night I took you. The night I changed everything. . . . Your pulse was like a beacon to me. When I first heard your heartbeat, it was almost like a siren call, a magnetic pounding that drew me in and begged me to take you. Now the sound is like music to me, the blissful, rapid song of your life. But if I had ignored it and waited for the sun like I’d originally planned, you would be perfectly safe.”
His words made me go cold. The thought of him burning alive was too much. And if I was being completely honest with myself, the thought of him leaving me alone that night made me feel just as cold.
“But you would be dead. . . .”
“And you would be safe.”
I took a deep breath. “I almost can’t believe what I’m about to say, but you need to listen to me. I know you won’t believe my words at first, but please listen. I no longer resent you attacking me that night, Gabriel. Yes, I wish you would have just, you know, introduced yourself instead of biting me. And sure, if you hadn’t attacked me, I probably would be safe. I probably would have married Miles, popped out a few kids, and died of cancer or old age.”
“It is what should have happened. I took that from you.”
“Yes, you did. You took me away from a normal life and thrust me into a supernatural one full of danger, blood, and love. Impossible, undying love. I never would have experienced the type of love I feel now in a regular life. And that’s exactly what you took from me. A regular life. I was meant for more than that. I am strong enough to endure your world; I think I have proved that. ”
He eyed me slowly. “Is this the pain medicine talking, or do you really feel this way?”
“I told you before that what happened to me put certain things into perspective. It changed me. You changed me, just like I changed you. I’m no longer the Kara I was before my parents died, or even the same Kara you attacked. Be that good or bad, this is the way I feel now.”
Gabriel’s eyes were suddenly ageless. “You are saying these things to try to make me not feel guilty. Healing me of my self-hatred cannot be done with lies, dearest heart.”
Slowly, I held my arm out to him, wrist up. “Don’t believe me?”
His eyes widened before he shook his head. “I will not. Earlier when I was kissing you, my mouth going to your neck was completely an unconscious move on my part because I have been neglecting my thirst. I did not take much blood from you when I drank from you, so I am still a little thirsty; I just haven’t been drinking adequately since you were taken. And although the blood inside of you is different, I could not tell. You are still you, and it tasted the same to me as it always has. All I felt was you. All I felt was my heart, but you felt . . . unimaginably unstable. It nearly killed me to feel you so broken. . . . Still, there is no excuse for my reflex—I am sorry. And you were afraid when my mouth went to your neck. Are you not still?”
I brought my wrist down and stared at the fading fang scars. “Maybe I am. I think the sight of my blood frightens me now. I just . . . miss being connected to you.”
He sat down beside me, and I rested my head against his shoulder. He kissed my forehead, and I understood everything from the gesture.
He would never drink my blood again, not unless I truly willed it and was not afraid.
“Why would he try to form a connection?” I asked quietly.
He tucked a curl behind my ear. “Truthfully, I do not know. Whatever his reasons, it cannot be good. I can only surmise that . . .”
He didn’t finish, and although I was afraid to ask, I couldn’t help myself.
“Surmise what?”
Gabriel was very still. “That he has chosen a different path of revenge. He is going to try to take you from me in a way even crueler than what he originally planned.”
I started shaking hard enough that my teeth began to chatter. I knew Gabriel had to be thinking of the same scenarios as me, and even though I tried not to think, I couldn’t silence my brain.
What would he do next? Control me to forget about Gabriel and to love him instead? Change me into a vampire?
But none of those scenarios felt right. There was a part of me, or more likely, the part of him inside of me, that knew the truth. There was something he wanted from me; that much I had discerned, but I couldn’t tell what it was.
He didn’t want to harm me until he tried something with me, but what could he possibly want?
Gabriel held me until my teeth stopped chattering. Instead of pounding like it was about to explode, my heart rate eventually went back to its somewhat reasonable pace.
“If there is a blood connection between you two, you are not safe no matter where I keep you,” Gabriel said. “You are going to have to have another blood transfusion. I never would have thought of such a method, but I am glad he spilled the secret.”
“But he doesn’t know about this place, right?”
“He is smart enough to know I would have my own place. Even when you belong to a coven, it’s very common to have your own refuge. But does he know the exact location? Most likely not.”
“Well, all I know is that we are in Canada,” I said.
“Right now you do not need to know the specifics of our location for your own protection, at least until we get you to the hospital. Are you all right with getting another blood transfusion?”
“Yes, that’s fine.”
“I could Control you to not be able to feel him, but I want the connection gone. Just the thought of him having a blood connection with you makes me sick,” he said angrily.
Loud noises began to echo throughout the house, making me jump and putting my heart once again into overdrive.
Gabriel kissed my cheek. “It’s all right. It is a surprise for you. Your guests have arrived.”
“Guests?” I asked doubtfully. But then I saw the twinkle in his scintillating eyes, and I understood immediately.
I threw my arms around his neck, pain twisting my shoulder. “Thank you, Gabriel!”
“They’ve been with a sitter again, so they will be overjoyed to see you. I paid the woman to bring them out here. A few of the coven members were watching your house and made sure she wasn’t followed. Just to be safe, Thomas picked your pets up about ten miles away from here, so the members will not know our exact location, either,” Gabriel explained.
The bedroom door opened. “Heads up,” Thomas said.
My dogs bounded into the room. Tassy, Clover, and Everest jumped up onto the bed and covered me in dog kisses. I laughed joyously, and I was trying my best to hold all three of them when Inola came inside the room.
“Where do I put the snake?”
“Nelly can come in here,” I said, smiling.
She looked relieved. “Good. I’ve never liked snakes. I was bitten by one when I was little, and I have not been able to shake my uneasiness around them since.”
Thomas looked down at his feet. Millie and Denny were rubbing their heads against his shoes.
“Yeah, well, I don’t like cats,” Thomas muttered.
Inola giggled. “They sure love you. It’s probably because you usually smell like food.” She looked to Gabriel and me. “I am going into town to pick up some more pet supplies and groceries. Need anything?”
“No, thank you,” I replied.
“Some more blood bags, if you don’t mind going by the blood bank,” Gabriel said casually. “Kara is going to need a complete blood transfusion, but we will go tomorrow. I would like to give her a day to enjoy her pets, but I need the blood now.”
Thomas looked confused and opened his mouth to speak, but Inola elbowed him in the ribs.
“I don’t mind at all,” Inola said.
“Thanks.”
“Why does she need a transfusion?” Thomas asked anyway.
“I’ll tell you two later, Thomas,” Gabriel said in a way that ended the discussion immediately.
The pet sitter had actually brought my fish as well, and it was a good thing Gabriel had a fish tank in the living room. After I fed all of my babies, I sat down on the floor with Panini and Dandelion in my lap.
Gabriel watched me cuddle with them, a soft fondness in his eyes.
“Not tired anymore?” he asked me.
I nuzzled Panini. “Not really. My animals have always been revitalizing to me.”
He chuckled. “I am glad. It’s nice to see you this way.”
I pulled a wad of Everest’s hair off of my shirt. “What way? Looking like I just spent the night in a kennel?”
“Seeing you happy.”
His words made glowing warmth spread throughout my body, but all too soon, the warmth faded.
“I wonder if Candice thinks I took off again. I wonder if she’s worried,” I said.
“I can always have someone from Violet Memory stop by her shop and Control her to not be concerned,” Gabriel said.
I shook my head. “That’s all right. She already thinks I took off once, so she probably isn’t surprised I’m gone again. I wonder if Lila or Miles . . .”
I stopped myself. They were from a part of my life I could never return to. For their own safety, I had to accept that.
I kissed Dandelion’s nose to hide my face from Gabriel, but I still felt his gaze on me. I knew he was worried, but I also knew he was watching for when I could feel him again. Gabriel could read me well enough to know; he had known when I’d stared at the painting of Lucy.
I knew he also couldn’t stand the idea of me having such an intimate connection with his worst enemy, and I was surprised he was letting me have this day with my animals instead of severing the connection as quickly as possible. But I knew Gabriel was worried about upsetting me; he had said I’d felt unstable and broken on the inside. Maybe my animals would lift my spirits enough to heal a small part of me.
The rest of the day went well. My animals helped my mood tremendously, but when evening came, I walked out of the bathroom to find Gabriel gone from the bedroom.
Unreasonably, I started to panic. I knew he hadn’t left, but it was almost as if Gabriel was the only thing connecting me to sanity, and I needed him more than I ever had before.
I ran out of the bedroom, shoving past Inola in the hallway. Thomas grabbed my waist before I could fully enter the kitchen, but it was too late.
It was then I found out that it wasn’t just my blood that bothered me, but blood in general.
Gabriel was in front of the refrigerator drinking from a blood bag. The sight of the liquid staining his lips made me start shaking, and I dry heaved a little.
Gabriel looked up in surprise as Thomas whirled me away.
“He didn’t want you to see that,” Thomas said as he sat me down on the couch in the living room.
I was frozen. I couldn’t think. Couldn’t do anything. All I could see was blood running down wooden walls. Silver eyes gleamed at me in the dark.
Thomas held my wrists in his hands. “You came running out of that room like it was on fire. Gabriel would never leave you, Red. You know that, don’t you?”
His words didn’t fully register in my mind. The pressure around my wrists, just like iron manacles, stole the majority of my focus. I shook so hard the walls quivered.
“Red? Hey, snap out of it. No one here is going to hurt you.”
Cold air whipped around me, and the scent of pine needles drifted into my nostrils. I was too dizzy and sick to truly see my surroundings, but soon I felt familiar silk sheets beneath me once again.
“Kara, look at me. I thought I had time to do that while you got ready for bed. It’s over, and I am here now.”
I was trying to reach him. I was there with him, but only halfway. My eyes burned.
“She needs to let it out. It needs to run its course. It will not heal her completely, but it will help.”
“Inola—”
“Trust me. I have been where she is, after I lost my first husband and son.”
“How can I help her?”
“Just keep doing what you are doing, but don’t encourage her to hold it in.”
I thought a door clicked shut.
Gabriel was stroking my face, my arms, my sides. I was aware enough to see how worried he looked. My heart broke for him, but the waves of panic and fear far outweighed my concern for him.
“You know, since I got you back, you have not shed a single tear. You used to cry so much, and I know you hated it, and I know you thought you were weak because of it, but you were so sad, scared, and angry. It was a completely appropriate response. Maybe if you cry, you will feel better. Let out some of the poison inside of you, heart.”
He was right. For once, I wanted to cry. I truly did, but my body wouldn’t let me.
Gabriel studied my lack of response. The shaking stopped, and I just stayed there, barely blinking.
Blood still ran down the walls. Searing pain gripped my body, my muscles locking up from lack of water. My fingertips started to go numb.
Gabriel was there, and then he wasn’t. My hair flitted across my face, the only proof I had that he had been with me at all. His absence was like icy water, shocking my senses into full awareness.
It felt as if the manacles were still chaining me to the ground, but finally, I was able to sit up and get off the bed. My dogs paced the room, whining worriedly.
“Gabriel?” I said hesitantly.
Why would he leave me? Where did he go?
I left the bedroom and searched the house, pretending the blood on the walls didn’t exist.
No one was there. Not even Inola and Thomas.
My throat was constricting, and breathing became difficult. Rational thought left me. The deep-rooted instinct inside of me that told me Gabriel was still there became buried.  
I went to the front door and tried to open it, but it was locked from the outside. So was the back door. I pulled aside the front drapes to look for a car, but it was too black out to see. I turned the porch lights on, but the light was weak, giving no evidence of a vehicle.
The red on the walls shifted into something far worse. Pure darkness. The silver-eyed monster had left me without a trace of light, trapped like an animal.
And now Gabriel had left me in the same way.
“Gabriel!” I screamed.
No answer.
“Please, Gabriel. I can’t see. . . .”
Silence.
Blindly, I felt my way toward the kitchen. It took a few minutes, but my fingers finally touched the phone hanging on the kitchen wall. I knew Gabriel’s phone number by heart; I had spent a lot of time staring at his contact information during our three months apart.
It took several tries. My fingers were shaking bad enough that I dropped the phone twice. I dialed wrong six times because I couldn’t see the buttons.
The phone went straight to voicemail. And it was hearing his voice, but him not being there, that finally allowed my burning eyes to shed tears. I dropped to my knees and sobbed.
Immediately, he was there. My sight returned as soon as his arms went around me.
“I didn’t want to leave you. I am so sorry. Thomas said it was the only way to get you to let it out,” Gabriel said, his voice raw with agony.
He didn’t try to stop me when I weakly pushed him away. I brought my hand up and slapped him as hard as I could across his cheek.
The action didn’t seem to faze him; he only caressed my face and pulled me onto his lap.
I cried in Gabriel’s arms for two hours straight. I wasn’t strong enough like I had thought, but Gabriel shared with me his unending strength.             
When I was done crying, I knew I wanted nothing more than to be connected to Gabriel once again after I got my blood transfusion.
***
My dream was not my own that night.
I knew what it felt like to be inside someone else’s dream. But of course, this dream was not Gabriel’s.
It was Elias’s.
The dream wavered around the edges and flickered precariously, warning me that the blood connection with Elias was thin and already close to fading completely.
It was nighttime, the moon full and glowing in the sky. I was terrified of Elias when I saw him, and I hid from him as he walked down a street. There were houses around, but they were so far apart it was likely the owners never even made friends with their neighbors.
I watched Elias as he looked around, something on his face I couldn’t quite pinpoint. Finally, I realized it was the face of a lion stalking its prey.
He was hunting.
His head tilted to the side, hearing something I could not. He went toward one of the houses, slinking into the backyard. I ran after him, confident now I couldn’t be seen.
“Please . . . help me,” a weak voice said.
Shock tore through me. A girl no more than eight years old was sprawled on the grass under a large tree. Her left leg stuck out at an odd angle. Drying blood covered one side of her face and neck where the skin had been scraped raw, and she was holding her torso as if she couldn’t breathe.
But her injuries were not what surprised me.
The girl looked very similar to a young Lucy. She was not identical, but she could have easily been mistaken for a sister of Lucy and Gabriel. Her hair was an inky black, tangled and matted with clumps of dirt. Her eyes were green, much darker than Lucy and Gabriel’s, and they were flecked with golden specks. Her nose was exactly the same as Lucy’s, but her mouth was smaller, and her cheekbones were a little higher.
Elias did not move. He stared down at her in almost horror.
The girl did not seem to be frightened of the pale stranger whose eyes shone like the light of the moon.
“Help me. Please h-help me.”
Elias still did not move, but he finally spoke. “What happened to you? Where are your parents?”
The little girl looked up at the tree. “My dad had to go out of town today. I told him I was big enough to stay by myself. I was flying a kite, and it got stuck in the tree. I c-climbed the tree, but I fell.”
Elias looked to the pink kite in the tree. It was way too high up for a child to climb and retrieve.
He crouched down to her. “How long have you been out here?”
“S-Since afternoon. I’ve been trying to scream for help. . . .” She winced in pain, tears streaking her cheeks. “But it’s h-hard to breathe.”
Elias knelt down next to the girl, his movements slow. Gentle. He touched her side carefully, and she hissed.
“I am sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you. It looks like you have a few broken ribs. Your leg is also broken.”
I couldn’t move. What was he doing? Would he seriously kill this helpless child? Was he that far gone?
“What is your name?” he asked her.
“Olivia.”
“Ok, Olivia. I need you to stay calm.”
Olivia’s face became trance-like. He was Controlling her.
“I’m calm,” she replied.
Elias brought his wrist to his mouth, bit with his fangs, and held the dripping arm out to her.
“Don’t be scared, all right? Go ahead and drink this.”
She had no choice, and she placed her mouth over the bite. It wasn’t long before her leg popped back into place. Her hand left her side as her ribs obviously healed, and the wounds on her face and neck faded. Only dried blood remained on her skin.
Elias pulled away from her and jumped up, scaling the tree’s branches as Olivia watched in fascination. He grabbed the kite and jumped back down, his movements silent.
He held the kite out to her. “Here you go.”
She stood up. “Wow, thank you! Are you my guardian angel?”
Elias actually laughed good-naturedly. It sounded so strange to me.
“Quite the opposite, really.”
Olivia smiled. “You are! You are my guardian angel! You saved me.”
He crouched down to her level. “Listen to me, Olivia. You need to go back inside. Do not come out until your father gets home, and don’t do anything else dangerous. Make sure you drink some water, too. Do you have food in there that needs cooking?”
She shook her head. “No. There are sandwiches and fruit.”
“All right, then. Inside you go.”
She ran to the house, the biggest grin on her face. When she got to the back door, she turned around.
“You didn’t tell me your name,” she said.
But Elias was gone.
Olivia clutched the kite. “I have a guardian angel! I have a guardian angel!”
She went inside the house, singing about her angel.
I could scarcely breathe. This was not a just a dream.
This was a memory.
Elias had saved Olivia, and he hadn’t Controlled her to forget about him. Had he checked on her since it’d happened?
I looked to the fading moon as the dream dissolved around me. I only knew one thing for sure. It was something I didn’t want to accept, but it was most likely my only chance for survival.
Elias could still be saved, and Olivia was the key.




Chapter 5 An Offer Refused
My eyes opened. I was in Gabriel’s bed, wrapped in his arms. His eyes were closed, his black hair nearly covering them. His breathing was deep and even.
My heart hurt for him as I realized this was most likely the first time he had slept, truly slept, since I’d come into his life. Or rather, since he had forced himself into mine. He’d used the conscious sleep when we had stayed at the coven house, so he had still been aware of his surroundings; I knew it hadn’t been very restful to him.
The memory of his eyes snapping open when I’d held the stake over his heart flashed inside my mind, and I could still feel myself stabbing Gabriel while under Emma’s Control.
I shuddered. Just the thought of holding a stake anywhere even remotely near Gabriel made me sick.
I snuggled against him closer and fought the urge to stretch, not wanting to disturb him. He needed his rest. He needed a clear head so he could fully understand what I was going to tell him.
He wasn’t going to like it. I didn’t like it, but I knew how limited our choices were. I was going to have to get Thomas and Inola on my side. I would need their help in making Gabriel see the wisdom of my plan.
One of the biggest downfalls was that I couldn’t do the blood transfusion yet. I needed the blood connection with Elias so I could keep gauging his intentions, so that meant I couldn’t allow myself to be connected to Gabriel.
Elias trying to form a blood connection between us was an even bigger sign than the dream. Deep down, he was desperate. He had to be if he actually wanted my help.
I pushed away the remnants of the dream and smiled softly. I felt so much better today. Letting out some of the jagged pain inside of me had truly helped. Gabriel’s method had sucked, but that was one of the things I reluctantly admired about him. Gabriel wasn’t afraid to paint himself in a bad light or even push me toward the edge of hating him again when it came to doing what he believed was necessary for me.
I rested contently in Gabriel’s arms for three more hours. Finally, his eyelids fluttered, and vampire eyes blinked at me rapidly.
“Hey, sleepyhead,” I teased.
“What time is it?” Gabriel mumbled thickly.
I looked at the blue numbers on the alarm clock behind his head. “Eleven in the morning. You do realize the sun is probably out? Our schedule is backwards.”
“You were tired. I was tired. Seriously, this is the first time I’ve really slept since . . .”
I smirked. “Since you attacked me?”
“Don’t smile about that. It is not funny. I think I liked it better when you didn’t treat that so casually.”
“Fine, then,” I said, turning away from him onto my side. “I hate you again. Happy now?”
In a matter of mere seconds, he rolled me onto my back and got on top of me, gently pinning me beneath him. All I could do was stare at his lips, my breathing too shallow and too fast.
“Not sure I believe you, heart. Your eyes aren’t burning with rage the way they used to. And even when you did hate me . . .”
He leaned down to me, his lips barely brushing mine. The feather-like touch was agonizing; I wanted him to truly kiss me instead of teasing me.  
“You still wanted me. I could always tell,” he said against my mouth. “Just like I can tell now. It drives me crazy knowing that you want me. It always has.”
“Please . . . please kiss me.”
His lips were still hardly touching mine. I felt him smile.
“Gabriel,” I begged.
He growled deep in his throat and crushed his lips against mine. I gasped against him, pressing my body against his as tightly as I could. My shoulder hurt, but I couldn’t care. He deepened the kiss, his tongue clashing with mine, his hands burning cold on my waist, arms, and thighs.
I bit down slightly on his bottom lip, and his hands tightened on me in warning. I needed to be more careful, or he was going to lose control.  
I almost protested when his mouth left mine, but instead, my entire body arched against him as his lips made a trail of icy fire from my neck to my chest. He gripped the straps of my tank top, his tongue lightly stroking the very tops of my breasts. I was unable to catch my breath as his lips returned to my mouth.
I was lost in him. I wanted him with every fiber of my being. I pulled at his black T-shirt, trying to get it off.
He smiled against my lips. “Are you sure?” he whispered.
I almost wished he hadn’t asked.  
I tilted my head away from him, breaking the kiss. “We probably shouldn’t,” I said, my voice full of regret.
Even though our blood connection was gone, he understood. “Ah, I see. Yes, it is possible to have a blood connection to more than one person. As you can imagine, it gets very confusing and overwhelming. Humans have been known to kill themselves because of it.” He traced my face with his fingers, his touch gentle and careful. “You only want to make love with me if we can blood share during it. I want the same. I could try not to take enough blood from you to form one, but with you drinking mine and us most likely getting carried away, it’s not a good idea. I also drank a little from you yesterday, so we should not risk it. Well, at least we won’t have to wait much longer.”
I bit my lip. “Um . . . about that,” I said hesitantly.
“What is it?”
“I don’t want the blood transfusion yet,” I said quickly, forcing the words out.
He stared at me like I had spoken a different language. “Come again?”
“I want to explain to Thomas and Inola as well.”
“Tell me first,” he said. I could hear he was trying to keep his voice calm, but his words had been edged with ice.
“No. They need to hear it.”
He rolled off of me and stood up, his eyes fire. My stomach clenched.
“You mean you want them to take your side of whatever it is you have cooked up in your head. Well listen to me, Kara Alyne, I know you a whole lot better than you think, and the answer is no. Your compassion will be the death of you when it comes to Elias.”
I sat up. “You didn’t even give me the chance to explain!”
“No explanation will be good enough. I am scared to death of losing you, Kara. I have almost lost you too many times. It is not going to happen.”
“Do you think I want you to keep risking your life? You can’t even kill him! And what about Inola and Thomas? Are their lives expendable to you?”
He turned away from me. “We are not discussing this further.”
I stood up, going to him and making him look at me. “Yes, we are!”
The bedroom door opened. “What is going on in here?” Inola asked, concern etched on her face.
Thomas followed behind her. “Box fans only keep out so much noise, people. Why are you two fighting again?”
I stared daggers at Thomas. Gabriel ignored him and looked to Inola. “She wants to try to reach Elias. You know, try to talk to him and see if he wants to bake some cupcakes or adopt a kitten. Things that’ll bring out his good side,” Gabriel said.
My hands trembled, going to my temples in fists. “Ugh, I did not say that! You didn’t see what I saw last night. I dreamed about one of his memories. There was a little girl who was hurt, and he saved her life.”
“One good deed after many lifetimes of cruelty does not mean he is capable of reformation,” Gabriel said.
“What I saw was a lot more promising than anything I ever got from you!” I shot.
The room grew very still. I instantly regretted my words when I saw how pale Gabriel had become.
Why had I said that? No one hated himself or his actions more than Gabriel did.  There was no reason to throw salt on his wounds when I was supposed to be helping him forgive himself.
Even Thomas looked unnerved. “Red, is it possible what you saw was only just a dream? Or maybe even something he fabricated to make you think he was worthy of change? You know vampires can choose whether to dream or not. He may simply be playing on your emotions.”
I shook my head. “I know the difference between a dream and a memory because of when I was connected to Gabriel. This was real, and even if he was making himself dream this on purpose, it is very possible it’s because he wanted me to see it, or at least it’s important enough to him that he wanted to relive it again. And the girl looked very similar to Lucy. She wasn’t identical, but she looked enough like Lucy that it shocked him. Maybe if she is still alive she can help us reach him. I don’t think it was too long ago that he saved her; a lot of the cars were late nineties models.
Inola toyed with her braid. “Kara, you are talking about involving an innocent girl here, one who may very well be killed in the process. She might not even be alive. If she is alive, she might be married. She may even have children,” Inola said.
“But if she truly looked like Lucy, he would keep tabs on her, wouldn’t he, Gabriel?” Thomas asked.
Gabriel nodded slightly.
“This is the best option,” I pleaded. “Elias could have let me die, but he didn’t. He formed the connection on purpose. I think he wants my help.”
“Why would you try to help him after what he has done?” Inola asked softly.
“Gabriel was lost once. Elias is lost as well. If this works, your lives won’t be in danger because you won’t have to try to kill him anymore.” I looked at Gabriel. “We can’t just hide here forever.”
“We can,” Gabriel disagreed.
“He’ll find us eventually,” Thomas said.
Gabriel sighed. “So you are siding with her? Figures.”
Thomas shrugged. “There is no harm in at least trying it her way.”
Inola crossed her arms against her chest. “I’m not so sure. No matter what we try, I do not see this ending well.”
“I’ll try to talk to him and—”
Suddenly, Gabriel was right in front of me. He trapped both of my wrists in his hands.
“Are you insane? Need I remind you about what he has done to you? Have you forgotten you’re not physically or emotionally stable enough right now to even leave this house?” Gabriel said angrily.
“I know this isn’t going to be easy, but the connection is weak and might fade soon. I need to know what he is feeling. I need to know if he truly wants help and—”
Gabriel shook me slightly. “Don’t make me Control you, Kara! I do not want to, but if I have to do it to make you stop this nonsense, I will.”
Cold shock flew down my spine, and I felt my lips go white. Gabriel’s pupils dilated when he registered the fear in my eyes. His grip on my wrists lessened, and he pulled me carefully against him.
“Please don’t look at me like that,” he whispered into my ear. “Don’t start being afraid of me again.”
Thomas came closer to us. “Gabriel, come with me. We need to talk,” he said. Thomas winked at me, but there was no reassurance in the gesture.
Inola studied Thomas before putting her hand on Gabriel’s shoulder. I didn’t miss the silent communication that I knew had taken place between them.
“Gabriel, go with Thomas. I will stay with Kara,” Inola said.
Gabriel sighed, planting a kiss on my temple before he left my side. He glanced at me once with worried eyes before following Thomas out of the bedroom.
Inola planted me on a chair. “Let’s take a look at your shoulder. It is time to change the dressing.”
I took off my tank top to make it easier on her, feeling no embarrassment in front of her. She had bathed and dressed me more than once already—like the time Elias had ripped the old man’s heart from his chest right in front of me, and I had hit my head on a rock running away from him.
I shuddered. Did I really want to try to save someone who had done something like that? Gabriel had killed many people in his lifetime, but only for blood. He had never torn someone’s heart out of their chest. . . .
Inola came out of the bathroom with the bag containing first aid supplies.
“Ready?” she asked.
I nodded and remained quiet while she did her work. Her touch was gentle, but the wound burned, and the pain ran deep.
“I know it hurts, honey. I’m so sorry. It is past time for your pain medicine.”
I put my tank top back on when she was done. She handed me two white pills and a glass of water. I clutched the pills, making no move to take them.     
“Kara?” Inola prodded gently.
“He threatened me.”
She closed her eyes briefly and worried at her bottom lip with her teeth. “He is terrified, child. He didn’t mean it.”
I swallowed the pills and set the glass down before cracking my knuckles. “He did mean it. You know he did. Don’t try to lie to me.”
“Gabriel would never do anything that wasn’t in your best interest.”
“That’s a matter of perspective,” I muttered.
She studied her hands before speaking, and her next words were very quiet. “He loves you.”
I nodded. “I know he does. I’m starting to think he loves me too much.”
I looked to the heavy drapes that hid the sun and wondered what Gabriel and Thomas were discussing out in the living room.
“Inola, what are they talking about?” I asked.
She picked up the first aid bag and went toward the bathroom. “Thomas is trying to get Gabriel on your side.”
My eyes narrowed. I didn’t miss the fact that she hadn’t turned to face me while answering. I waited for her to come back out of the bathroom.
“So I can trust them? And you too, right? All of you will try to help me in a non-confrontational way?” I asked.
Her face was unreadable. “Obviously, we will not go weaponless, but of course you can trust us.”
I stared at her black eyes. They were cold and fathomless.
Every instinct in my body was screaming at me. Never, never completely trust a vampire. Not even Gabriel.
Especially not Gabriel.
***
Gabriel and Thomas joined us after a half hour, and I was more uneasy now than before they had left the room.
Inola had hardly spoken to me after changing my dressing. Her eyes had stayed on the wall, silently communicating with Thomas, and through him, Gabriel.
I meticulously studied the vampires who were now my family. Gabriel sat beside me on a black couch, and Inola and Thomas sat across from us in velvet armchairs.
Inola’s face was blank, but her eyes were soft whenever they rested on my hurt shoulder. I knew Inola would choose whatever outcome held the highest chance of survival for us, regardless of the consequences.
Thomas looked like he always did, unbothered and relaxed, and that was unhelpful. His hands rested behind his head, and his eyes were trained on the ceiling. There was no telling what was running through his mind—only Inola truly knew.
Gabriel was like I thought he would be. His eyes never left me, and they blazed with the fierce protectiveness I had become so accustomed to seeing. It was his protectiveness that made me more nervous than even seeing Elias again.
Something told me it would ultimately be the driving force behind my fate.
I cleared my throat. “I assume this is the part where you tell me the conditions of how we may do this?” I said lightly.
Thomas snickered, his eyes remaining on the ceiling. Inola crossed her arms over her chest. Gabriel looked at me in silence.
“Should I go first?” I asked.
“Oh, so you have terms?” Gabriel asked almost coldly.
“Of course,” I answered.
“Then let me save you some time. My terms, not yours, and that is non-negotiable.”
I managed a smile. “It’s 2018. Don’t you know it’s politically correct for the girl to wear the pants in romantic relationships?”
“Kara, can you not be flippant right now? This is not a joke. This is your life,” Inola interjected.
“Not just my life, but yours as well. That’s the main reason why I want to do this,” I said. “I want all of us to be free of him, and we need to be careful how we do it. If we screw this up, one of you may be killed, and I can’t live with that.”
“Then call off this stupid idea,” Gabriel said through clenched teeth.
I squeezed his hand, and the gesture made the fire in his eyes fade a little.
“I don’t want to do this, Gabriel,” I said. “I’m so terrified of him. I always have been. I’m scared of what he could do to me, and what he may do to all of you. But I don’t want to run for the rest of my life. Please, let’s just try to talk to him.”
The fire flared again. It was as much of an answer as any words he could say.
“If it doesn’t work, then we will just hide for the rest of my life, ok? But I don’t think the connection is strong enough for me to talk to him telepathically.”
“Why don’t you just shoot him a text?” Thomas suggested, looking down at Millie in his lap. He half-heartedly tried to push her off, but her claws were stuck to his jeans.
“Sure, Thomas. I’ll just do that. He is a favorite in my contact information,” I said sweetly.
Thomas grinned at me.
“I don’t even have my cell phone anymore,” I snapped.
Inola pointed toward the dresser. “It’s inside the first drawer. Sorry, we forgot to mention it; it seemed unimportant in light of everything that has happened. But talking to him on the phone seems to be a reasonable idea. Someone in Violet Memory has to have his phone number.”
I leaned down to scratch Clover’s head. “I can try to call him, but I’m not counting on it to be that easy. I hope it is, though.”
Suddenly, a shiver ran down my bones and settled into the deepest core of my being. It was so faint, barely there, but it was him. He felt unstable and tired. Before I could even lift my eyes to Gabriel’s, Elias was gone.
My phone rang.
I jumped up, but as soon as my feet touched the floor, all three vampires were at the dresser. Millie hissed at my feet, angry at being tossed so abruptly.
“Let me take a wild guess at who it is,” Inola said, handing the phone to Gabriel. “It can’t be a coincidence.”
Gabriel looked like he was about to crush the piece of metal.
I went toward him with my hand out. “Let me,” I said in a voice that sounded much braver than I felt.
Gabriel’s face took on a look of desperation, and it gnawed at my heart.
“Kara, you do not have to do this,” Gabriel said. “I swear to you, I will keep you safe. I know I have failed you in the past, but I promise you, I will not fail you again. He will not touch you. I won’t—”
I put my hand to his face. “Trust in me. I have put my life and my heart into your hands. Now I need you to trust me.”
It took a long time for Gabriel to give me the phone, long enough that it stopped ringing. It looked physically painful for him to place it in my hand, and the emotions in his eyes frightened me.
I kissed Gabriel's cheek before calling the number back, clutching his shirt hard enough to cause spasms in my hand.
Elias answered quickly. “Hello, little hummingbird.”
My knees turned to liquid, and only Gabriel’s reflexes kept me from falling. I buried my head in his shirt, my bravery gone. Darkness threatened to engulf me.
“Emma took your phone during the encounter in the graveyard and recorded your number for me before putting it back inside your pocket. But your phone is untraceable, if that is what you are worried about. I’m sure that’s Gabriel’s doing. Is he suffocating you with his protectiveness yet?”
I pressed the cold device harder to my cheek, unable to draw breath. I almost hung up, but I forced myself to keep the phone in my hand. A few minutes went by, but neither one of us spoke. Only the sound of soft breathing indicated he was even there.  
He was waiting patiently, but for what?
Gabriel stroked my hair. His heart beat faster than its usual slow pace, the thumps pounding reassuringly against my body. I drew from the wells of his limitless strength.
“You could have killed me. Why didn’t you? Why did you try to form a connection?” I finally managed to ask, although the words wavered and were soft enough that I could hardly hear myself.
“You already know why,” Elias replied.
It once again took minutes for me to speak. “Maybe I do know why, but why do you think I can help you?”
This time, it was his turn to be silent for a few minutes.
“I suppose because you have been the only one who can see beyond the blood. In your dying moments that you most likely don’t remember clearly, you spoke of light in me.”
My limited memories of the wooden room were too muddled and painful to dwell on.
“I will only ever love Gabriel, if that is what you mean,” I said.
“That is not what I mean,” he replied quickly. “Sorry to break your heart, little hummingbird, but I am just not into you that way.”
Thomas snickered behind me. His amusement somehow bolstered my confidence.
“You think I can help you. . . . Is that why you showed me Olivia?”
Several heartbeats went by. “I unconsciously dreamed of her. There is no reason to lie to you about that. I just want your help to see if . . . there is something left inside of me that is worth anything. Worth living for.”
“What do I get for helping you?”
“Your freedom from me, obviously. I will not harm you or your loved ones ever again. You won’t even know I am alive.”
“Out of curiosity, what if I choose not to help you?”
“Then I will find you and kill you, but only after I Control you to kill Gabriel. Maybe I’ll let you live with yourself for a few years after the fact. We both know Gabriel wouldn’t fight back if it was you. He would love you even as you drove the stake through his heart.”
Blood colored my cheeks to an angry red. “Do you want me to help you get with Olivia?”
“Olivia stays out of this and out of my life. She has nothing to do with anything.”
“Then how am I supposed to help you? There is such a thing as therapy. I don’t exactly have a degree, you know,” I snapped.
He sighed, the sound long and weary. “That is what I am not sure about. I suppose you come to me, and you stay with me for a little while. Then we can proceed from there. I know Gabriel will insist on being with you—”
Gabriel snatched the phone from my hand. “You’re insane, Elias. That is what your problem is, and no one can save you from your insanity. You are not ever going to see Kara again. Come anywhere near her, and I will kill you. Sire or not, I swear to you Elias, I will be the one who ends your life.”
Gabriel twisted the phone shut and threw the device against the wall, making my dogs bark like crazy.
“Well, I suppose that plan is out the window,” Inola said. She didn’t look upset about the outcome.
I swallowed ice. She was right. Even if Gabriel had allowed it, there was no way I would have gone to Elias and stayed with him.
How could I have helped him anyway? I could have tried to convince him to forgive Gabriel and himself, but that seemed futile; the poisonous hatred was carved into his very soul. And had he eventually changed his mind about Olivia, who was I to involve her? She was an innocent stranger.
The plan had been stupid from the beginning. I hated him too much to see any buried good within him.
“None of you would have let me see him anyway. You were all trying to be secretive and accommodating, but the minute he came anywhere near me, you would have killed him,” I said.
Thomas shrugged. “Of course we would have. We were going to try to trick Elias into thinking you would help him, and then we were going to kill him as soon as we saw him. It was up to Gabriel to decide whether he wanted to go through with this or not, and as you just saw, it’s not going to happen. He’s not going to risk your life. If you ask me, the whole charade was transparent. Elias was just trying to figure out your location.”
“But he gave me his blood. . . .”
“So he could torture you again, Red. The guy is messed up and unstable. Even if he truly wanted help from you, the smallest mishap would have made him snap and kill you.”
I sighed and turned away from them. “I’m such an idiot.”
Inola looked longingly at the draped window, the ordeal obviously forgotten. “Gabriel, you need some gardening tools if we are going to be living here.”
Thomas turned to the doorway, his arms crossing over his chest. “And a better equipped kitchen. I need a blowtorch for my baked Alaska. I could brown the meringue in the oven, but how dreadfully boring. . . .”
I smiled before looking at Gabriel, but my smile froze when I saw where Gabriel’s gaze rested. He was staring at my lips, something akin to hunger darkening his eyes.
Anticipation rushed through my body. Gabriel looked at my shaking fingers, and the corner of his mouth lifted slightly, making my pulse drown out Thomas’s ramblings.




Chapter 6 Renewed Vengeance
I adjusted once again to living in darkness. After a week, it was no longer too difficult, although there were times weakness would flow through me, my body rebelling against being nocturnal again.
The blood transfusion was not necessary. The day after I spoke to Elias, right before almost leaving for the hospital, I felt our blood connection break, a physical snap inside my heart and mind. The relief of being disconnected to him was vast, and Gabriel lost a bit of the anger lingering in his eyes.
I started to find peace with the three people I had grown to love more than anything. I missed my grandmother, but Inola updated me daily on how she was doing, as her caretakers emailed her regularly.
It was beautiful here in the mountains, the air clean and cool. The view was breathtaking, especially when you stood on the outcropping of rock near the house. It threatened to plunge you into endlessness if you stepped too close.
The weight of the world was lifting at last. Every night I gazed up into the starlit trees, leaning against Gabriel’s slow-beating heart, and I could finally breathe. As long as Gabriel was nearby, the darkness did not frighten me. He helped keep my fears away.
Using the light of lanterns, Inola and I started a flowerbed. Gabriel began painting again, although he wouldn’t allow me to see what he was working on. Thomas spent most of his time cooking and hiking in the surrounding woods; I wanted to join him on his walks, but we all agreed it was best for me to stay near the house for the time being. 
One day I joined Thomas in the kitchen after he came back from the twenty-four-hour supermarket, already seeing the idea as I helped him unload the contents. Mass quantities of chocolate chips, baking cocoa, baking chocolate, chocolate bars, chocolate syrup . . .
I giggled and grabbed a mixing bowl, yelling to Gabriel that he wasn’t allowed in the kitchen no matter what he smelled or heard. I helped Thomas make triple-chocolate brownies, chocolate mousse, homemade chocolate ice cream, fudge, and double-chocolate chip cookies.
Gabriel happily ate half of everything himself.
But it was getting harder and harder for Gabriel and me to restrain ourselves when it was bedtime.
I knew Gabriel hungered for my blood. His kisses were becoming more and more desperate. His pupils would swallow his irises, making his eyes glow black instead of green. Frequently, his fangs shot out when we were kissing, and he would run his tongue along the pulse point at my neck, his fangs scraping my skin gently as my blood called to him.
I told Gabriel he could drink my blood; there was no reason to hold back anymore. I wanted him to. I wanted him.
“Not yet,” he said, smiling against my mouth. “I want this to be special for you.”
I wriggled against him. “How is it not already special? I’m tired of waiting.”
“I’m planning something. It will be worth the wait.”
***
“Good morning, heart.”
I sleepily opened my eyes. “Don’t you mean ‘good night’?”
Gabriel’s teeth gleamed white in the dark. “I wonder how many days you could go without a single sarcastic remark.”
I stretched. “I’m not confident enough to take that challenge.”
He laughed and turned on the lamp. “I have breakfast ready for you.” He indicated the silver tray on the nightstand. There was fresh fruit and chocolate muffins.
I moaned when I saw the chocolate. “Ugh! No more. I like chocolate as much as the next girl, but I’ve had my fill for the next few decades. Plus, I’m getting fat.”
“You are gaining much needed weight, not getting fat. Why do you think Thomas has been cooking your favorite foods? I am pretty sure his skills are above making pizza and nachos.”
I poked at my stomach. “Look at this fat roll.”
“That’s called skin,” Gabriel replied. “Now eat something.”
I reached for a pear. “So what did I do to deserve breakfast in bed?”
“It’s our special day. Our special alone day. Inola and Thomas are not here right now."
I froze mid-bite. Alone. Actually alone with him. My cheeks burned.
He was watching me very carefully. “Nervous?” he asked softly.
I dropped the pear and cracked my knuckles.
“How’s the shoulder?” he asked gently.
“Stings,” I replied.
His eyes softened. “It hurts more than that.”
I shrugged, not wanting to worry him.
Gabriel took my face into his hands. “Holding back has been so hard, but I wanted you to feel completely safe and loved, and I wanted to give you time to recover. I need you to know that I love you. I need you to know I desire all of you. Your heart, your body, and your blood. As a vampire, wanting every aspect of you, to only you I bare my soul, Kara. I will love you forever, and you will always be mine.” He kissed me gently and leaned his forehead against mine, closing his eyes. “This I swear to you.”
I couldn’t move. It was nearly impossible to just sip in bits of air.
“A-Are we married now?” I asked, and then I kicked myself inwardly for saying the first thing that had popped into my head.
He smiled. “You’re not going to make this day easy for me, are you?”
I giggled. “I’ll try to do better.”
His eyes opened, and they smoldered with a love that didn’t seem possible. My heart thrummed nervously.
“Is that what you want?” he asked quietly.
“What? To make things easier for you? Not sure that I should,” I teased.
His eyes shone with unending patience. “Proposing to you was actually not in my plans today, but since you brought it up . . . Is that something you want?”
I swallowed hard, my head a blur. “You mean to tell me you never planned a proposal?” I joked.
“I said not today. I did not say I never planned one.” He tucked a curl behind my ear. “I do not want to overwhelm you. Just listen to your heart. . . .”
He moved his hand to rest lightly over the pounding muscle.
I put my hand over his. “Sure, I’ll marry you someday. I mean, who else would I marry?”
He laughed and fell back onto the bed, taking me with him. “You accepted that deep commitment graciously, heart.”
I laughed with him. “Honestly, I’m just wondering who made the actual proposal, me or you.”
“Never a dull moment.”
“Never,” I agreed.
After breakfast and a morning shower, he led me to the doorway.
“Does this special day have something to do with my dogs and cats having to stay in our bedroom?” I asked.
“Maybe,” he answered. “Can I trust you to close your eyes, or do I need to cover them?”
I smiled. “What do you think?”
His hands moved up to cover my eyes. “Walk slowly,” he said, happiness apparent in his voice. “I won’t let you run into anything.”
“I know you won’t.”
The air became charged with warmth. He pulled me gently back against him, and for a time, I just savored his comforting scent and his familiar, slow heartbeat pounding through my back. I was also letting him rejoice in the fact that I was here with him, willing and unafraid.
As he led me forward, a new scent blended in with the pine needles until it completely overpowered it. My lips curved into a grin as he uncovered my eyes to reveal what he had done to the living room.
I’d never told him my favorite flower was roses, but then again, I hadn’t needed to. He had been inside my mind; he had seen my soul. He knew me better than anyone else ever had or ever could.
The roses were everywhere, all of them as red as blood. Candles gave the room an intimate glow, casting shadows against the crimson petals. In front of the crackling fireplace was an easel, and on the easel was a painting of me sitting on the floor with Everest’s head on my lap. I was laughing and looking at something or someone the viewer could only guess at. There was the unmistakable look of happiness and love in my eyes and posture, and something else I couldn’t quite identify. My . . . essence? It was obvious Gabriel had captured something about me I had never even seen in myself.
I was speechless, especially when I saw the makeshift bed on the floor near the couch. The thick pile of black quilts and silk sheets were surrounded by rose petals, and I was pretty positive it was not intended for sleep.
I jumped when Gabriel stroked my upper arm.
“Kara?” His voice made my stomach squeeze nervously. Made my blood feel like it was burning.
I tried to reply, but my throat was suddenly very dry. I grew dizzy.
He pulled me closer to him, and I once again felt his pulse through my back. It was so much slower than my own, as if it were trying to calm my racing heart.
“Please, say something. Have I frightened you?” Gabriel asked.
I shook my head, unable to find my voice.
His fingertips quickly brushed under my eyes, obviously checking for tears. Finding none, his hands went to my shoulders, and he turned me to him gently. My eyes automatically went to the floor.
“Look at me.”
He was patient with me. It took me a few minutes to comply, and when I finally raised my eyes to his, what I saw surprised me.
He looked shy. Gabriel Arundel was actually feeling shy.
“I love it. Every bit of it,” I assured him.
He relaxed immediately. “See why your animals had to stay in the bedroom today?”
“Yes, I understand. Where in the world did you get all of these roses?”
He cracked a smile. “Internet. I hid everything in the garage.”
“So Thomas lied to me about staying out of the garage? There’s not really an infestation of spiders in there?”
“Not that I know of.”
I smiled at him, and my next words would have been indistinguishable to a human. “My eyes don’t look like that.”
Gabriel glanced at the painting and then back to me. “To vampire eyes they do. To humans, your eyes are just hazel. To vampires, you have the most intriguing eye color that exists. They are a kaleidoscope of blue, green, and gold.” His lips brushed the side of my mouth, making me shiver. “It’s one of my favorite things about you. I could gaze into them for eternity and be content.”
His hands ran up and down my back, feeling me tremble.
“Heart, we will not do anything you are not ready for,” he said.
“I’m not afraid of that,” I answered honestly. “I’ve wanted you for days now. Ok, maybe I am a little nervous. It’s just . . . I love you. So much. And after everything that’s happened . . . I was dying, and my memories of it are so cloudy, but I truly remember just wanting to see you one more time. Oh, Gabriel, what if he has Controlled me to do something horrible? What if I hurt you again? What if I kill you this time?” Tears formed in my eyes, and my hands moved to my temples in fists. “I’ll live in fear the rest of my life because of him!”
His hands gripped my face carefully, and my hands moved to clasp themselves over his.
“You will not hurt me,” Gabriel said. “This isn’t his moment. This is our moment, ok? He has no idea where we are, and had he Controlled you to harm me, you would have done it by now.”
I bit my lip almost to the point of drawing blood. “Gabriel, I’ve been trying to fight it. . . . And I have been, and you and Inola and Thomas have helped . . . but I am so scared.”
His face was agony. “I know you are.” He hesitated, and his next words were soft. “I can help you. I can Control you to not be afraid. I can Control you to forget what he did to you.”
“Then why haven’t you?” I asked.
“I loathe Control. I always have. And when it comes to you, I especially hate it.” He tucked a curl behind my ear. “I’ve already taken so much from you. Your free will was bound to my bedroom inside a house full of vampires.” His hand became a fist against my cheek. “How I despise the choices I make when it comes to you. In my fear of losing you, I always hurt you the most.”
I wrapped my arms around him. “Then help me in another way. Drink my blood, Gabriel. Connect to me, and help me bear this fear.”
Now Gabriel began to tremble. “The sight of blood frightens you now. We will have to be careful.”
I kissed him. I paced myself, moving my lips slowly against his, brushing them back and forth, trying to draw out the moment.
But it felt like the very air was going to collide in on itself.
“You’ve been holding back for too long,” I murmured against his lips. “I know your thirst pains you. Stop fighting it.”
My words seemed to light a fire within him.
His hands gripped me tightly, and his mouth moved with frenzied fervor against mine. Suddenly, I was against the wall, and I vaguely wondered about the makeshift bed, but the thought vanished as he kissed me deeper.
Before I even knew it was happening, there was the faintest snap of his fangs escaping his gums, and the bliss of heaven at my neck.
The rush of light and euphoria that his bite caused made me weak and unable to even stand. He held me up. His name escaped my lips, a whispered scream that begged him to drink more, to take more, to make me his completely.
I could feel bits of him flowing into me once again, and the despair he had felt from me nearly dying and the love he had for me made tears blur my vision. My throat choked with unnamable emotion.
His weight pinned me to the wall as his hands moved to the hem of my shirt. He began to lift the fabric up, his skin electric on mine, but his fingers froze, and his head lifted from my neck. He twisted around too fast for my eyes to process.
A rush of his fear swept into me, so strong my heart throbbed.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, bewildered.
He moved like mist to the couch, reaching under it and pulling out a black duffel bag.
“I heard something outside,” he said as he unzipped the bag.
All of his movements were a blur. A stake gun was strapped onto my wrist before I could count to two. He closed my fingers around a stake.
I stared at the sharp piece of wood. “Maybe you heard an animal?” I was trying to stay calm.
He grabbed his cell phone off the coffee table and pressed a button. “Animals don’t laugh, Kara.”
Ice froze my veins. Without thinking, I brought my free hand to my neck where Gabriel had bitten me. I raised it in front of my face. Red stained my palm, giving me tunnel vision.
Gabriel spoke quickly into the phone. “Inola, I need both of you to get here now. He found us, and I have no idea how.” He looked at me desperately before turning away, his voice small and half-crazed as he spoke into the phone. “Mom, I shouldn’t have asked you to leave. I cannot kill him. I cannot protect her. I thought we were safe. I wanted to give Kara . . .”
He nodded at whatever she said and hung up the phone. He grabbed me, running me into his bedroom so fast bile rose in my throat. He shoved me into the walk-in closet and closed the door.
“Gabriel?” I managed to say.
Something thumped against the door, making me scream. Darkness swallowed the light at the edges of the door, and I realized the thump had come from Gabriel moving furniture in front of it.
“I can’t risk taking you to the car. I do not know if he’s alone.” Another thump vibrated the wood. “Kara, I’m sorry. I’m such an idiot. Thomas and Inola never should have left.”
“I don’t blame you for anything. I understand what you were trying to do for me.”
Another thump. The sound went into my bones, and a deep calm filled me.
Something was different this time. A gut feeling inside of me, something telling me that this was finally it—the last moments of my life were here.
And Gabriel was with me this time. Gabriel was with me. . . .
The calm shattered. Elias would kill him to get to me.
I tried to open the door, but it felt like it was cemented shut.
“Gabriel!” I pounded the wood.
Another thump went against the door. “If I can hold him off for twenty minutes, Inola and Thomas will be here.”
Every breath was metal shards to my lungs. “He’ll kill you before then!”
Gabriel’s silence was enough of an answer. We had lost, and he knew it.
“Don’t you dare die for me! Get out of here!” I screamed.
He didn’t answer me. The silence fueled my panic.
“There’s no reason for both of us to die! Gabriel, if you love me, you’ll live for me. Please . . .” My head dropped against the cold door. “Please live for me.”
I heard the faintest sound of him taking a ragged breath. “There is nothing without you, Kara. I will never leave you.”
I threw myself against the door, pain lancing its way through my injured shoulder. My stiches ripped. Warm blood dripped down my arm and chest.
My dogs growled and barked angrily, and I thought I heard voices, but there was no way to tell with my dogs.
I pressed my ear to the wood as hard as I could. The barks and growls were cut off abruptly. My stomach lurched, and a flash of Gabriel’s anger and sadness cut into me.
Before I could analyze his feelings, I heard the one I feared more than anything speak.
“That’s better. Always hated dogs.”
The implication of his words made my knees quiver. Slowly, I found myself on the ground.
“Elias, you have done enough to her. You have hurt her, both physically and emotionally, more than you know. She will know a lifetime of pain and fear because of you. Let that be enough. Kill me, and spare her, and your revenge will be fulfilled.”
“My revenge should have already been fulfilled,” Elias hissed. “In all honesty, I can see now why you care for her so. She has a talent for snaking her way into your mind, of making you think there is something inside of you that was never even there.”
“Yes, she can see the light inside of others. One would think you would be grateful she showed you not all was lost. Take her gift, and go start over.”
“It was lies,” Elias snapped. “You honestly think there’s more to you than a predator that enjoys taking the lives of others? You seriously believe you are not just a weak boy? Because of your weakness, you allowed your sister to burn alive! Your sister—the only family who ever loved you! You no longer think Lucy’s blood is on your hands? Kara has you cocooned in a web of illusion. I lost my purpose because of her silver tongue, but now I’m glad my offer of peace was refused. The opportunity for a sweeter revenge is here!”
My heart hurt. My head hurt. My shoulder hurt.
Blackness, blood, pain. 
“How did you find us?” Gabriel asked coldly.
“You can thank your beautiful lover. She revealed the location.”
“Emma is dead; I killed her myself. I never brought her here. Not even Thomas or Inola knew of this place.”
Elias laughed. “Hear that, Kara? I’m doing you a favor. Gabriel might just snap your neck the next time you two have a fight.”
I shook at the mental picture of his lie, nearly vomited from hearing him say my name.
Blackness, blood, pain.
“I would never—”
“Don’t worry about it, Gabriel. Kara and I already had a talk about that. Did you know that despite her so-called compassionate character, despite that she’s convinced you to defy your instincts, she actually gets off on your murderous nature? But of course, you probably already knew that, what with blood sharing and all.”
Blackness, blood, pain.
“But back to your original question—Emma’s obsession with you has proven to be more than useful, even beyond her grave of ashes. You may not have brought her here, but do you honestly think she never followed you? Oh, don’t look so surprised, Gabriel. Emma was pathetic when it came to you, and her jealousy and hatred for Kara made her believe everything I said. So when she told me this place was a potential haven for you, I told her to hide cameras. She did. I have seen everything. Timing was essential, and with modern technology, it really made it all too easy.
“I’ve been near the house since Inola and Thomas left. I could see what was happening. As I said, modern technology is amazing. And I saw you, Gabriel. I saw you drink her blood. But she didn’t drink yours; I didn’t give her the chance. I know you drank a little of her blood to wake her, but I needed to be sure there was enough in your system. So I waited for you to drink her blood again. Have you followed along so far, or do I need to spell the last part out for you?”
There was a rush inside my head, and a sound I couldn’t place. Then I realized it was my breathing. I was hyperventilating.
“She will hate you forever, you know. All three of us know what you will choose. So live with her hatred, Gabriel. Force her to live in darkness. For all of eternity, the one you love the most will loathe the very idea of you. That’s better than a revenge of ending her life permanently; you wouldn’t have the balls to stay alive if she was dead. You would have changed her eventually on your own—she even admitted that to me. But it’s so much better that you will turn her because of me.”
The noises that followed were the most terrifying of my life because I could not see what was happening.
It sounded like they were tearing the house apart. I could hear Elias’s grunts of pain, but I had no idea how badly he was wounding Gabriel because Gabriel never allowed himself to make a sound when he was harmed. I knew by the vibrations against the door that Elias was making his way toward me.
The darkness at the edges of the door blazed with light. I jumped up and opened my mouth to scream, but no sound came out.
The doorknob twisted. The door opened. The monster loomed above me.
There was not a part of him that wasn’t covered in blood. His silver eyes were crazed, his fangs bared. Holes were in his clothes, and his wounds were healing miraculously before my eyes.
I shot the stake gun. In my fear, I missed my target. Instead of his heart, the stakes embedded themselves into his left shoulder.
He tore them out of his shoulder and grabbed my raised arm, squeezing hard enough that the bone snapped. The stake Gabriel had given me dropped from my hand.
Now I screamed.
Elias gripped me against him, forcing me out of the closet and making me see the damage he had done.
The room was unrecognizable. Everything was broken and covered in blood.
Gabriel was against the far wall, a bedpost stabbed into his stomach, pinning him there. There were also five stakes in his chest; they were dangerously close to his heart. He was covered in blood, and there were holes in his clothes. Cuts and oozing wounds healed before my eyes.
My dogs were dead. Each one had small stakes jammed into their necks.
I screamed. And screamed. And screamed.
Elias seemed calm as I vented my pain, and only the agony on Gabriel’s face made me stop. Gabriel had gotten the stakes near his heart out, and he was trying to pull the bedpost out of his stomach.
“Let her go,” Gabriel managed to say.
I threw up.
When I finished, Elias pulled me tighter against his stomach, and then cold metal was at my throat.
“Recognize it from my memories, Gabriel? Its edge has already wounded your beloved once.”
Gabriel finally managed to tear the bedpost out, and he dropped to the ground onto his hands and knees. Bright vampire blood pulsed in torrents from his stomach.
“The silver knife that killed Lucy. . . . I kept it with me all these years to remind myself just how deep your failure went,” Elias said. 
A red haze swept over me. “It wasn’t his failure, it was yours!” I bit out. “You know the fault lies with you, but you can’t handle the truth, so you use Gabriel as an outlet. You’re the one who went back to her. None of your enemies would have ever found Lucy had you left her alone, and you’re the one who turned her against her will!”
The knife kissed my throat, and liquid warmth dripped from my skin.
Finally, Gabriel made a sound, like a caged, starving animal.
I could see it in Gabriel’s eyes, but I didn’t want to believe it. It reminded me of how he had looked at me the first time I’d woken up inside his room, but even that had been nothing compared to the dark gaze holding me now. The hunger in his eyes was not one of love, passion, or the longing to be one with me.
Gabriel was looking at me with the eyes of a vampire who only knew that I was bleeding, and he was thirsty.  
Elias chuckled. “Well, well . . . Looks like someone has lost too much blood. I actually didn’t anticipate this. It will be much better this way, even if you do kill yourself when you come to your senses. Go ahead, Gabriel. Give in to the blood frenzy. Drain your beloved dry.”
In a single fluid motion, Elias sliced me deeply across the stomach.
White-hot pain, worse than anything I’d ever felt, flew into every speck of my being.
I fell to the floor, my weight pinning my broken arm beneath me.
Through a haze of pain, I saw Elias’s body blur. He stopped at the doorway, smiled at me, and then he was gone.
Gabriel walked to me, his eyes glowing black, the irises swallowed entirely by his pupils. His fangs snapped from his gums.
“Gabriel,” I choked out in disbelief. “Don’t . . .”
He bent down, took me into his arms, and sank his fangs into my neck.
The worst part of it was that it felt good. The light, the bliss.
Gabriel loved me, but he wasn’t Gabriel right now. I could feel that it wasn’t him. In this moment, he was an animal driven by his most basic instincts. There was no willpower. There was no logical thinking. There was scarcely even an acknowledgement of who I was.
My Gabriel was gone, and in his place was the vampire I had always feared.
The light he was giving me was stronger than any pain-relieving drug, and my death ceased to matter anymore. I closed my eyes and allowed him to drink the life from me, neither one of us able to care what was happening.
“It doesn’t matter if Gabriel loves me. It doesn’t matter that we are Eternals. I know now that whenever a human crosses paths with a vampire, it ends in blood.”
I winced as I recalled the words I wasn’t even sure I had said, as they sounded so distorted.
Had I truly believed it, even in our first moments? Had I always truly known Gabriel would kill me, or had I always, even the first time I’d seen him, thought desperately that he wouldn’t?
With calm clarity, the buried truth resonated within me, pouring into him as well.
I had always known, and yet still I loved him.




Chapter 7 Kiss Of Blood
Kara’s revelation tore through Gabriel. Her fading thoughts, combined with enough blood to sate him, ceased the monster inside.
He blinked his eyes, felt the sweetness of her life inside his mouth and veins.
Cold awareness shook him as he lifted his head away from the puncture wounds.  
“No,” Gabriel whispered.
What he saw in front of him was not real. It could not be real.
Kara was deathly still, her eyes closed. Her face was the color of bone. Black blood ran from the gaping cut in her abdomen.
Gabriel reached blindly behind him and grabbed a torn sheet, pressing the cloth as hard as he could against her wound.
Silver knife. Elias had cut her with a silver knife. The memory of it clashed inside his mind.
And the power of the blood frenzy he had been unable to fight . . . He saw himself standing over her. He had ignored her plea for him to stop. Instead of helping her, he had drained her life even more.
She was hardly breathing, and the nearest hospital was an hour away. An ambulance would never make it. He wouldn’t be able to drive or run her there fast enough before she bled to death.
“No . . . No . . . No. No. NO!”
He pressed harder against the cut. The sheet was nearly soaked through.
“Kara, please,” he begged uselessly.
Because he knew what he had to do. There were only two options.
Vampire blood could not heal the wound, and in this situation, could not replenish her blood loss in time. It was too late, and Gabriel knew it; she had lost too much blood. He could give her his blood, and she would die, but she would wake up as a vampire.
Kara’s blood already coursed through his veins. All she needed was his. She would hate him forever, but she would be alive.
Or Gabriel could not give her his blood, and her death would be permanent.
There really was only one choice, and he knew it.
He would betray her one last time. He would take away the choice that had been stolen from so many vampires, including himself.
He loved her too much to let her go.
Gabriel brought his wrist to his mouth and tore it open with his fangs, taking as much of his blood as he could into his mouth. He cradled Kara in his arms, allowing her head to fall back. He brought his mouth to her lips, parting them and forcing the blood from his mouth into hers in a kiss, rubbing her throat to help the blood go down.
When he broke the bloody kiss, Kara inhaled shallowly.
He waited for the next breath, but there wasn’t one. Her heart thumped once, twice. Three times.
Kara died in his arms. He felt her die.
A force welled up inside of Gabriel, something beyond pain. It sliced through him until nothing remained, until he was consumed with an agony that had no name. A raw scream poured from deep within him, and eternities passed as he held his heart in his arms.
He didn’t even hear them come into the house.
Thomas and Inola stood inside the doorway, stakes dropping from their hands. They looked around in horror, their gazes finding Kara’s lifeless body.
“No,” Thomas whispered. His steps faltered, and he fell back against the wall and slid to the ground.
Tears poured from Inola’s eyes. She came to Gabriel, staring at the scene in disbelief. As if she needed to reassure her perfect hearing, she lightly placed two fingers on Kara’s cut neck, searching for the pulse that was not there.
Gabriel tried to speak. He tried to tell them she would wake up.
It was ok. Everything was going to be ok. She was ok. . . .
“Dearest little girl,” Inola sobbed as she moved Kara’s curls away from her face. “I’m so sorry. . . . I should have taken you from Gabriel long ago. I should have concealed you from the world. I should have been here. . . .”
Thomas did not move. His eyes were fixed to the ceiling, tears wetting his cheeks.
“Ok,” Gabriel muttered, his voice cracking. “Ok.”
Inola looked at him worriedly, and Thomas’s eyes snapped to him. “In what part of your twisted world is this ok, Gabriel?” Thomas hissed.
Gabriel tried again. “She’s ok.” A ragged breath shook him, and he clutched her closer. “She’s ok.”
Inola touched his shoulder lightly. “Sweet boy, she’s gone. I am so, so sorry.”
Gabriel shook his head. “No. No, she’s not. She has my blood. I have hers in me. I gave her my blood.”
Inola smiled in relief, tears falling freely as she stroked Kara’s hair. Thomas looked torn, half-relief, half-anger.
“She won’t want this,” Thomas said.
Gabriel’s eyes flew to Thomas’s. “I know.”
“This is the same exact thing that happened to your sister.”
Hot anger bled into Gabriel. “Is there anything else obvious about this that you want to point out?”
“How could you do this to her?” Thomas asked.
The rage seared, encasing his mind. If Gabriel had not been holding Kara, he would have killed Thomas for saying that.
“She was dying. I could feel her dying. I cannot live without her. I won’t live without her.” He turned away from Thomas and gazed into Kara’s beautiful face. Even in death, she was perfect. “She is stronger than Lucy. She will be all right.”
“She’s not stable. She was already very emotional as a human. She also has PTSD. All of that will be amplified,” Thomas argued.
“Thomas,” Inola warned.
Gabriel shook, holding his heart in his arms tighter, longing sickly in that moment to see the life leave his friend’s eyes.
“Thomas,” Gabriel said carefully. “Shut up.”
“She will hate you. You know that, right?” Thomas said.
“I will gladly take her hatred over her being dead! I have lived with her hatred before. It won’t last forever.”
“Human hatred pales in comparison to vampire hatred. Have you learned nothing from your rivalry with Elias?”
“Thomas!” Inola said.
Thomas ignored her, staring angrily at Gabriel. “You should have left her alone. The minute you started caring for her, you should have wiped her memory and let her go!”
Although he wanted nothing more than to go to Thomas and resort to violence, Gabriel could not make himself let go of Kara. And Thomas’s words were beginning to cut through Gabriel’s anger, seeking their way down into the endless guilt inside his heart.
Inola looked furious, obviously speaking aloud for Gabriel’s sake. “Keep your thoughts to yourself! It is done now, and nothing can change that! How many times have I told you that Kara becoming a vampire was inevitable?”
“He needs to understand!” Thomas snapped. “You thought she had to be watched before? Protecting her as a human was a cakewalk compared to how we will have to watch her as a vampire. She’ll be stronger, faster. She’ll be fast enough to run away from us and strong enough to fight us. She may even try to kill herself!”
Inola froze, and Gabriel stared at the wall beside Thomas.
“She won’t be able to kill me. I am her sire. But . . . she will try to kill me,” Gabriel said quietly, finally allowing Thomas’s words to fully sink in. “She will not be thinking clearly. She will not want my blood. The blood frenzy . . . ,” he choked on the words.
Tears fell from Gabriel’s eyes, and he looked to Inola in agony. “I hurt her when she needed me the most. The blood frenzy overtook me, and I . . . I . . .” Gabriel buried his face in Kara’s hair and sobbed as if she were truly dead.
“I’m the one who killed her. I did this. I did this to her. . . .”
“It was not you,” Inola said. “It was Elias. It was the knife wound.”
“It was me. It was me. It was me. . . .”
It took a long time for Gabriel to possess the ability to think clearly.
Gabriel knew they wouldn’t be able to get her back to the coven house before she woke up, and he didn’t want to deal with Kara’s awakening inside a moving car.
There was no use in even leaving his home; Elias had accomplished exactly what he’d wanted. Even so, ten members of Violet Memory were on their way after Inola called the coven house.
Inola and Thomas found all of the cameras and smashed them to pieces. After that, the two of them busied themselves cleaning up Gabriel’s bedroom.
It was easier for them to coax the cats out of the closet, easier for them to bury the dogs and burn the bloody sheets than to do what Gabriel was doing.
Gabriel tended to Kara inside the guest room where Thomas and Inola had stayed after he cleaned himself up.
And he felt like he was dying the entire time.
He washed Kara’s body, the water turning red as it dripped off of her. Each drop was guilt, stained with anger and regret.
He took out her stiches, but the wound didn’t heal. All of her other injuries healed, but the ones caused by the silver knife wouldn’t heal until the transformation was complete.
Eventually, there was nothing left to do but wait, and when that time came, Inola and Thomas were there with him.
Gabriel lay on the bed with Kara, his head propped up on top of hers, registering the changes in her body.
She had a pulse again. It was slow and sounded strange to him, as he was so used to her tachycardia. She was breathing again, the breaths steady and deep, every intake of air in time with his own. Her skin lost its warmth and became paler. He couldn’t tell if she looked more beautiful or not because she had always been so beautiful to him.
Kara finally stirred in his arms hours later. Thomas and Inola shot up from their seats, going to stand beside the bed.
Gabriel’s body shook. She was alive. She was ok. He knew he wouldn’t feel better until he saw her looking at him. He knew her eyes would be filled with hatred, but she was alive, and that was all that mattered to him.
He looked down at Kara just as her eyelids fluttered. He lifted up the corner of her shirt, eyeing the smooth skin, the silver wounds gone for good.
The first thing she said was his name.




Chapter 8 Betrayed
“Gabriel?”
I knew he was the one holding me; his scent was stronger than usual.
Actually, everything was stronger than usual. My sight, my hearing. My perception of touch.
Was I connected to Gabriel? Strange . . . It didn’t feel overwhelming. My body was processing the enhanced sensations better than it normally did.
“Thomas? Inola?” I said. My eyes searched the guest room and locked onto them.
Thomas grinned warily. “Hey, Red.”
Inola was crying. She reached out and took my hand. “Hello, sweet girl.”
Gabriel tensed against me, as if bracing himself. I turned to him, my movements too fast. Too fluid.
“Gabriel, the connection. Something’s not right. I’m like you too much. It’s never been like this before . . . ,” I said, my voice trailing off as I looked at his face.
He looked the same, and yet, he did not. Had he always been so handsome? His eyes were brighter than usual.
“Something’s not right . . . ,” I repeated uneasily.
The memories came crashing back. Elias. Gabriel. My dogs.
I got up off the bed, and immediately, Thomas went to stand in front of the door, and Inola went to the draped window. Gabriel rose as well.
“Kara, try to stay calm,” Gabriel said carefully.
The emotions—there was no word for how strong they were. I had felt Gabriel’s before, and the difference had been staggering, but unlike my senses, my body wasn’t processing the emotions well at all.
Something was not right. . . .
“My dogs?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer.
Gabriel’s face became racked with pain.
“I buried them, Red, in a really nice place. We can go see them when the sun goes down if you want,” Thomas said gently.
“No,” I gasped. “No, no, no, no . . .”
Tears fell from my eyes as my gaze scanned Gabriel’s body. “But you’re ok,” I said in relief, seeing so clearly in my mind how badly he had been hurt.
Then I remembered him coming toward me, his eyes a bottomless, soulless black.
“You drank my blood,” I said in disbelief. “You drank my blood when I was hurt. . . .”
I backed away from him, registering how loud my footsteps were. I whirled around, my hand going to my throat.
It burned. It was bearable, but it was very unpleasant and annoying.
“Are you thirsty?” I asked desperately.
“Kara, listen to me, please,” Gabriel said, his voice pleading.
And it was too late. I had whirled around again, glancing at the mirror on the wall. My eyes were glowing—a beautiful mixture of blue, green, and gold.
This was no blood connection making me feel this way. I felt this way because I was . . .
“You didn’t.” I looked at Gabriel. “You did not!”
“I had no choice.”
“No choice?” I seethed. “You promised me!”
“You were dying. You would be dead had I not saved you.”
I started to laugh and was unable to stop. The sound was hysterical, and tears fell from my eyes faster.
Inola and Thomas actually looked scared.
Minutes passed before I was able to breathe properly. The air I sucked in to fuel my words were tinged with iron and bleach. “You, save me? When have you ever saved me, Gabriel?” Immediately, I was angry again. “You drank my blood!”
“It was the blood frenzy. Words cannot express how sorry I am. I know I have wronged you, but—”
“Wronged you,” I mimicked. “That’s how you word it? You lying coward! You betrayed me! You turned me!” I screamed.
“Kara—” Gabriel began.
“Shut up!” I said. “Oh, I hate you. I hate you!”
Gabriel reached for me, his face no longer wary, but determined.
I smacked his hand away, hard enough that I could hear and feel the snap of bone. He didn’t even flinch.
“Don’t you dare touch me!” I warned.
Gabriel flexed his hand, the bones snapping back into place. “What was I supposed to do? Let you die?” His voice was rising, matching mine in anger.
“Yes! Or, how about this?” I said, flinging my arms out. “Maybe you should have left me alone completely! You know, instead of kidnapping me like a homicidal maniac!”
Gabriel had the audacity to smile. “So we are back to square one, are we? I remember you telling me that you no longer resent me for what transpired that night.”
I screamed, the sound almost hurting my new ears. I lunged at him, shoving him into the wall. He fell against the mirror. The glass cracked.
“Kara, stop it!” Inola shouted.
I whirled on her. “And you two! Were you in on this?” I asked, my voice dripping with venom.
Inola appeared shocked. “Of course not! How could you ask that?”
I turned my accusing glare to Thomas. He stayed where he was, leaning against the door almost casually. Only the drumming of his fingers against his side indicated he was upset about the situation. He shook his head at me.
I could smell that Gabriel was close to me again. His scent cascaded over me, filling me with a hatred so potent it made me sick.
“Get. Away. From. Me,” I said, enunciating each word through clenched teeth.
Thomas raised an eyebrow. “Perhaps you should listen to her, friend,” he said dryly.
“Heart,” Gabriel said softly.
His voice cut through the hatred, and just as soon as I hated him, I loved him again.
And it was my love for him—the annoying, blinding, obsessive love I felt for him that had proved to be my ruin time and time again—that made me do what I did next.
I was barely aware of my movements, too unhinged to even understand my new speed and strength as I threw the desk chair against the floor. As it exploded into splintery shards, I caught one of the wooden legs in midair and threw the sharp point straight at Gabriel.
It was over in a matter of seconds, but I saw it all in painful clarity. I had tried to throw it at his heart, but some invisible force inside my body hadn’t allowed me to throw it at that vulnerable spot. Instead, it went for his collarbone.
Gabriel tried to move out of the way, but the sharp wood still embedded itself into his upper left arm.
Inola’s cry grated against my eardrums. Thomas moved away from the door, his calm mask slipping.
Gabriel’s blood glittered like rubies as it flew through the air, but his gaze remained steady on me, almost smug, as if he had expected no less.
Horror washed through me as he tore the wood from his arm. My hand covered my mouth, but a strange sound still escaped.
What had I just done? Had I seriously just tried to kill Gabriel?
The burning in my throat paled in comparison to the pain ripping its way through my heart. I couldn’t compete with the storm of emotions.
I turned and ran.
I felt a cool gush of air behind me, as if someone had made a grab for me, but a few strands of my hair were all they were able to catch. I felt them rip from my skull as I ran from the room faster than I thought possible.
I threw myself against the front door and turned the doorknob.
“NO!” Gabriel shouted.
Gabriel collided into me and tore my hand away from the doorknob. He backed me up against the wall between the door and the window, pinning me there with his body.
“Leave me alone!” I screamed. “Let me go!”
I tried to shove him off of me, but he was still stronger than me.
Just like that, I hated him again. I tried pushing him off of me once more, but to no avail.
And then it finally hit me. His blood.
His wound was closed, but the sweet liquid still stained his arm. It was like a siren call, and it promised release from the pain of not only my thirst, but from the pain of losing my dogs and from the pain of Gabriel’s betrayal.
Release from hurting him and loving him.
Frustrated, I raked my fingers against the draped window. My only longing was to escape from the blood on his arm.
“Kara, stop! The sun—”
His words were too late. My hand yanked the drapes away from the window like they were as fragile as butterfly wings. Sunlight poured through the glass.
Pain. Fire.
My hand and forearm burned, and I screamed as the sunlight blistered my arm.
Gabriel whirled me away, pinned me to the ground, and concealed me with his body.
The sunlight was like poison. Even out of its range, I felt weak and sick. My arm burned like my throat. I whimpered and moaned underneath Gabriel.
“It’s ok, heart. Ssh, it’s healing. Look, it is healing,” Gabriel said.
My eyes found my arm. The angry, burned skin was black in some places. It healed in a matter of seconds.  
I began to shake. I wondered if my entire body would have caught fire had Gabriel not moved me away.
The line between love and hatred blurred.
Thomas and Inola were now in the room. They watched us carefully before moving to put the drapes back into place, dodging the sunlight expertly.
“Is she ok?” Inola asked.
I wanted to shout that I wasn’t, but I refrained. Gabriel got off of me, pulling me off the floor to gently cradle me in his lap. I allowed him to hold me, stunned by my rash actions.
“She’s fine,” Gabriel said.
Thomas snorted in response.
I quivered in Gabriel’s arms. “I tried to kill you,” I said in disbelief. My fingers dug into my curls, clutching at my skull.
He ran his hand along my back in soothing patterns. “It wouldn’t have hit my heart. You cannot kill me; I am your sire.”
I understood that, but Gabriel being my sire had not crossed my mind in my anger. Had his blood not changed me, he would be dead.
The blood on his arm beckoned to me. “Let me go,” I said.
“No,” he answered quickly.
I squirmed. “Let me go now!”
“You nearly just roasted yourself alive.”
I turned my face away from him in desperation, and that desperation leaked into my voice. “I don’t want to be around you!”
He sighed, his arms releasing me. “You need blood.”
I stood up. “I will roast alive before I take any part of you inside of me.”
Finally, my words pierced him. Pain lanced across his face before smoothing into the apathetic mask he used to wear.
“I will get you a blood bag,” Gabriel said.
“I can do that myself. Now leave me alone,” I said.
I went into the kitchen and sat down at the table. My entire body quaked with unstable emotion. Tears pooled and fell from my eyes in torrents. Painful memories raced across my mind.
My dogs. My sweet, poor babies I loved so much.
Elias’s cold, bloody hands on my body.
The knife slicing across my abdomen. I shuddered, still feeling the blade against my skin.
Gabriel pinned to the wall, dripping with so much blood he was unrecognizable. His black, demonic eyes fixated on the blood pouring from me.
Inola took my shaking hands and held them, snapping me out of my dark thoughts.
I looked down, confused. I had been digging my nails into my skin unknowingly, and red half-moons covered my wrists. The small wounds healed quickly.
Tears never stopped falling from my eyes. I looked to her. “Help me,” I begged, my voice an aching whisper.
“Child, I am so sorry. Please forgive me. Please forgive him. None of you deserved this. . . .”
“Make it stop. Make the pain go away. Please make it go away.”
Her breath hitched. “I can’t, child.”
“Kill me.”
Her eyes widened, alive with a memory from another time, a different place, where I had begged the same request.
In the other room, I heard Gabriel stumble and curse.
Thomas shut the refrigerator door loudly and placed a blood bag in front of me. He sat down across from me. “I don’t ever want to hear that come out of your mouth again, Red.”
“This pain—”
“You are in shock and have been through horrendous trauma. You are a new vampire, not even an hour old. It takes years to get used to the stronger emotions. You may feel this way right now, but trust me—you do not truly want to die.”
I actually smiled. The sensation felt cold. It must have been a sight because Inola pulled her hands away, and even Thomas looked uncertain.
“And how would you know?” I asked, my voice filled with deadly calm. “Because you, Thomas, chose this life? Because I might get used to it? Because one day I might want to live happily ever after with my darling sire?”
My tears hit the table, splashing loudly. I stared down at the pools. They were mesmerizing, almost beautiful. My smile went wider, quivering at the edges. “Because since I’m a vampire, I won’t be afraid of the dark?” I said.
Inola slid the blood bag closer to me. “Drink this. It will help you feel better. Although, if you had Gabriel’s, the pain would go away completely for a while.”
My smile faded. “Not a single drop of his blood will ever pass my lips.”
I heard Gabriel inhale sharply from the other room.
“Then drink that blood instead,” Thomas said.
“No.”
They stared at me, disbelief on their faces.
I couldn’t deny I wanted the blood. I could smell it through the bag, its iron tang promising temporary paradise.
But I wouldn’t give in. I wouldn’t be like them, like any of them. I wanted no part of it.
Despite my longing for it, I hated the sight of the blood. I hated its color. I hated the way it smelled, the way it stained, the way animals and humans and vampires needed it to survive. I hated it like I hated the dark, like I hated Elias, like I hated Gabriel.
“You have to drink this, Red. You know that,” Thomas insisted.
“I’m not going to. It disgusts me.”
Inola touched my arm gently. “If you do not drink, the blood frenzy will come. You don’t want to hurt anybody, do you?”
I smirked. The thought of someone running in fear from me filled me with a perverse pleasure. Immediately, I was horrified at myself, and I shook the image away.
“I won’t be like any of you,” I murmured.
Thomas crossed his arms over his chest. “No vampire can go without blood. If you starve yourself, you will end up killing someone. You think you can live with that?”
Tears were still falling from my eyes. “I don’t know, Thomas. Can I? Can I live with myself after everything that has happened to me anyway?”
He shook his head at me. “Don’t be stupid about this.”
I laughed humorlessly. “What will Gabriel do? Force it down my throat?”
“Probably,” Inola sighed.
Thomas stood up, taking the blood bag with him. He tossed it into the refrigerator. “She’s bent on learning the hard way. It will not end well, but if Gabriel is smart, he will not force her anymore. He will lose her if he does.”
“He already has lost me,” I corrected him. I heard no reaction from Gabriel, but I knew he had to have heard.
The room grew still. I could hear the birds outside, the wind touching the leaves. None of it was comforting. It only reminded me that I was changed, forever stained red.
I tried to stop crying, but it was no use. Inola and Thomas stayed with me for hours as I cried, and I could hear Gabriel breathing right inside the doorway.
Knowing he was there made me cry harder; I just couldn’t crush the part of me that still craved his presence.      
Finally, I was so emotionally drained I could hardly keep my eyes open. It was more of a mental sleepiness than a physical one, although my body did feel tired. I put my head down on the table and closed my eyes.
Then I felt it. I could choose to sleep. I could choose to dream. I could even choose the conscious mode of sleep.  
I tried the conscious sleep out of curiosity. My mind drifted, almost unconscious, but I was still able to gauge my physical surroundings. I heard everything around me. It didn’t feel particularly restful.
And there it was—my ability to go into the coma sleep. It was deep inside my brain, and as I came closer to it, my body was electrocuted with warning. If I did this, I couldn’t wake up on my own.   
The last resort. What vampires did when they wanted to sleep dreamlessly forever, buried far beneath the ground.
I plunged into the pain-free darkness without hesitation.




Chapter 9 Joining
The sweetest taste filled my mouth, was smeared across my lips. Like a reflex, I reached my hand toward the container that was pressing the heady elixir to my mouth. I drank greedily, the stuff coating my throat like a balm.
When it was gone, I groaned in frustration. The pain in my throat was merely muted, like sucking on a sore throat lozenge when you had strep throat. The slight relief was almost mocking.
Then I realized what I had just consumed. There was only one substance that could draw such a profound reaction from me.         
Blood.
I flung the cup away and opened my eyes.
Gabriel loomed beside me on the bed, his face unreadable. Thomas and Inola lingered at the foot of the bed, their arms crossed.
My fingers felt the black silk sheets while my eyes found the heavy crimson drapes, the unlit candles on the wall, and the cold fireplace.
Gabriel’s room at the coven house.
“No,” I moaned. “I hate this place.”
“It’s where I should have kept you,” Gabriel murmured.
My gaze was ice. “Was that your blood?”
“No.”
“Then whose was it?” I snapped.
Thomas picked up an empty blood bag off the nightstand and looked at the label. “Tiffany Steadham. Maybe you should find her and thank her. Volunteer donors are a vampire’s best friend.”
I got up off the bed, my movements quicker than I intended, making the three of them tense up.
I walked to Thomas until I was inches from his face. “I’m not in the mood for your tasteless jokes,” I said.
He smiled genuinely, the light in his eyes relaxed and carefree. “And I am not in the mood for your spoiled attitude, but we can’t all get what we want, can we?”
“I said I didn’t want blood!”
“Child, you went into the coma sleep. It was the only way to get you out,” Inola said, toying with her braid nervously.
“Maybe that’s the way I wanted to stay!” To prove my point, I closed my eyes, ready to dive back into the only darkness I had never been afraid of.
Gabriel’s voice cut me like steel. “Do it again, and it will be my blood that wakes you. Those who are in the coma sleep are too deeply asleep to form a connection, so I just won’t stop when you awaken. I am stronger than you; you will have no choice as I give you a copious amount of my blood from the vein. And going back into the coma sleep cannot break a blood connection, just so you know. If you go back into the coma sleep with a blood connection formed, time and death are still your only options to break it.”
My eyes opened quickly. There was no life in Gabriel’s eyes as he stared at me, but his mouth turned up at one corner. “If you don’t want that pesky blood connection between us, I recommend not doing it again,” he said.
“How dare you?” I whispered.
I’d forgotten how cruel Gabriel could be. I waited to see if a spark of the real Gabriel was in there, but I saw nothing but green ice in his eyes. Maybe this was who he really was, and I had been wrong to think otherwise. Maybe my hatred had somehow bled into him, and now he hated me, too.
The thought of Gabriel’s hatred hurt me more than it should have. I winced and turned away from him, but not before I saw the briefest sliver of confusion flash across his face.  
Inola took my hands in hers. “Go take a shower, and put on some nice clothes. It will make you feel better.”
Not knowing what else to do, I nodded. I knew arguing was pointless, and trying to escape was stupid. Who knew if Elias was even truly done with me?
I shuddered and held her hands tighter. Red tinged my vision, and cold tendrils swept along my spine. I was still so afraid—afraid enough that it took everything I had not to scream. My teeth began to chatter, and the sensation vibrated my entire body.
“It’s ok,” Inola soothed. “I know you are still scared. The shower will feel nice though, I promise.”
“Will you come with me?” I asked her, the words sounding strange because of my chattering teeth.
“Of course I will.”
Inola’s presence seemed to keep the hysteria at bay, but it still bubbled beneath the surface as I showered. She talked to me calmly, although I forgot most of what she said as soon as she said it.
The water on my skin was distracting and very warm, and the smell of the soap was intoxicating. It did feel nice, and the smallest bit of me started to relax until I realized Inola had asked me a question.
“Can you say that again?” I asked.  
Her tone was patient. “Do you think you can handle the joining ritual today with Violet Memory?”                                          
I flung the curtain aside. “I have to join?”
“Well . . . no. But it is a good idea to, especially with . . . him still alive. It is an honor to be a part of a coven as old as this one.”             
“What does it matter if he is still alive?” I hissed. “I was never safe here before!”       
Inola sighed. “Actually, you were safe here. Especially when it became apparent that none here would harm you. Gabriel never should have let you leave; his desire for you to love him clouded his judgment. He also never should have taken you to such a remote location. And . . . Thomas and I never should have left you two alone.”
I hid behind the curtain. “It’s not your fault.”
“Part of it is. And I have the feeling it will be many centuries until I forgive myself.”            
I studied my palm. Three soapy bubbles glistened like globed rainbows against my skin. The colors were beautiful, but it was the color red that stood out the most to me.  
I sighed. “This coven does not prohibit killing. Why would I join a coven that encourages its members to kill people?”     
“I wouldn’t say it’s encouraged, but it is allowed. It is most definitely not frowned upon. There are restrictions, and Jasmina will tell you our rules. But just because killing humans is allowed does not mean you have to hurt people, Kara. No one here will care whether you kill humans or not. Some of the older vampires may think you are strange if you don’t, but older vampires tend to be more hardened, and many do not value human life.”
“I don’t want to join,” I said truthfully.
“Just like you didn’t want blood? Child, you are no longer hum—”
“Don’t!” I screeched. “Don’t say it!” I reached out a shaking hand and turned the water off.
I didn’t want to hear the words. I knew exactly what I was, but . . .
She handed me a towel. The surface felt scratchier than it should have, and it was unnerving to be able to discern the individual fibers.
“Not saying it doesn’t change the fact,” Inola said softly. “This is not something you can run away from.”
I wrapped the towel around myself. “I need time.”       
“I know, child. Wait a few days, and then we will do the joining ritual.”
I looked up at her. “Will it hurt?” I asked quietly.
She reached out to stroke my wet hair, love and worry shining in her eyes.
“No, sweet girl. It will not hurt at all.”
***
I told Inola I did not want to stay in Gabriel’s room, and if I was to join Violet Memory, I needed my own room. I followed her after I got dressed, not even glancing in Gabriel’s direction.
Inola stopped at a door down the hallway from his room.
“Seriously?” I said. “How about some distance?”
She unlocked the door and gestured inside. “How about you stop being so picky? Besides, this room should be familiar.”
I peeked inside. It was the room I had stayed in before because of the broken window in Gabriel’s room. Out of habit, I noted there was no kindling or wood for the cold fireplace.
I smiled when I spied the balls of gray and white fluff in the corner and the cage and tank next to them. I walked to them carefully, unsure if they could sense the difference in me.
“Hey, Millie. Hey, Denny,” I said gently.
My cats were a little uneasy at first. They sniffed at me for a few minutes before finally purring.
Dandelion and Panini huddled together before settling down, their noses constantly twitching toward me. They both licked me, and I took that for a good sign.
Nelly was sleeping, curled up and unbothered under her heat lamp. I had a feeling she wouldn’t care or even notice if I grew horns and sprouted wings.
“I figured you would want a room to yourself, so Thomas brought them here. Your fish are in the aquarium inside the library,” Inola said. She looked happy to see me with my pets.
I picked Millie up, cautiously observing the reflection shining in her eyes.
My features were enhanced to perfection. The difference was not drastic, but it was noticeable. I was paler, my cheeks devoid of any pink. My eyes swirled with glowing color, the blue, green, and gold competing against one another. The individual hues became more prominent depending on how I shifted.
“Thank you,” I said to Inola sincerely. Trying to be as gentle as possible, I held Millie close to my chest.
Inola came up behind me and tickled Dandelion’s nose through the cage. “Can I get you anything?” she asked quietly.
“No. I just . . . I’m kind of scared of being alone.”
She patted my shoulder. “I will stay with you.”
“Thank you.”
For three days, I hardly moved. I mostly stayed in the corner and held my animals while Inola sat in an overstuffed armchair, reading and sipping coffee.
I had no desire to do anything, and once again, the auto-pilot mode took over me.
To my great surprise and relief, I was starting to feel nothing at all. For hours I stared at the wall, only breathing a few times per minute. The box fan in the room stayed on, drowning out many of the sounds of the other vampires here, but I could still hear many things if I cared enough to concentrate.
I had to really focus on not giving in to my thirst when I smelled blood. It seemed to be a nearly constant presence here. Although always tinged with iron, the blood smelled different depending on whether it was vampire blood or human blood, and even then, they all had an individual scent mixed in with the iron.
I knew human blood from vampire blood by instinct, and the human blood was definitely harder to ignore.
Yet none of the scents of blood bothered me as much as Gabriel’s had.
His blood had beckoned to me in a way that had been irresistible. It was made for me. It was mine, but I wasn’t going to take his essence inside of me; my bitterness was more powerful than the captivating call and smell of his blood.
Occasionally, I would shudder, feeling the knife at my stomach and remembering Gabriel’s blissful bite at my neck, but I forced the panic away out of sheer desperation. The more I repressed, the deader inside I became.
Distantly, I knew there was panic building behind the dam of numbness inside my heart, but I couldn’t worry about my emotions exploding again.
How could I worry when I had lost the ability to care?
Slowly, the soothing balm of blood left my throat. The pain of thirst reminded me more than my heightened senses and appearance ever could of what I was now. No matter what, the fire burning inside my neck was something that could not be ignored.
When I slept, I chose to dream. I dreamed of my parents, my grandmother, and my lost friends. My life that could have been. I dreamed of playing with my dogs in the sunshine.
So many things forever lost to me.
I would never have any more dogs; I refused to try to replace the three pets that had loved me so unconditionally. They had guarded me and slept with me as I’d cried from nightmares and darkness. I would never forget them. Their lives and deaths were forever carved into my heart.
Never again would I see the sun. Only the glow of the moon and the stars could touch me, a distant reminder of a much warmer light.
And never again would I allow myself to fall under the spell of Gabriel’s hypnotic gaze. Maybe becoming a vampire was always meant to be my fate, but I was not going to allow myself to love him anymore.
His fault. Everything was Gabriel’s fault. All his fault . . .
No matter what I let myself dream, those very words refused to fade, chanting like a sickness inside my head.
But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t stop thinking about him. His eyes, his touch, his blood. His soul.
***
I was fully numb to everything except the pain inside my throat.
I stood inside the walk-in closet, trying to conjure up the desire to laugh. Exactly what did one wear when joining an ancient vampire coven? Inola had told me that the coven was so old that only special circumstances allowed vampires to join Violet Memory anymore.
Apparently, being turned by my Eternal who happened to already be a member made me qualify.
I eyed the few dresses I had bought on the shopping trip with Inola months ago, the only clothes I hadn’t bothered bringing home. I knew not knowing what to wear would have made me laugh before, but now?
Now I truly understood how Gabriel had felt for most of his life. No wonder he’d nearly killed himself. Why live when you just didn’t care?
I grabbed a knee-length, purple dress with black flowers from the hanger and slipped it on. I completed the look with gray leggings and black ballet flats.
“I’m ready,” I said, stepping out of the closet.
Inola was examining her flawless makeup. She had on a one-strap dress the color of blood, and it flowed to the floor like a waterfall. I wasn’t familiar with designer clothing, but it looked ridiculously expensive. Her long black hair was threaded with pearls.
The color of her gorgeous dress made me swallow hard, and the motion made my dry throat scream in protest.
Inola turned to me. Her eyes went wide, and I didn’t blame her. Compared to her, I looked like a teenager going on her first date. Inola looked like a queen.
“Um . . .” I could see her searching for the right words. “Perhaps I have a dress in my closet you would like better than that.”
I held my hands up. “Does it really matter? I’m already dressed.”
She tapped her fingers against her glossed lips. “I suppose not, but can you at least brush your hair?” 
I sighed and went to the vanity. The mirror was encrusted with rubies. I ignored the color as best as I could and sat down, extending the brush to her. 
She rolled her eyes, but smiled. “Spoiled child,” she whispered, her hands gentle as they combed through my curls. After a few minutes, she held my shoulders firmly. “Sit still. You are always fidgeting.”
I ignored the jab. “My mom used to brush my hair, even when I was a teenager. Both of us knew I was too old for her to be doing it, but it was our way of bonding, I guess. It was one of the few things we did together without arguing.”
Inola’s eyes softened in the mirror. “I suppose that would explain all the requests you made of me during your last stay here. I always wondered why you wanted me to brush your hair so often.”
My throat flared with pain. If I still wanted Inola to brush my hair tonight, perhaps my numbness was only an illusion. I wondered how long the dam would keep the panic at bay. My eyes were lifeless as they locked with hers.
“Would you like me to put some makeup on you?” she offered.
“I don’t care,” I answered honestly. Before my parents’ death, I’d worn makeup religiously. After the plane crash, I’d quickly gone from full face makeup to lip balm and the occasional application of waterproof mascara.
Inola put a little eyeliner and lip gloss on me. She kissed the top of my head.
“You look beautiful. Are you ready?” she asked.
I nodded. What choice did I have, anyway?
A knock sounded at the door.
“Come in,” Inola said.
Thomas came inside, kissing Inola on the cheek before looking at me. He was wearing a suit.  
“You both look great,” he said.
“And you look ridiculous,” I replied. Thomas always dressed nice, but I’d never seen him in a suit.
I smelled Gabriel before I saw him. I tensed, glancing at his reflection in the mirror.
He wore a black shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows, and the first few buttons at his throat were undone. Instead of his usual dark jeans, he wore black slacks. He still wore his usual black boots; I could smell mud and dried blood on them. He was underdressed like me, and I wondered if he had done it on purpose.
A wave of fire that had nothing to do with my thirst swept through me. 
“Are you ready?” Gabriel asked.
I closed my eyes. It was the first time I’d heard his voice in days. I hadn’t expected his voice or his appearance to impact me so strongly.
But as soon as the fire cascaded through me, it faded, dissolved by the numbing wall.
I braced myself and opened my eyes, fixing him with my gaze in the mirror.
“Yes, I’m ready, but I don’t want you here.” My words were smooth and emotionless.
“Too bad,” he said, his tone almost mocking. He tilted his head toward the hallway. “After you, dearest heart.”
“Don’t call me that.” I tried to make the words sharp, but they came out dull.
I could almost feel the heat coming from his eyes. “You are still my heart regardless of how you feel about me right now. You cannot change that.”
I tried to give him my best sarcastic smile. Tried to argue with him that I could certainly try to make him hate me just as much as I hated him, but I found I was unable to muster the energy.
I sighed and looked away from Gabriel, but not before I saw his raised eyebrows. Inola gave Thomas a worried glance.
I obviously wasn’t the only one who had expected me to put up more of a fight.  
I stood up and walked past Gabriel, holding my breath as I did so. I was scared if I got too close, I would do what every instinct in my body was screaming at me to do.
I wanted to bite him. I wanted his blood. I wanted to kiss him.     
I didn’t need them to show me the way. There was no one else inside the hallways. I listened as I walked, hearing dozens of slow-pounding heartbeats. They were already in the basement. 
I wished I could run to the basement. Gabriel was too close behind me for comfort, and I couldn’t trust myself around him.
Once we reached the basement door, he grabbed my forearm from behind.
My entire body sparked at his touch, and I half-hissed, half-groaned at the sensation. If he touched me again, my protective dam was going to burst.
“Are you all right?” Gabriel asked.
I stared at the door, unsure of his question. Was he asking about my mindset or about my reaction to his touch? Or how I felt about joining Violet Memory?
“Inola told me it will not be painful. I’m not scared of the joining, if that’s what you’re asking,” I answered.
His hesitation was tangible. “I know you’re very angry with me right now, but I need you to know that I am here. I am here with you, and I will never place you in danger again.”
I picked through his words. “You mean I’m once again a prisoner here. You’re not going to let me leave, and you have chosen to bind yourself to my chains out of guilt.”
“I’ve bound myself to you because I love you.”
Now I turned to him. “There is a difference between love and fear, Gabriel. You didn’t want to lose me, so you turned me into something I may not be able to live with. Was it love or fear that drove your actions?”
His eyes smoldered. “Both.”
I shook my head. “I don’t think you understand the difference.”
A flash of anger cut across his features. “Perspective, Kara. You can hate me, and be angry all you want, but I do not regret turning you. I’d do it again without hesitation.”
Not trusting myself, I turned away from him. I opened the door and walked down the stairs. Immediately, I was hit with the scent of blood. Why did the entire place have to always smell of blood?
My plan upon seeing the dozens of vampires was to hold my head high, but I wasn’t sure if I managed to do it when I saw all of their luminous eyes trained on me.
Only two looked welcoming; most of them looked bored. Some looked me up and down, as if my outfit said everything about the core of my being. Some appeared amused, and others seemed wary.
I tensed when I saw that many looked at Gabriel with hostile eyes. He’d killed Emma and Felicity, and although he’d had cause to do so, I could see there were hard feelings. Also, Elias had killed June when a few members of the coven had encountered him.
But what did they think of me?
The vampires parted to two sides of the room, and I walked through them with Gabriel, Inola, and Thomas behind me.
What did they truly think of the girl who’d been kidnapped by her Eternal on her way home? The one who’d caused most of them to search endlessly for someone who’d once been a part of their family? The one who’d loved her Eternal and who now hated her sire?  
My gaze met a vampire with unusual eyes, like a strange shade of red.
Christopher. The one who had liked Felicity.
I stopped, wondering what to say and eyeing him critically. I was worried he might hurt Gabriel.
As much as I hated Gabriel, I couldn’t stand the thought of him harmed. I knew if any of them tried to attack Gabriel, I would protect him with my life.
“I’m sorry,” I said.
Christopher’s face was unreadable. To my surprise, he shrugged. “I warned Felicity that getting tangled up with whatever Elias was planning was a foolish thing to do. She did not heed my warning. She did not even seem to care.”
“You’re not angry?” I asked.
He looked around unhappily, obviously not wanting to talk about this in front of everyone, but I didn’t care. I needed to know Gabriel was safe from him.
Christopher sighed before speaking. “There was nothing between us, although I wished it otherwise many times. We were not together. My anger at you and Gabriel was minimal and has faded. My anger with Felicity remains.”
I nodded and walked away, not wanting to touch on the subject anymore. Judging by the look in his eyes, Christopher was angry about Felicity’s rejection, not her death.
And if Elias was anything to go on, a vampire’s wrath never truly went away.
Which meant I would hate Gabriel forever. Even if I came to forgive him, there would always be a part of me that despised him. Maybe it was the numbness talking, but the thought made me feel cold.
We approached the bed. The vampire that had dropped the piece of paper warning me about Emma in the library gently touched Jasmina’s shoulder.
Jasmina’s eyes opened. No longer in the coma sleep, she did not require blood to rise, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t thirsty.
I held my breath when a red-rimmed goblet was handed to her. It was harder to ignore my desires for it in such close proximity.
Jasmina drank the blood eagerly, emptying the cup. After drinking two more, she merely sipped from the fourth cup. She eyed me as she did so, like she knew I wasn’t breathing.
“Welcome, my family,” she said. I could see her eyes held unshed tears, as if they always glistened from the pain of losing her Jaren.
Everybody except for me bowed. Inola nudged me. I rolled my eyes and dipped my head.
Jasmina looked amused. “Thirsty, Kara?”
My mouth turned up at one corner. I still hadn’t taken a breath, and my lungs were burning in protest. Had I been human, I would have passed out by now.
Jasmina flipped her brilliant-colored hair over her shoulder. “Quite a mess you have caused us these past months, little one.”
I allowed air to go into my lungs. It was like breathing in acid.
“Well, you know how it is. Being the fixation of two insane vampires can get a little messy,” I said.
Jasmina’s stare turned cold, my sarcastic response clearly not amusing to her. She leaned forward. “And now here you are, forever changed.”
Gabriel stiffened next to me. I wished he would go away.
Bite, blood, kiss.
“I think you and I both always knew I would end up standing before you this way,” I admitted dully. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw that Gabriel was the one who was no longer breathing.
“Indeed,” Jasmina murmured. “And are you ready to join Violet Memory?”
I debated on the wisdom of saying no or that I didn’t care. I went for an in-between response. “I guess.”
“You are Gabriel’s Eternal, and he is your sire. These circumstances have granted you the honor of entry, but first, any who opposes Kara joining us must speak now. Once she joins, she will always be a part of us. Are there any objections?”
There were shuffles behind me. Whispers of clothes scraping delicately against skin.
“It’s because of her that June is dead,” a man said.
I refused to turn around to see who had spoken, but Gabriel bared his fangs and glanced over his shoulder, one arm hovering protectively behind me.
“And Gabriel killed Felicity and Emma because of her!” someone else protested.
“Gabriel killed them because of their own stupidity,” Thomas scoffed. “If he hadn’t, I would have.”
Many voices spoke at once, and although I could discern the individual words, I was too busy fighting the dam trying to burst inside of me to truly concentrate.
Christopher’s voice rose over the others. “Felicity and Emma’s blood is on their own hands. June died because she fought to help one of our own. To say she died in vain dishonors her ashes.”
The discord faded, and Gabriel turned to the crowd. “Direct your anger to me, not to Kara. She is the victim in all of this. If anyone wants to confront me about her joining, step forward now.” His voice became iced razors. “I hate to be kept waiting.”
Minutes passed, but none met his challenge. I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.
“I suppose that settles things,” Jasmina said. “We have rules you must understand before you join us. Listen well.
“Violet Memory prohibits the killing of pregnant women and humans who are thirteen and under. When you hunt and kill, you are to do so discreetly. Without getting too technical, use common sense. Do not leave bodies lying around, and do not just hunt around Lystelle. Branch out. We have many cars and even private planes at airports at your disposal. Blood bags are always here for your thirst, but I understand the call of the hunt. Do not torture your prey extensively; you will lose yourself if you do so often. No rape, and no sexual torture. You may bring one human home at a time; claim them if you do not want to share. If any member tries to take a food source as precious to you as a claimed human, you may kill them after I have proof of their theft.
“Secrecy is obvious. Don’t go blathering to the world that vampires exist. We do not wish to be made known. Many centuries ago, there were wars not only between covens, but between humans and vampires, and the endless battles created some of the most formidable vampire hunters to ever exist. It was a bloody time that must not be repeated.
“There are many other covens and wandering vampires in the world. They are welcome on our lands as long as they do not create problems. If you come across them, show them respect. It is very rare for other vampires to cause us trouble, so do not concern yourself with them.
“We have money and many stocks. While you are not required to make a contribution, it is welcomed. If you have a hobby that brings in money, share your fortune. We all benefit.
“If you have a conflict with one of your family members, bring it before me before you act. Respect and treat everyone the way you wish to be treated. You do not have to live here, but you are expected to return and stay here for at least one month every five years. You are also to attend any events or parties held in Violet Memory’s name.”
I cracked my knuckles. “Is that all?”
She actually smiled. She reached into the nightstand drawer and pulled out a scroll. “For the most part. Here is a more detailed list. If I were you, I would carefully read the part about blood sharing with another member when engaged in a certain activity.”
I came to her and took the scroll, unrolling it and reading the small print.
“Any questions?” Jasmina asked as I rolled the scroll back up.
“I can only kill three humans a month? Bummer,” I said.
Thomas laughed, but Jasmina didn’t look amused. “I long for sleep. Are you ready or not?” Jasmina asked.
“Where do I sign?” I asked.
Her lips turned up at the corners. “You don’t. You drink.”
I swallowed, pain making my cells throb. While not drinking blood went against every instinct, the thought of doing it again made me recoil in despair. The human Kara hadn’t been snuffed out completely, but I had a feeling the more I indulged in blood, the smaller she would become.
And if I ever killed, she would be gone forever.
Jasmina’s fangs snapped out, and she lifted her wrist to her mouth. She gently pierced her skin, allowing a single drop of her blood to fall into an onyx goblet.
One by one, the vampires approached the bed and did exactly as she had done. Inola went before Thomas, and Gabriel went last.
When Gabriel’s blood hit the air, I couldn’t hold back the hiss that escaped my throat. My focus zoned in on his blood. It was beautiful as it welled, hypnotic as it fell. It dropped into the blood-filled goblet silently.
I closed my eyes and forced my limbs to stay in place.
Bite, blood, kiss.
“Come, Kara Alyne Deuel. The time has come. Drink, and become ours,” Jasmina said.
I shook my head, back and forth, back and forth. If I moved, I would bite Gabriel in front of everyone.
“You fight your very nature. It is a losing battle, young one,” Jasmina said.
My eyes opened. As my gaze met Jasmina’s, I understood. She wasn’t talking about my vampirism—she was talking about me loving and wanting Gabriel. She had warned me before it was not a fight I could win.
I peeked at Gabriel. He was trying to keep his apathetic mask in place, but it slipped at the edges and pain entered his eyes. I was in silent agony, and he knew it. While my body was trying to protect me from the worst parts of myself, it could not shield me forever. A crack splintered its way through the dam.
You killed me. I willed for Gabriel to hear my thoughts, but I knew there was no way he could. Still, by the look in his eyes, I knew he understood.
You killed me.
I took the goblet from Jasmina and drank. I could taste Gabriel’s blood; it stood out amidst all the others.
The goblet fell from my fingers, the fire inside my throat cooling to a dying ember.
You killed me.




Chapter 10 And I Ached
Twice blood had been forced upon me, and I was not going to let it happen a third time.
Vaguely, I knew I was being irrational. I wasn’t an idiot—my memories were branded with the images of a bloodstained, mad Lucy. I could perfectly picture Gabriel’s lifeless eyes as he came toward me, all of his love for me evaporated in that moment because of the monster inside.
I knew if I went long enough without blood, I would become crazed, but I just couldn’t bring myself to care about the blood frenzy.
Did I really want this life? Could I even live with myself and go on knowing Elias was still out there?
For four days, I went through the motions. I slept, ate, showered, and cared for my pets. I rarely spoke.
I helped Thomas cook whenever he prepared food for us. I gardened with Inola, blindly following her instructions and frequently stopping my work to listen to her sing with my new ears. She didn’t comment when I refused to touch the roses.
I had no piano in my room, so I tentatively played the one in the music room when no one else was in there. With my enhanced senses and sharper memory, playing was much easier. I vastly improved in a short period, but I couldn’t bring myself to care about the accomplishment.
I wandered the large library after feeding the fish in the giant aquarium with either Millie or Denny in my arms. I didn’t like to read, but I did like to imagine the fantasies contained between the pages of the dusty volumes even if I didn’t indulge in them. The vast collection and the old-fashioned furnishings were impressive, and running my hand along them made me feel as if I were living in a different time period than the rest of the world.
I never lingered too long, as the library seemed to be one of the more popular rooms. The silent faces and bright eyes on me made me uneasy. Some looked curiously at me holding my cats, almost as if they wanted to approach me and pet them.
But no one did. I wasn’t sure if it was because they did not want me here, or because I looked like I didn’t want to socialize.
The only time I felt alive was when I went running with Thomas. The speed was exhilarating. We would run for hours without tiring, and I appreciated that he didn’t try to get me to talk, unlike Inola. Thomas would chatter, but it wasn’t to fill the silence. He was trying to distract me as he prattled on about recipes and kitchen shortcuts, and I was grateful to him for it.  
But as comforting as Thomas’s presence was, it was Inola’s presence I craved. She was the one who stayed with me as I slept.
I never saw Gabriel, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t there. I became paranoid about his invisible presence, and I would usually leave a room if I thought he was watching me or if I got a whiff of pine needles.
My thirst grew worst. It stayed muted for only a day, and then it blazed and burned and made me want to scream.
When I woke up on the sixth night, one hand automatically went to my throat while the other covered my mouth so I wouldn’t scream. I knew I couldn’t ignore it any longer. I could not concentrate on anything but my thirst.
All I had to do was go to Gabriel’s room, and knock on his door. He would answer. I wouldn’t even have to ask him. All I would have to do is look at him, and he would know. He would expose his neck, and my fangs would come out. . . .
I snapped myself out of the moment of weakness.
I didn’t want to wake Inola, so I got out of bed very slowly. I put on a pair of jeans, a black T-shirt, and a pair of gray running shoes. I wrapped a stake gun around my wrist as a precaution before slipping out of my room. 
I passed Christopher and a female vampire named Cassidy in one of the hallways, but I said nothing to them, and they only acknowledged me with a nod. I came to the front door of the mansion, opening it and peering out into the night. I swallowed against the fading fear of the dark.
That was one thing that had surprised me—the night no longer seemed so ominous. It seemed almost . . . welcoming. Safe.
I went out the front door and shot into the forest. I effortlessly scaled a tree, crouched on a branch, and waited.
I refused to think about what I was doing. If I thought about it, I wouldn’t be able to go through with it. I also ignored the fact that it was most likely pointless.
I loved animals so much, but choosing human blood over animals . . .  
I blended in with the night perfectly. Minutes later, a squirrel scuttled near the branch I perched on. My hands moved quickly, and I caught it easily. It bit and scratched at me, but it couldn’t wound me no matter how hard it tried. My fangs came out of my gums, a short burst of pain accompanying their appearance.
Just a little blood. Only a little to take the edge off. I wouldn’t kill it—I just needed a little.
The dam around my heart cracked a bit further as the squirrel squeaked, and my eyes almost grew misty as I bit into its neck. The blood flowed into my mouth, and I immediately gagged. The taste was so bad I dropped the squirrel. It ran away, squeaking in pain.
I coughed up the blood. Ugh, it was so nasty! It tasted like how sewage smelled. Only a little managed to go down my throat, and it did nothing to soothe it.
I punched the tree in frustration, sending splinters of wood flying everywhere as I jumped down. I landed silently and listened. The squirrel had been a bust, but maybe a different animal would work. . . .
A twig snapped. I whirled around and grabbed at a ball of fur. A rabbit squirmed in my hands.
My fangs brushed my lips. I leaned down toward the warm life thrashing in my arms. . . .
I set the rabbit down gently. It sprinted away, crashing into the underbrush.
My breathing hitched, and a dry sob echoed around me as my fangs slipped back inside my gums. I wiped desperately at the blood drying on my chin; it looked almost black in the silver moonlight.
Then I heard a different heartbeat, one that was slower than the animals around me. A heartbeat in perfect synchronization with mine.
I aimed the stake gun toward the sound. “Stop, or I’ll shoot,” I warned.
“Go ahead. I have a feeling you’ll miss your mark.”
My ears roared, and my heart lurched. “How dare you follow me out here?” I hissed.
Gabriel materialized out of the shadowed moonlight. “Forgive me for being concerned.”
My eyes narrowed. “You just want to make sure I don’t leave my pretty prison.”
“Forgive me for wanting you safe,” he said, his words dripping with sarcasm.
“You have never kept me safe!”
He stopped, and his eyes glazed over with sorrow. His next words were soft and sincere. “Forgive me for failing you.”
I tried to shoot him. I wanted to shoot him.
But I didn’t want to kill him. Angry and bitter as I was, the thought of killing him made me sick. To my eternal shame, I had already tried to kill him once upon waking as a vampire, so confused and filled with rage I hadn’t been thinking clearly.
Out of morbid curiosity, I tested the invisible force infused within my cells that protected my creator’s life. The sensation was strange and indescribable. No matter how hard I tried, my body refused to aim at his heart. I was actually physically incapable of it.
I lowered my arm after aiming it toward his shoulder. If I wounded him, I would give in, and indulge in his blood.
“I can never forgive you. Not now,” I said.
He ignored my words and inclined his head toward my shirt. I looked down to see a drop of blood on the hem, small enough that it would have been invisible to the human eye, especially against the black fabric.
“Animal blood cannot quench a vampire’s thirst. You know this,” Gabriel said.
I turned away from him and walked toward the direction of the mansion. “It was worth a shot.”
“There are plenty of blood bags inside. We have many connections to ensure we never run out.”
It was hard to concentrate on his words because of the pain. “What do you think I’m heading toward?” I snapped.
“I can help you.”
I stopped, although I refused to turn around.
“I don’t want your help,” I said.
He was right behind me. His presence was equally angering and intoxicating.
“I know you do not want my help, but I can make your pain stop. You don’t ever have to feel the pain of thirst,” he said.
“You just want my blood so you don’t have to be thirsty,” I scoffed.
His hands gripped my upper arms, and he whirled me around, pulling me to him and applying just enough pressure so that I couldn’t escape.
“I would never drink your blood if it was not what you willed. Even if for every single day of eternity you denied me your blood while I gave you mine, I would respect your wishes and refrain from drinking yours,” he said.
I wouldn’t look at his eyes, so I stared at his shoulder. “You drank my blood when I didn’t will it, Gabriel. You drank from me when I needed you the most.”
He trembled against me.
“Look at me,” he said in a hoarse whisper.
“No.”
“Kara, look at me.”
I closed my eyes.
One of his arms snaked around my back to keep me in place while his other hand gripped my chin and forced my face up.
“Look at me now, or I’ll kiss you. I’ll kiss you and break down every fragile barrier you have managed to build, and then you will not be able to deny me any longer.” His voice became unimaginably soft. “I know you do not want that.”
My eyes opened. His gaze was green fire, and now he wasn’t the only one trembling. His touch, his eyes, his nearness, and my thirst made me horribly aware of the losing battle I was fighting.
“I do not even know what I can say, my heart. I know I broke you, and it’s my fault you are this way. I do not know how to earn your forgiveness when I have failed you so many times. I promised to keep you safe, but I couldn’t. How can I earn your forgiveness after everything I have done? Please, tell me what I can do. Anything you want, just tell me, and I will do it.”
I was going to shatter. My fangs snapped out.
His eyes blazed with hope. “Go ahead. I want you to. I want you to do it so badly, Kara.”
Gabriel’s vulnerability made my heart throb. But even so . . .
I shot the stake gun. The wood found its mark in his thigh, making him stumble away from me. As soon as the tang of his blood hit the air, I ran.
Away from his empty promises. Away from his blood. Away from him.
***
In my worry that he was not far behind me, I bit my wrist and made my blood flow onto the ground, and then I went the opposite way of the blood.
And I ached. It was a dim echo behind my protective wall, but it was there.
I hated hurting him. I hated making a false trail, but the alternative was worse. I had given in to my feelings for Gabriel as a human, but I wouldn’t as a vampire.
I ran until I no longer knew where I was. 
The forest was hours behind me, and there was not much cover anymore. There was no salt in the air; I had moved away from the coast.
And a huge problem was emerging. The sky was lightening and was free of clouds.
Weakness filled my limbs. Inola had told me the other day to be careful when going out on cloudy days. Even if clouds hid the direct sunlight, there was still enough sunlight filtering through to weaken a vampire.
I now understood. Dawn was going to break any minute, and I already felt like I’d been poisoned. I made myself run faster through the thinning trees on the side of the road.
I could make out a small town in the distance. I looked toward the sky. If I didn’t hurry . . .
Faint regret washed through me. Why did I never think anything through? What if Elias was nearby, his lust for revenge not yet sated? I wanted to go faster, but I was now running significantly slower.
I wasn’t going to make it. Instead, I went toward an old building on the outskirts of the town.
I jumped a rusted metal fence, the barbed wire tearing my jeans but leaving my skin unscathed. The first rays of dawn streaked the sky at the exact moment I dove into the shadow of the back of the building.
I took in my surroundings. A sign near the road indicated the place used to be an old-fashioned candy factory, but it looked as if it had been unused for many years. I could see no windows above me, and there was no door. The only windows and doors I had seen in my haste were the ones on the front side, the side that was now being bathed in the morning light.
I moaned, remembering how I had burned before. I couldn’t feel that pain again. . . .
“Ok, think quickly,” I whispered.
I put my ear to the bricks of the building. The place looked abandoned, but I needed to be sure. I heard nothing. Nothing human, anyway. I definitely heard the scurry of rats and the buzzing of bug wings.
I went to the right edge of the building and peeked around the corner. No windows or doors on that side, either.
Fear bashed against the numbing dam. What if the other side was the same?
I looked around the left corner and let out a sigh of relief. Windows dotted the upper story, and the sunlight hadn’t quite reached the last three windows near me.
I scaled the building and held the ledge of the closest window. It was covered by metal bars, but I knew I was strong enough to tear them away.
I grabbed a bar, surprised it didn’t budge when I pulled at it.
I had gone too long without blood. Not only that, but the sunlight was only inches away. I was pathetically weak right now.
I pulled again, every ounce of strength behind my actions. The bar pulled free from the window. It took me twice as long to rip out the next one, and I hurried to work on the third bar.
I tugged it from the wall just as the sunlight kissed my body. I screamed and dove through the window. The glass rained down around me as I fell down the two stories.
I landed on a pile of wooden pallets, my heavy fall shattering the aged, rotted wood. Shards of wood protruded from my body at various angles, and the pain rivaled my thirst. A strangled cry left my mouth as I crawled on all fours away from the death trap.
I pulled the piece of wood closest to my heart out first, and drops of bright vampire blood painted the dusty floor. My screams echoed throughout the empty factory as I pulled the wood out of my body. The one I pulled from my thigh caused my blood to shoot out and spray a nearby stack of moldy boxes.
I stared at the gory, crimson mess. I hadn’t had blood in days, and now here I was with severe blood loss.
Gabriel’s blood frenzy had happened because of blood loss. . . .
I felt the dam burst inside my chest. All of my emotions crashed together at once, and I screamed until I went cold.
Amidst the storm of pain, something dark clawed its way to the surface. An entity linked to me, but it was somehow separate at the same time. A frightening force I could not fight.
The monster inside of every vampire. The blood frenzy.
I felt myself slip away, as if I’d never even existed.
The Kara I knew was finally gone.




Chapter 11 Blood Frenzy
I could smell the humans in the town. They all smelled different. Some smelled sweet, and some smelled almost bitter. I could smell who was young and who was old. I could even tell if someone was male or female by their scent.
But they all had the tinge of iron. Sweet, invigorating, thirst-quenching blood. 
And it was going to be all mine. I was going to rip their throats open and drink them dry. Every last one of them.
I couldn’t wait to kill them all.
I bit harder into the rat and sucked the last bit of blood from its unmoving body. The taste was rotten and wrong, and it did nothing to soothe my thirst, but I couldn’t stop myself. It was weak, warm, and good practice for hunting.
Anticipation swelled within me. The sun couldn’t go down fast enough. The wait was pure torture.
My throat hurt. It hurt so badly. I just needed it to stop. I needed blood. All of the blood. Every last drop.
I streaked across the small room, clumsily banging into the wall in my haste. I grabbed a baby rat by its tail from underneath a cracked mop bucket.
I bit into it. There was barely any blood inside at all. Disgusted, I tossed the thing to the ground when the blood was gone.
The other rats were in the part of the factory with the windows. I could hear them running about while I had to hide in the windowless janitor closet.
Once I was too impatient. Too hasty. I tried to leave my haven of darkness. I was burned for my mistake, so I crawled back into the shadows.
“Come here, little babies,” I crooned to the rats. I opened the door and jumped back quickly. “Come on insiiiiide.”
I caught three more rats before the sun went down. They all tasted disgusting.
***
As soon as it was safe, I ran for the town.
On the edge of the town, I spotted a neon sign for a bar. I could smell booze, sweat, and cigarette smoke surrounding the building.
Easy prey. All for me. All mine.
I ghosted into the alley beside the noisy bar. Next to the bar was a pizza place. Both buildings were packed with humans. I set one foot out onto the sidewalk, ready to burst inside the bar and kill all in my path, but a man walked out of the pizza place, texting on his cell phone.
My prey was coming toward me, and his heart was beating rich blood through his veins. It was begging me to take it.
I grabbed his arm and pulled him into the alley. He tried to get away, but I was stronger even at my weakest. My fangs sprang forth, and I bit into his neck, cutting off his screams.
Bliss. Blood.
I sucked greedily as he feebly struggled. His fear flowed into me, making me giddy. It wasn’t long before his struggling stopped. His fear also faded, disappointing me.
Where was the fight? The high of the kill—he was ruining it for me! I bit deeper as punishment.
So intent on my prey, I didn’t hear the approach.
Something stronger than me flung me off of the human.
I flew through the air and landed lightly, whirling around with my fangs bared.
It was Gabriel.
“Stop it, Kara.”
“He’s mine,” I hissed, going back toward the human. “Go find your own.”
Gabriel grabbed my shoulders. “If you take any more blood, it will kill him. You won’t be able to live with that.”
“I don’t care! I want to kill him! I want him to die.”
Gabriel’s fingers dug into my skin, and he shook me. “That’s the blood frenzy talking, not you. This is not you.”
“Yes, it is. This is me. I’ve never felt so alive! I’m so high right now, Gabriel. It’s amazing. It’s wonderful. I want his blood now!”
I flung myself toward the unconscious man, but Gabriel was too strong. He held me back while he bit into his wrist with his fangs.
Immediately, my attention left the dying human and went to Gabriel’s bleeding wrist. Only Gabriel’s blood mattered. It took over my entire world. The human’s blood didn’t hold the promise of this blood.
Gabriel held his wrist out to me. I closed my mouth over it and moaned in ecstasy at the indescribable taste, and by the look on Gabriel’s face, it felt as good to him as it did to me.
“Consume me,” Gabriel whispered into my ear. “No one else.”
His emotions poured into me. His love for me. His worry. His longing.
I felt myself coming back, the monster inside satisfied at last.
I was finally sated. But even though I was no longer thirsty, it was hard to pull away. For the first time since becoming a vampire, my thirst was truly gone. I was free of pain, but horror washed through me.
I took a few steps back. “What have I done?” I whispered.
“He will be ok,” Gabriel said, rubbing his fingers across my cheek. “Heal him, and then Control him to forget what happened.”
I was still in disbelief. “I-I couldn’t help myself. I was like a different person. . . . I wanted to kill him.”
“I know.” Gabriel’s agony washed into me, potent and piercing. It mingled with the human’s fading fear.
Jeffery. The human’s name was Jeffery. I shuddered at the name I had forcibly derived, shuddered at his form on the ground, his blood now revolting instead of inviting. I actually had the urge to vomit, but I knew I needed to keep the blood down.
I bit into my wrist with my fangs, clinging desperately to the pain in my wrist and gums as a form of punishment for my actions. I forced my blood into Jeffery’s pale mouth, carefully holding his head back. Soon enough his eyes flew open, and the deep wounds on his neck healed. His pulse sped up, and his breathing became fast and shallow.
“Calm down,” I Controlled gently, taking my wrist from his lips. The Control came naturally, another instinct. Looking into a human’s eyes for the first time, my body knew I possessed the incredible power of Control; I could make him do whatever I wanted. “Forget what I have done to you. Go home and rest. You will feel amazing tomorrow, better than you ever have before.”
Jeffery’s eyes cleared. The idiot actually smiled at me before grabbing his cell phone and getting up. He left without a backwards glance, whistling cheerfully.
“That last part was a nice touch,” Gabriel said softly.
I shook my head, wiping the blood from my mouth onto my shirt. My fingers quivered, and my head was spinning. “I’m turning into a monster. No . . . The damage has already been done. I am a monster.”
“Kara . . .”
“Look at me, Gabriel!” I exploded. “I’m covered in blood, and I actually hurt animals. Yeah, I was a hypocrite when I was a human, ok? I ate meat, but trying to drink their blood just felt so different. It felt so wrong. I tried to kill you back at your house, and then I go and hurt you again just because I can’t forgive myself for loving you! And then I come here, planning on killing every human in sight because I saw them as nothing more than walking blood banks!”
Gabriel quickly unzipped his black jacket and put it on me, and I understood why he did it. My clothes were covered with blood and were full of holes, and seeing myself so bloody and disheveled was probably not helping me.
Gabriel ran his hands up and down my arms, soothing me. His smell blocked out the haze of blood.
I stared at Gabriel’s dark gray shirt. “The worst part was that I liked it,” I admitted. “I liked the thrill of the hunt. Of feeding on him. Part of me didn’t want to let him go.”
He stroked my hair, twisting his fingers around my messy curls. “You are a vampire now, heart. Your instincts are going to be overwhelming and hard to resist. But you have me to help you. You are strong enough to resist. I truly do not believe this will happen again.”
I nodded, leaning my head against him, the fight gone out of me.
“Let’s get you out of here. My car is outside of town,” Gabriel said. “Put these on,” he instructed as he handed me a pair of sunglasses. I obeyed, and he put on a pair as well.
“How did you find me?” I asked as he led me away from the noisy nightlife.
“Leading me in the wrong direction was a nice try. It worked for a few miles. I turned around and followed your scent as much as possible before it faded, and then I followed your trail. Your hair was caught in tree branches, and I occasionally could see your footprints. Thomas had my car and was driving parallel to me as much as possible. Finally, I was hit with the smell of your blood. As attuned to it as I am, I smelled that you were hurt.” His body tensed. “I was not far behind you when the sun rose. I had to take refuge in the car. Inola had gone the opposite direction, just in case I was wrong about your blood diversion.”
“Where are they now?” I asked.
“Thomas told Inola we found you. She came and is in the parking lot with Thomas.”
Once again I felt like a child, guilty and small, just like when I’d broken the dishes in the kitchen at the coven house.
Gabriel’s hand tightened around my waist. “Kara?”
“Yes?” I mumbled sheepishly.
“Do not ever do that to me again. I thought Elias might have . . .”
I trembled, fighting the urge to be sick. “I’m sorry,” I whispered.
He kissed my temple so swiftly I didn’t have time to move away. And if I was completely honest with myself, I wasn’t even sure I wanted to.
Inola and Thomas were leaning against Inola’s car, and they took off their sunglasses as we approached them. Inola looked angry, but Thomas looked entirely at ease, although he rolled his eyes at me. 
“I’m sorry for making you worry,” I said. Thomas raised an eyebrow. “Again,” I tacked on glumly. 
Inola pulled a black duffel bag out of the back seat. “Some changes of clothing,” she said stiffly.
“Thank you,” I said.
Inola shook her head at me. “Kara Deuel, run off again, and you can just stay gone.”
I took my sunglasses off, my eyes widening at her words.
Thomas turned to his wife. “Anger will give you wrinkles,” he joked calmly before looking at me. “She doesn’t mean that.”
Inola snorted and climbed inside the car.
“Aren’t you angry with me?” I asked Thomas.
He leaned toward me. “Why do you think I am as calm as your sire? Do you truly think all my comic relief is just that? I joke around to keep myself from acting on impulse—like staking you right now. It would be counterproductive, Red, since I really do want you to stick around,” Thomas said. He went to the passenger side of the car and slipped inside.
They drove away, tires screeching, which I thought was a little unnecessary. Their point had been made. I was foolish and impulsive; vampirism definitely had not cured those traits.
Gabriel ran his finger along the base of my neck as I turned my attention to what must have been his car. I wasn’t the best at identifying vehicles, but the sleek, black car was obviously expensive and new.
“It’s unlocked,” he said. 
It was hard to concentrate with him touching me, but I managed to get in and shut the door.
The ride home was quiet, and waves of Gabriel’s silent anger washed against me in warning.
I didn’t protest when he followed me to my room.




Chapter 12 In Blood And Wings
The door closing behind me felt almost final.
I turned the box fan on and wandered over to the side of the room where a kiddie pool filled with toys sat. It was Panini and Dandelion’s playground. Maybe if I got them out of their cage, I could delay whatever was coming.
But I knew there was truly no stopping the approaching storm.
As if on cue, the back of my hair lifted from a rush of movement.
I turned to Gabriel. He stood so close to me I could feel his heart beating through his shirt.
“I’m sorry I shot you,” I said.
A look of disgust crossed his features. “You seriously think I care about that? Kara, the safest place for you is here. You know that, especially after everything you’ve been through. So what did you do? You took off like you are asking to be killed!”
“He’s done with his revenge,” I said, but I didn’t trust my words.
Gabriel laughed, a darkness to the sound that made ice claw at my ears. “He will never be done, especially if he ever learns you’re mine again.”
I stepped back. “I am not yours again!” I protested. “I hate you, Gabriel Arundel. I promise you I do.”
He shadowed me. “I know you hate me, Kara. But the thing is, you have a really hard time differentiating between love and hate when it comes to me. You go back and forth between the two so much you don’t even know the difference anymore.”
“You betrayed me! You promised me that you wouldn’t turn me no matter what!” I said.
He backed me up against the wall, every inch of him touching me. “What are you so adverse to? The darkness? Your vampire instincts have taken that fear from you or else you wouldn’t have left the way you did. Never seeing your loved ones again? You pushed your friends away, and your grandmother was sick, Kara. She was too sick to not be somewhere surrounded by doctors. And seeing her like that was tearing you apart. I felt that from you. Is immortality too frightening? What about the inevitable darkness of death that comes to humans? And the blood? The thirst? My blood belongs to you. Take it from me, and there will be no more pain for you. Your enhanced emotions? I can help you bear that burden. Once you connect to me, my strength is yours.”
Tears leaked from my eyes, and his next words tore at my heart.
“Is it so wrong that I saved you by turning you? Is it so wrong when I try to atone? Is it wrong that I want you in my life? Is it wrong that I need you by my side?” His lips brushed the side of my mouth. “Is it so wrong that I love you?”
I shook my head. I wasn’t sure if I was answering his question or making a silent plea for him to get away from me.
Gabriel put his face into my hair and inhaled, as if intoxicated by the scent. “I will wait for you forever if I have to, but every moment apart is agony not just for me, but for you as well,” he whispered.
“Gabriel,” I gasped, electricity replacing the blood in my veins. I couldn’t stop it. I couldn’t fight it.
“Ask me,” he demanded, his voice rough.
“Kiss me.”
His lips came down on mine, frenzied and hurried. He lifted me up against the wall, and I wrapped my legs around his hips, squeezing him to me. Our tongues collided as his mouth slanted harder against mine, and I pressed closer to him, running my hands through his hair. His hands were like lightning on my skin, grazing my stomach underneath my shirt in a teasing pattern.
I was going to shatter.
I wanted him. No, I needed him. I needed every part of him.
I pulled away, my fangs shooting out. I bit into his neck.
His arms stroked me, crushing me to him as his words whispered encouragement into my ear. He loved me and needed me so much; it made me soar to unimaginable heights.
“Drink from me,” I begged inside his mind.
Without hesitation, his mouth went to my neck, and bliss sank into my skin. The golden light of him was intoxicating and consuming. 
I wasn’t sure if it was him or me who tore off my clothes.
***
I stretched lazily, love and happiness shining inside my heart. I snuggled deeper into the silk sheets against Gabriel.
The scent of our blood was everywhere. I cracked an eye open, sat up, and looked around the room.
Our clothes were shreds on the floor. There was blood on the walls, the floor, and on the bed.
There was also blood on the ceiling.
Amusement filtered through me, and it wasn’t my own.
“No need to be embarrassed,” Gabriel assured me softly inside my head.
I looked around in disbelief. “I acted like an animal.”
He grinned. His lips were stained red, and dried blood covered his chin. “We acted like animals. Don’t take all the credit.”
I was suddenly shy. “I wish I would have saved myself for you.”
Gabriel smiled gently. “I know. I feel the same way. And I am sure you already realize this, but I do not count your drunken mistake as your first time anyway.”
I kissed him lightly. “I guess I don’t hate you anymore.”
He groaned jokingly. “Don’t worry—the day is just getting started. There is plenty of time for you to get angry with me again.”
“I’ll try not to,” I said honestly.
He ran his fingers through my hair. “Eternity with you is going to be very interesting, heart,” he said.
“Eternity,” I mused. “I can’t fathom it.”
He snuggled closer to me. “Not many can, including most vampires. It is one of the reasons why suicide is so common among us.”
I traced his chest with a fingertip. “I’m not sure about living forever.” My words were hesitant.
“I know.” Gabriel tucked my hair behind my ear. “I’ve always known how you felt about immortality. Just promise me one thing.”
“Ask away.”
He caressed my cheek, his gaze holding me. “Spend at least a hundred years with me. Give me one century with you. After that, if you still want to leave this world, then we will leave together.”
I cracked my knuckles. A hundred years . . .
Now that I was a vampire, immortality was no longer quite as frightening, but it was still eerie and shaded with the promise of the unknown—much like death had been when I’d been a human.
I closed my eyes and concentrated on the slow beating of our hearts, completely in time with one another. I could hear the whisper of air floating in and out of our lungs. I could hear the pulse of our blood inside our veins. We were one, and now that my mind was melded with Gabriel’s, his strength uplifted and sheltered my surging emotions. He was consciously bearing so much of my pain and fear, and the relief was almost intoxicating. He was so strong; he had so much willpower.
Would so much time with him actually be difficult? Suddenly, I did not think it would be. Didn’t Gabriel deserve happiness? All he wanted was me, and I could give him that.
Did I not deserve to know peace as I did now? Even if all we did was stay in this room, I was almost certain it would not be hard to keep such a promise.  
I could face anything with Gabriel. What he asked in return was so small in comparison to the ultimate peace he had given me in just one day. And this peace go could on forever if I desired it to.
“All right,” I said. “It’s a promise. And who knows? Maybe I’m just being silly, and I will want to live much longer than that.”
His eyes went brighter as he kissed me gently. His lips smiled against mine as I squirmed, and he broke the kiss.
“If you want a bath, just say so,” Gabriel said.
I giggled. “But I don’t have to say so. You already know. And I don’t have to ask you to come along; you already know I want you to.”
I got out of bed and went to the bathroom, winking at the bloodstained girl in the mirror. She looked ridiculous and happy.
I shook a bottle of body wash at Gabriel as he slipped inside.
“Is pomegranate a unisex smell?” I asked.
Gabriel shrugged, his eyes on my body.
I blushed, quickly turning the water on and pouring the body wash into the tub before I got distracted with other things.
“Good thing the tub is big,” I remarked quietly.
He came up behind me and ran his hand down my back. “Good thing,” he whispered into my ear.
I turned around and kissed him, the bath forgotten.
A few hours and a flooded bathroom later, we had the rooms cleaned up. We curled up in front of the fireplace, staring at the flames as we held one another.
“Maybe you should have made me promise two centuries instead of one,” I said.
Gabriel’s happiness mingled with my own. He kissed my neck, slowly running his lips across the sensitive points where my fang scars used to be.
But deep inside of him, he still worried about Elias. Elias was a lingering shadow that threatened me, and I was Gabriel’s reason for wanting to live.
“Don’t think about that right now, ok?” I said.
He buried his face into my neck. “Well, you quit having intrusive thoughts about Emma and me. It was nothing like this.”
I tried to quell my jealously. “I know. You never stayed to cuddle.”
He sighed. “I never did a lot of things with her, and cuddling is what you chose?”
A log in the fireplace hissed and popped. I watched the flames as they danced and ate the wood.
“I’m glad you killed her,” I said quietly.
Gabriel chuckled and kissed the corner of my mouth. “You intrigue me so. There is truth to your words, yet you still feel compassion for her fate.”
“I can empathize with one who has loved you,” I murmured. “I wonder if I would have acted the same. . . .”
Gabriel shuddered. He was nearly sick as a mental picture passed between us—him staking me instead of the beautiful blonde. His nausea rose within me.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I think it’s time for a change of subject.”
“That would be nice.”
“Ok, how about this? If two vampires decide to marry, is it the same type of ceremony as two humans?” I asked as nonchalantly as I could.
Gabriel laughed softly. “A little late for that, isn’t it? You and I are already married. Did you skim the fine print when you read the outline about Violet Memory? It is an ancient tradition, but it still applies. When two members blood share during sex, they are married in the coven’s eyes. I tried to tell you that earlier, but you were not really listening.”
“While I did skim the fine print, I remember seeing that. And I was listening to you—kind of. Gabriel, I understand the gravity of what we’ve done. While I don’t regret it, I feel guilty when I think about Inola. I think it would make her happy to see you have an actual wedding.”
Gabriel allowed the mental pictures of vampire marriages he had attended to flit across my mind.
“As you can see, it can be either a human-like ceremony, or it can be the vampire one. Both are considered legitimate,” he said.
I ignored the human one I knew so well and pondered the vampire ceremony. It seemed so simple, yet at the same time, ancient and almost primal. There were no vows. There were no rings. Instead, the two vampires stood under a blood moon and exchanged blood with a kiss.
An image Gabriel couldn’t quite repress darted around inside our minds. A blood kiss was how Gabriel had given me his blood to turn me into a vampire.
I smiled sadly, understanding the gesture now. For a vampire to give another person their blood from their own lips was the deepest and most sincere act of love they could show to someone when it came to blood sharing.
“Next blood moon it is, then,” I said quietly. “I think Inola would really appreciate it.”
He hugged me tightly and kissed me so softly it was torture. Then he sighed against my lips.
“Do we have to discuss this now?” he asked, sensing my thoughts.
“You thought about it first. So yes, I think we should discuss it.”
“So much for peace.”
“Gabriel, we will never be able to relax as long as he is still alive. Besides, I think you want him dead even more than I do. I’ve been tossing around some ideas, and one I especially dread contemplating because it involves Olivia, but I think it will be our best option.”
Gabriel stared at the fire, the flames reflecting off of his eyes. “You are correct that Elias must be destroyed. We will start our search for the girl tomorrow. But first . . .”
He rolled me onto my back and kissed me, fusing his body to my own.
***
I didn’t want to go inside. I hesitated, my hand refusing to turn the doorknob.
“He’s not in there, Red,” Thomas said from beside me.
Gabriel’s hand tensed against my back. “She has every right to be afraid of going inside his room,” Gabriel said.
I listened as hard as I could, tuning out the million sounds around me so I could better concentrate on what was inside the room.
I picked out a slight draft making the edges of the drapes move, the dripping of the bathroom faucet, and a spider crawling over its web underneath the nightstand.
“Let’s get this over with,” I said, tightening my other hand on the stake I carried. I opened the door, and we went inside.
Thomas went straight for the desk. “Good thing no one has bothered to clear this place out yet,” he remarked casually.
Gabriel grabbed Elias’s laptop and turned the power on. “Just do not get your hopes up about finding anything. It is unlikely he was careless enough to leave behind information about her.”
I tried to move to go help them, but I found myself rooted in place.
I had almost expected the room to be without personal touches, but that was not the case. Bookshelves covered almost every inch of the walls. There was a typewriter on the table. Notebooks and leather-bound journals were scattered across the bed. There were ink stains and wadded balls of paper on the floor.
“He’s a writer,” I said, surprise in my voice.
In the murkiest parts of my memory, I remembered the desperate flashes of Elias’s humanity in the wooden room. I once again felt the fragile hope he had extended to me; a part of him had truly wanted more than anything to be free of pain and hatred.
It was difficult to picture Elias as anything but a monster, but I had felt otherwise, and his room was even more proof that shreds of humanity remained buried in darkness within him.
But Elias was dangerous and unstable, and he deserved to die. He had killed my dogs, and my heart was still broken because of it. Even Gabriel’s strength could not hold back the tears that would randomly form and fall from my eyes.
And Gabriel and I would never know peace as long as Elias was still alive.
Gabriel looked up at me, his face taking on a strange tint because of the light of the laptop. “Yes, he is a writer. A very successful one, actually. He’s had various pen names over the years, but his most popular works were under the name Lias Lucy,” Gabriel said.
“Lias Lucy? He’s like the king of the horror genre,” I said.
Thomas shuffled through some papers on the desk. “I thought you hated to read,” he said.
“I do, but I had to read one of his books my sophomore year in literature class when we were covering the horror classics. I specifically remember reading In Blood And Wings because the book was long and . . . disturbing. It was about vampires.”
“Imagine that,” Thomas said, grinning.
I finally could move my limbs. I went to the desk to help Thomas look.
“A book about vampires that was written by a vampire,” I said. “What a liar he is. We can’t turn into bats, and you made garlic bread yesterday.”
“Elias likes bats,” Thomas said. “He used to leave fruit out for them near the greenhouse. And you could tell that writing was a form of therapy for him; it was why his works were so dark and groundbreaking. The guy is messed up for sure, but he can write well.”
I stared at Thomas. “You like his books?”
“Hey, I can’t stand the guy. If I could get my hands on him, I’d happily set him on fire for what he did to you, Red. But that does not mean I can’t appreciate his work.”
Gabriel’s frustration leaked into me, making me turn toward him. I could feel his fingertips pressing the keyboard as if I were the one doing it.
Gabriel indicated the laptop. “It is password protected. I doubt there is anything on here, but it could take me weeks to figure it out,” he said.
I held my hands out. “It’ll probably take weeks just to go through all this stuff anyway.”
“Most of it is probably useless, or he wouldn’t have bothered leaving it behind,” Thomas said, feeling underneath the desk. “Drafts and notes for his books. Stuff like that.”
“What are you doing?” I asked.
“Feeling for this.” Thomas grabbed my hand and held it to a button. “Press it,” he commanded.
“Is it going to shock me or something?”
“Always so paranoid. Is that because you were kidnapped and followed by vampires, or have you always been this way?” Thomas teased, applying just enough pressure to make me press the button.
A click resounded throughout the room, making all three pairs of our eyes go to the middle left drawer.
Gabriel rushed to my side and opened the drawer.
“I don’t see . . . ,” I began, but then I saw what he saw. The false bottom was now accessible. The smallest crack was visible at the edges.
Gabriel removed the wood.
A crinkled picture stared up at us. It was of the girl I had seen in the dream, only she was much older in the picture.
Olivia. Her resemblance to Gabriel and Lucy was eerie.
Pain cracked through Gabriel like a whip, and he took a shuddering breath. I rubbed his arm, trying to comfort him as his agony shredded my heart.
“I do not want to involve her. I do not want you in danger,” Gabriel said, the pain making his thoughts cloudy.
I picked up the picture. “I will not live out my life afraid of him any longer. I will end what he started. With your strength, Gabriel, I can do this.”
“Even if it means she dies in the process?” Thomas asked gently.
I clutched the photograph harder.
“Kara?” Thomas pressed.
“Why hasn’t he changed her into a vampire?” I asked, ignoring Thomas.
Gabriel took the picture from me. His eyes froze as he stared at the photograph.
“He doesn’t want the bloody fate he forced on Lucy to be her burden. He wants her to have a normal life. . . . He wants her to have a life as a human,” Gabriel said quietly.
“She is not Lucy,” I told Gabriel inside my head before turning to Thomas. “Gabriel is right. Elias would have changed her had he wanted to be with her. He made it clear that she was to stay out of his life. Instead, he keeps his distance and watches her from afar. So that means yes, Thomas. She is going to die.”
Both of them looked at me hesitantly, but Gabriel’s uncertainty was washed away by my determination.
“She is going to die because I’m going to turn her into a vampire,” I said.




Chapter 13 Irony 
The world we lived in was truly a frightening place. Everyone’s information was for the taking. Names, addresses, occupations . . . You could find anyone just by using a computer, and when you did find out where someone lived, who was to stop you from going to them and doing whatever you wanted? Their fate was in your hands.
It had only taken thirty minutes. Snooping through Elias’s room probably had not even been necessary, but at least we knew exactly what she looked like because of the photograph.             
Her name was Olivia Bishop. She was twenty-seven years old, and she lived near the coast in North Carolina. She was a registered nurse, and she was engaged to a phlebotomist named Harry Neal.
Her life was about to be completely changed, and it was going to be because of me.
Later, Gabriel and I lounged under the stars. The dew seeped through our clothes, and the sounds of crickets and owls echoed around us. The stars twinkled overhead, innumerable and mesmerizing, the immortal friends who watched vampires live out their endless lives.
“Such beauty I missed because I was scared of the night,” I whispered.
Gabriel squeezed my hand. “Their beauty pales in comparison to the light of your eyes.”
I smiled. “Charmer. You should write poetry.”
“You would laugh at anything I wrote.”
“Probably,” I agreed.
It was nearly impossible to differentiate his breathing from my own.
“You don’t want to do this,” I said after a few minutes of silence.
“It is not that I don’t want Elias dead. I do, more than anything. But . . . I do not want you to do this because I do not want you in danger.”
“I’m much stronger now. And calmer, thanks to being connected to you.”
“None of that will be enough,” he said. “If Elias finds us near Olivia, you will be his target. Even if we have others with us, it will not guarantee your safety. He is stronger and faster than you. All it would take is for you to move the wrong way by an inch, and your heart would be vulnerable.”
I sighed. Images of Lucy and Olivia flitted across our minds.
“If I go through with this and hurt him this way, does that make me . . . evil?” I asked hesitantly.
Gabriel traced my wrist where my fang scars used to be. “I could never think that you are evil, Kara. You are, without a doubt, the most compassionate person to ever walk this planet. But you are impulsive, and you often lack common sense. You have a temper, and you are horrendously impatient—”
“I wanted assurance I wasn’t evil, not an exhaustive list of my flaws!”
He grinned. “You are many things, dearest heart. But you are not evil. I know my view of you is just a little biased, but I do find it strange you would involve an innocent person. Your choice was taken from you by me. Are you willing to take that same choice from someone else the way it was stolen from you?”
I cracked my knuckles. “We have no idea where Elias is. But if we take Olivia and bring her here, he will eventually notice. He will come to us. We have the coven. They will kill him on sight.”
“So why change her into a vampire?” Gabriel asked.
I drummed my fingers against his chest. “Because it will hurt him to see her that way,” I said honestly.
Gabriel said nothing, allowing me to process the words I had just spoken.
I sighed. “What have I become? How could I even think to . . .  Ok, I’ll only change her if he doesn’t care enough to come and get her. After she is changed, I’ll let her go. He will see her eventually, and that anger will make him seek us out. Either way, he will come to us and die.”
Gabriel kissed my temple. “She will be scared, heart. Scared the way you were scared.”
“No, she won’t. I will Control her to not feel fear during this. I know you hate Control, but I won’t have her sick with fear the way I was. I don’t want to do this, Gabriel. I don’t want to involve her, but Elias has to die. You know he does.”
He brushed his lips against mine. “Your guilt over this will never go away. You know that, don’t you?”
I nodded. “I have accepted that. I guess I really am different now because I feel almost no hesitation about doing this.”
“You are in predator mode right now,” Gabriel said. “I don’t have to tell you that things can change once the hunting haze fades. You know from experience.”
I put my head against his heart. My heart.
He knew what I was going to ask, but he also knew I needed the answer. I knew his answer, but I wanted to hear it.
“Will you love me no matter what I do? Will you love me no matter how I handle this?”
He moved quickly. He got on top of me, pressing my body against the wet, cool earth. His fingers interlocked with mine.
“I will love you no matter what. Forever, Kara. There is nothing you could do that would change that. There is no part of you I do not love.”
Gabriel kissed me, sealing his oath with fierce gentleness.
***
Gabriel, Inola, Thomas, and I all piled into Inola’s car and headed to North Carolina.
Inola was not happy about involving Olivia because she knew Olivia’s resemblance to Lucy would cause Gabriel pain, but she wanted Elias dead as much as everyone else, so she didn’t protest.
Thomas didn’t care one way or another, or at least, that was what he’d said. You could never really tell with Thomas—only Inola knew what he truly thought about the situation.
Gabriel, of course, was going along with whatever I wanted.
It made me equally uneasy and euphoric to know I could choose to paint the countryside in blood, and he would stand by me no matter my reasons. His loyalty ran deeper than words could express. He had stopped me from feeding on Jeffery because he’d known it hadn’t been something I’d truly wanted. It had been the blood frenzy.
Had I truly desired to kill Jeffery, Gabriel would have let me.
Gabriel squeezed my hand, confirming my thoughts. He wanted to give me whatever I wanted, as long as I was safe. And what we were doing was the safest method possible when it came to ending Elias’s life; even Elias couldn’t stand up against the entire coven and live.
The trip was long, but it was not boring. There was plenty of adrenaline, chatter, and anticipation.
But sitting so close to Gabriel was hard. I wanted to drink his blood even though I was not thirsty, and I longed to kiss him endlessly.
His half-smile drove me mad. He loved that I wanted him. He had always been able to tell, even when I’d been human.
He made it difficult to keep a civil conversation going with Inola and Thomas. He purposely kept thinking about our intimate moments.
I gritted my teeth and clutched the seat hard enough to leave fingernail imprints. Gabriel merely winked at me. He was thinking about biting my inner thighs and drinking from me until I screamed from the incredible sensation. . . .
“Are we there yet?” I asked, my voice strained.
Gabriel grinned at my distress. His arms crossed over his chest as he relaxed into the seat.
“Ants in your pants?” Thomas asked nonchalantly.
“More like in my head,” I said through clenched teeth.
“Ah, the honeymoon stage. Don’t look so surprised, Red. It is all over your face that you’re trying not to rip into Gabriel’s neck. Remember those days, Inola?”
I saw Inola roll her eyes in the rearview mirror. “I wasn’t aware we had left those days behind yet.”
Thomas gave her a wicked smile. “Indeed we have not.”
Inola looked at me in the mirror. I could tell she was ecstatic that Gabriel and I weren’t fighting anymore.
“You learn to block out the images somewhat, at least enough to concentrate,” she said.
Gabriel switched tactics and used words instead of pictures.
I swallowed hard. “Somehow I doubt that.”
I knew Gabriel was trying to keep my mind off of what was about to happen, but it really wasn’t necessary. My determination far outweighed any doubts.
A few hours later, Inola parked the car on a dirt road a few miles away from Olivia’s house. According to the information we’d procured about her, she shared the place with her roommate from college.
“We have an hour of night left, people. Let’s not waste it,” Thomas said, handing me a pair of sunglasses.
I slipped the sunglasses on. Gabriel put his on as well, and he nodded at me.
Thomas kissed Inola on the cheek. “Want me to stay with the getaway car instead?” Thomas teased. 
“I am fine where I am, thank you,” Inola said out loud for our benefit. Then she and Thomas stared at one another, and I knew words were being passed between them inside their minds. Thomas kissed her again and got out of the car. Gabriel and I followed. 
We ran through the woods like wraiths, coming out of the trees and into the backyard of Olivia’s property.
Thomas ran ahead of us and disappeared. He emerged silently on top of the roof and took in the surroundings. After a minute, he signaled that no one was lurking around. 
Gabriel and I went to the one of the windows. He pried it open easily, but noisily. I cringed at the grating sounds echoing throughout the air.
“I am sorry. I did it as quietly as possible,” he said.
We listened for noise coming from the house. There were two things breathing inside, one too small to be human. The human stirred, shifting in bed, possibly waking.
“It’s now or never. Get in there and get out,” Thomas commanded quietly from the rooftop.
I slipped inside the house, Gabriel right behind me.
“Let’s hope she’s not on the night shift. There was only one car in the driveway,” I said inside our minds as I looked around. 
I was wary of the animal being a dog, but instead, gleaming cat eyes stared at us from on top of a coffee table. It hissed. I hissed back, baring my fangs. It ran behind the couch, its hair standing on end.
Gabriel peered through a cracked door leading to one of the bedrooms. Through his eyes, I saw that no one was in there. I went to the room next to it and tried the doorknob. It was locked.
“It will wake her, so you’ll have to be quick,” Gabriel said. “Do you want me to do it?”
He already knew my answer. I took off my sunglasses and handed them to him before I kicked the door open.
The woman sat up in the bed and opened her mouth to scream, but barely a sound came out as I ran to her and covered her mouth with my hand. Everything had happened so fast, but my perfect senses didn’t lie. It was Olivia in the bed, not the roommate.
“Be quiet,” I Controlled. “Do not speak, and follow me.”
I took my hand away from her mouth. Hesitation washed through me as I watched her eyes glaze over, completely compliant.
“If you have changed your mind, heart, you’ll need to decide now,” Gabriel said.
Olivia got off the bed and stood before me. For a brief moment, I saw myself in her place. Gabriel swallowed hard, and I felt the sensation in my own throat as he recalled me waking up in his room that first time, all the fear in the world inside my eyes.
His guilt and shame encased my heart, and in return, my forgiveness flowed into him, warm and comforting.
Although Olivia appeared calm, it was a lie from my Control. Her heart pounded quickly, and her fingers twitched; she was desperately trying to fight back against the Control, but she was helpless against it.
“I’m sorry,” I told her. “I shouldn’t involve you, but I have no choice. There is someone who needs to die so I can protect the people I love, and so I can protect myself. You are the key to his destruction.”
Olivia blinked at me, her face blank. But her pulse raced, and I could smell her fear. Beads of perspiration dotted her forehead, and her legs were shaking slightly.
“You’re not going to be afraid,” I Controlled her. “It’s going to be ok.”
She nodded at me. Immediately, her heartbeat slowed to a normal pace.
I gently took her hand and led her to the window where Gabriel was. I slipped on the sunglasses he held out to me.
He was trying not to look at her.
“I’m sorry,” I told him as Olivia and I went out the window.  
Gabriel followed behind us and closed the window. He kissed my forehead, picked Olivia up, and sprinted toward the woods. Thomas landed silently beside me, and we followed them to the car.
It had only taken three minutes to turn the poor girl’s life completely upside down.
***
I Controlled Olivia to sleep on the ride home.
None of us spoke. Inola’s eyes never left the road, and her grip on the steering wheel looked tight enough to snap the thing in half. Thomas chose to sleep, and I almost wished I had chosen to do the same. Gabriel stared out the window, his hands fists in his lap.
Olivia’s appearance unnerved him, but what bothered him the most was that this brought back all of his guilt from when he’d taken me. If he had the chance to go back in time, he would have approached things differently, but he and I both knew my fate with him was sealed in blood.
I would have been his no matter what. 
My predator mode was fading. To appease my guilt, I tried to make Olivia as comfortable as possible even though she was unconscious. I wrapped her in the quilt I had packed for her and rested her head on a pillow against the window.
For most of the ride, I stared at the back of the driver’s seat and counted Gabriel’s heartbeats, each one thudding in perfect time with my own.
When Inola parked the car in the garage back at the coven house, I removed the quilt from Olivia’s body.
“Wake up,” I Controlled softly into her ear.
Her eyes fluttered open.
“Just follow me quietly. Don’t be afraid.”
She actually smiled at me as she nodded. My stomach heaved in response, and I knew much of the reaction stemmed from Gabriel. He loathed Control, and as connected as we were, it was like he was the one Controlling her instead of me.
I took her hand, and we went inside, stopping inside the parlor where half a dozen members of the coven were gathered.
Their bodies tensed when they saw Olivia, and surprise washed over many of their faces. Everyone knew what Lucy looked like; there were paintings of her all throughout the mansion.
“This human is claimed by me,” I said.
Christopher was in the room, and he studied Olivia before nodding. “I think I see exactly what you are up to, Kara. Have you informed Jasmina of this?” he asked.
“Not yet,” I replied. “I’m not breaking any rules. If Elias happens to come here to get her, then we will just have to dispose of him for his many crimes.”
Freesia, the vampire who had come to me in the library and given me the note about Emma, smiled widely. She and June had been best friends.
“Oh, Elias will not be able to resist this. I am assuming he has been keeping tabs on this human?” Freesia asked.
“We are counting on it,” Thomas answered.
Freesia’s fangs snapped out, but Olivia remained calm.
“Let him come. We will be ready for him,” Freesia said.
I nodded and led Olivia to my room.
“This is where you will stay,” I told her. “I will try to make you as comfortable as possible. Are you hungry?”
Olivia looked at me with glazed eyes. Gabriel watched from the doorway, his body stone.
“You may speak now,” I Controlled.
“Yes, I’m hungry.”
“Ok. I’ll have something brought up to you,” I said.
Gabriel disappeared from the doorway to go get the food.
Olivia looked around. “Are these your animals?”
“Yes.”
“May I pet them?”
I smiled. “Sure.”
Olivia helped me feed them after I introduced her to them. She had a purring Denny in her lap when Gabriel came back inside, a tray of Thomas’s homemade tomato soup and garlic bread in his hands.
“You don’t have to stay in here, but I don’t want to leave her alone,” I told him gently.
Gabriel kissed the top of my head before setting the tray down on the table.
“I will stay with you, heart. The more I look at her, the less like Lucy she looks. But . . .”
“She seems very kind like Lucy, doesn’t she?”
Sadness filled our eyes.
Olivia got up and sat down before her food, placing Denny in the chair opposite of her.
“You all are vampires, aren’t you?” Olivia asked, dipping her bread into the soup.
Gabriel sat down on the floor with me. He scratched Millie behind the ear. “Why would you think that?” he asked.
“Well, that woman had fangs. And all of you have glowing eyes. You can’t be human.”
“You are correct, Olivia. We are vampires,” Gabriel said.
“Hmm . . .” She took a bite of the bread. “So that’s what he is. I always knew he wasn’t human, but . . .”
I already knew before I asked. “Who are you talking about?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know his name. A long time ago when I was just a kid, a stranger with glowing, silver eyes healed me after I fell out of a tree. Once or twice I thought I saw him again, like he was watching over me or something. The next year on the same date of when he’d healed me, he left me a charm bracelet with a kite charm on my nightstand. Every year after that, on the same date, he always left me a charm.”
Gabriel and I looked at the bracelet on her arm. It dangled with various charms. As I looked at the charms, I knew I was getting a glimpse of her life.
Elias had watched her enough to know what she liked. From where I was sitting, I could see an anchor, a mermaid, a volleyball, a music note, a lighthouse, a sunflower, a lion, a book, and a sushi roll.
“This might sound stupid, but I always thought he was my guardian angel. No one ever believed me about him when I was a child, so I kept my mouth shut. Is there any chance you might know him?”
Anger cascaded inside of Gabriel and me.
“Yes,” I said. “We know him.”
“What is his name?”
“Elias,” Gabriel said. The name tasted like poison in our mouths.
“Is he here?”
“No,” Gabriel answered quickly.
“I always wanted to see him again. . . . Wait, you said someone needed to die in order for you to be safe again. Is it him that needs to die?” Olivia asked. She pushed her food away and stared at us with apprehension in her eyes.
She had the right to know everything. I had brought her into this, and it was wrong of me to have done so. I wasn’t about to leave her in the dark.
“Olivia, we will tell you everything,” I said. “And regardless of how you feel about Elias at the end of our story, I’m telling you now, he will die. There may be light in him, but it’s buried so deeply within him that it can no longer be reached.”
Olivia grabbed Denny and clutched him to her chest, as if bracing herself.
“We’ll start at the very beginning,” I said. “Gabriel had a sister named Lucy. . . .”
Olivia’s face was as white as snow after we finished telling her everything. She shook her head, obviously in complete disbelief.
“There’s nothing you’re leaving out?” she asked. “You’re not lying about anything, are you? Because a lot of the patients at the hospital I treat are involved in domestic violence disputes or have been in car accidents, and there are always two sides to every story.”
“All of it is true,” I said. “We have no reason to lie.”
She looked at Gabriel with narrowed eyes. “And your PTSD is better because you are connected to him?”
“Yes,” I replied.
“But he attacked you. He kidnapped you. . . .”
“I know it’s difficult to understand, but Gabriel is not the person he used to be. I wouldn’t be with him had I not felt how sorry he was or if I didn’t know how much he loves me.”
Olivia shifted in her seat. “Stockholm Syndrome,” she muttered under her breath.
I grinned. During the months when Gabriel and I had been separated, I’d spent many sleepless nights researching Stockholm Syndrome. The results had been varied and inconclusive, and I’d stopped the obsessive research after Thomas had pointed out that my animals only loved me because I fed them.
“I want to go home. I don’t want any part of this,” Olivia said.
I went and sat down beside her, taking her water cup. “I’m sorry to involve you, but it’s too late now.”
“It’s not,” she said, still so calm because of my Control. “Just send me home. Control me to forget this.”
I ignored her pleas, taking the knife on the tray Gabriel had brought. The knife was not silver.
“I’m going to Control you to not feel any pain,” I said. “Give me your arm. This is not going to hurt you.”
I sliced her wrist, not deeply, but enough for a fair amount of blood to emerge. I squeezed the blood into the water cup, the red liquid tainting its purity.
I downed the contents in two quick gulps, hating her blood. It was not Gabriel’s blood, and it felt wrong to drink it.
Olivia looked like she was about to go into shock as I poured more water into the cup from the small pitcher on the tray. My fangs shot of out of my gums, and I winced at the burst of pain that always accompanied their appearance. I bit into my wrist and allowed my blow to flow into the cup.
Gabriel moaned in his throat, quietly enough that Olivia couldn’t hear. My blood belonged to him, and I was about to give it to someone else. Neither one of us was happy about what I was about to do.
Olivia was not afraid, but she was angry. “I’m not drinking that,” she snapped, her eyes sparking.
I slid the cup to her, my gaze boring into her skull. “Yes, you will.”
Powerless under my Control, she emptied the cup. She looked bewildered when she was finished. “It didn’t taste like anything.”
“That’s because you don’t love me,” I said. “Vampire blood is tasteless to a human if the human does not love them.”
Her eyes widened when the cut on her wrist sealed, leaving behind only a thin, pale scar.
“Whoa! If only we had this stuff at the hospital. . . .” She stared at her wrist until tears pooled inside her eyes. “I don’t want to be a vampire.”
My own eyes burned in response. “I know. I really hope it won’t come to that.”




Chapter 14 The Only One
Everyone was on high alert. Everyone was armed and ready to kill.
Olivia’s presence had fired the coven up. The bait was too irresistible, and everyone knew it. The entire coven had watched and patrolled the forest for days.
It only took a week for Elias to notice Olivia’s disappearance. An hour after the sun set on the seventh day, he came.
Whistles echoed throughout the night, signaling Elias’s approach from the vampires who watched from the rooftop.
Gabriel and I left my room with Olivia’s hand in mine. We met Inola and Thomas in the hallway and headed to the foyer.
We went and stood in front of a window, shielding Olivia from sight as Elias emerged from the forest.
Relief filled me. Because of Elias’s appearance, I wouldn’t have to turn Olivia into a vampire. We had been drinking one another's blood from cups to prevent a blood connection from forming, and also because I'd wanted plenty of our blood to be in one another's systems just in case another member decided to ignore my claim.
Jasmina stood at the doorway, her body as still as stone. She had remained awake for this all week, and Gabriel had told me that this was the longest she had ever stayed awake since the death of Jaren.
Freesia glanced at her phone. “Those who patrol the forest see no signs of others. There is no ambush,” Freesia said.
“He is alone,” Jasmina said, surprise in her voice. One hand rested over her heart, and the other hand gripped a stake.
“This is a good thing,” I said. I had been afraid he would come with many others, placing all in danger.
“Gabriel and Kara, listen to me,” Jasmina said. “Go along with exactly everything I say and do.”
Gabriel’s confusion mingled with my own. “He is to die, My Lady, is he not?” Gabriel asked heatedly.
Jasmina’s violet gaze cut us before she walked outside.
Gabriel gritted his teeth, and I felt the sensation inside my own mouth. Olivia squeezed my hand tighter, completely unafraid due to my Control.
A dozen members of Violet Memory shadowed Jasmina as she neared Elias. Some flitted through the trees, and soon Elias was surrounded.
Elias seemed completely at ease. From where I stood, he didn’t even look like he was armed.
“Elias, I was beginning to think the girl meant nothing to you,” Jasmina said.
A spark of emotion entered Elias’s eyes, a look of desperation that mirrored how Gabriel had once looked.
Faint guilt wavered inside my belly, but it was quickly crushed by my anger. This was the monster who had blamed Gabriel for things beyond his control. This was the monster who had tortured me. This was the monster who had killed my dogs and who had caused the blood frenzy in Gabriel.
“I want no trouble,” Elias said. He unzipped his black jacket and spread his hands. “As you see, I came alone, and I am not armed. While I am trespassing and already deserve death by your laws, you know why I am here. Return Olivia to me, and you will never again see or hear from me. Kara and her loved ones will be safe, I promise.”
Gabriel made a move to step outside, but Inola spread her arm out in front of him. Thomas pulled at Gabriel’s sleeve, shaking his head.
Jasmina was quiet for a long time. “After everything you have done, you believe I should let you live?” she said. “Others will think I have gone too soft. You were the one who killed June.”
Elias said nothing.
Jasmina shook her head. “You killed one of our own. I cannot allow you to live. You know this.”
Immediately, Elias raised his arm, and the unmistakable glint of a stake gun shined in the moonlight. The dozen vampires closed in around Jasmina, their fangs bared.
I swallowed hard. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. Why was Jasmina hesitating?
“Kara, bring Olivia outside,” Jasmina ordered quietly.
I felt Gabriel’s hand tighten on his stake. He moved toward the door, but Thomas held him back.
“Don’t,” Thomas whispered into his ear. His voice was extremely quiet; I could only hear because I was connected to Gabriel. “You can’t kill him anyway. Just watch.”
“He is not going to live after everything he’s done,” Gabriel hissed.
“Hush, Gabriel,” Inola scolded furiously.
I remembered the way Jasmina had looked at us before going outside. I was truly appalled; I couldn’t believe she valued her life so much more than the rest of us. It seemed completely against her character.
“As soon as I have an opening, I will stake him,” I said to Gabriel inside our minds.
I felt Gabriel’s body tense. He didn’t want me anywhere near Elias, but he also didn’t want Elias to escape.
“He won’t see it coming,” I assured him. “He’s too surrounded by enemies. He knows you would never let me do something this dangerous, so he won’t expect it when I do attack him.”
I walked to Gabriel and kissed his cheek before going outside with Olivia. Gabriel followed behind me, shrugging off Thomas’s hand.
The desperation in Elias’s eyes turned to pure agony as I approached with Olivia. We stopped behind the group of vampires, and Olivia smiled at him. I heard Elias’s breath hitch.
“Were you harmed?” Elias asked her.
Olivia shook her head. “Kara has been very kind to me . . . for a kidnapper.”
“I’m sorry. This was not supposed to happen,” Elias murmured, lowering the arm that had the stake gun strapped to it.
“That’s all right. I get to finally speak to you after all this time. . . . But Kara told me you’ll probably just Control my memories away anyway,” Olivia said sadly.
Elias seemed unsure, and he looked to Gabriel and me. “I just want a normal life for her. That’s it. I just want her to have a safe life.”
“That sounds familiar,” Gabriel said through clenched teeth.
Elias ignored him and looked at me. “We meet again, little hummingbird.”
I swallowed iced razors and made myself smile at him. “Actually, my heartbeat is very slow now thanks to you.”
“You mean thanks to your sire,” Elias countered. “I wasn’t the one who truly killed you, Kara. I told you Gabriel would betray you.”
“And a good thing he did,” I said. “You could say I’ve had a change of heart.”
“Congratulations,” Elias said sarcastically, bearing his fangs. “Now, I believe you have something of mine. I’ll kill at least a few of you before I go down if this breaks out into a fight. It might be you who dies, little hummingbird. Or it might be Gabriel. You can avoid all of that.”
Jasmina turned to me. “Give Olivia to Elias, Kara.”
Freesia stepped forward. “You cannot! Elias killed June! He must—”
“My order is not to be disobeyed,” Jasmina said firmly.
My hand was frozen around Olivia’s. Gabriel used our blood connection to gently loosen my grip.
“Don’t go near him,” Gabriel warned. “Wait for him to turn around.”
Olivia jerked her hand away from me and went to Elias. He opened his arms, and she ran into them.
I tightened my hand on the stake, waiting for my opening.
But then there was the smallest, sharpest intake of breath as Elias’s arms closed around Olivia.
Olivia stepped back, horror in her eyes.
Elias looked at her, stunned, before looking down at the stake protruding from his heart.
Elias’s eyes went to Gabriel, and then they shifted to me. They pooled with anger, sadness, and finally, relief. He reached a hand out and hesitantly stroked Olivia’s cheek.
“Lucy,” Elias whispered.
He dissolved into ashes.
Olivia dropped the bloody stake. “I-I . . . I k-killed him,” she said, her face as pale as bleached bone. “I killed him,” she repeated in disbelief.
Jasmina nodded. “It is done.” She looked at Gabriel and me. “Thank you for trusting me.”
“It’s us you should be thanking,” Thomas said as he approached with Inola. “Actually, more my wife than me. It was her idea.”
Inola’s black eyes were fierce. “He deserved worse.”
Jasmina went to Olivia. “Elias had to die. Olivia, you were the only one he was going to let his guard down around. Inola and Thomas came to me with the idea of Controlling you, a method once used on Kara against Gabriel.”
“We couldn’t tell you two,” Thomas said to Gabriel and me. “You both are too rash; one of you would have given it away. My guess is it would have been Red, but that’s beside the point. Elias was dangerous and unstable, and we had the only person he cared about. We had to let him believe he was going to live and leave with Olivia. It was the only way to prevent bloodshed.”
Freedom. Relief. Happiness. Gabriel’s emotions mixed with mine, and my eyes misted. A single tear fell down my cheek.
It was over. It was finally over. Gabriel was safe. I was safe.
Olivia leaned down and touched the ashes.
“I would have gone with him willingly,” she said. “I was going to leave everything behind, including Harry, to give him a chance. He was so . . . vulnerable.”
“He was unstable, Olivia,” Inola said. “He would have ended up killing you.”
“I don’t believe you,” Olivia said, tears choking her words. “You’re the monsters, not him! He just needed a chance! You made me kill him. . . .”
Jasmina nodded to me. I went to Olivia and took her drooping shoulders.
“You’re not going to remember any of the events from this place. You’re not going to remember the existence of any of us, including Elias. You spent the week shopping with friends in New York City. . . .”
***
Olivia was back where she belonged with her memories altered. It was my hope she would never again be bothered by the dark world of vampires.
Gabriel and I had agreed to check in on her from time to time. If she ever needed help, we would be there for her. To many, it was probably a poor repayment of what we’d done to her. Maybe it was. But like Gabriel, I couldn’t bring myself to regret what had happened.
And I was finally where I belonged—in the comfort and safety of Gabriel’s arms. There was nothing else to fear, no one in our lives trying to destroy us or what we had.
Four months later, I stood in front of the vanity mirror and adjusted my dress.
“It’s too short,” I said.
Inola tugged at the dress. “It is not. Besides, you have gorgeous legs.”
“Do all vampires get married in black?”
“They do when they choose the vampire ceremony. Are you getting cold feet?” she asked, worry in her voice.
I rolled my eyes. “How can I get cold feet when I’m technically already married? And I’m pretty sure doing this will be a piece of cake compared to everything I’ve been through. Speaking of cake, I can’t wait to eat some.”
“Vampire ceremony,” Inola said. “If you wanted cake, you should have asked for the human ceremony.”
I widened my eyes in mock horror. “No cake? Thomas told me he would bake us a giant chocolate one.” 
“Well, Thomas has been on puppy duty since you and Gabriel have been . . . busy.”
I smiled and looked down at my feet as Gabriel’s humor swept through me. While I had originally decided to never have another dog, Gabriel had ended up buying me a Chow-Chow puppy as a wedding present. It had been difficult at first, and I still felt a little guilty about owning him, but I loved new baby.
“I don’t think Thomas minds. He seems to really love Cedar,” I said.
Inola smoothed my curls. “He loves Cedar more than he loves me right now,” she grumbled.
I giggled, turning around and hugging her. “Thank you for helping me get ready.” I squeezed her tighter. “I love you, Inola. I’m so glad you and Thomas are in my life.”
She patted my back. “And I love you, child. You’ve been a headache, but you have become very dear to my heart. Thank you for doing this for me.”
I pulled away, cracking my knuckles as Gabriel’s anticipation washed through me.
“Someone is getting impatient,” I said.
Inola smiled. “I am sure he is. Let’s go.”
We walked through the empty mansion and emerged outside. Inola went on before me and joined the rest of the coven at the bottom of the hill in the distance.
I closed my eyes and allowed Gabriel’s euphoria to embrace me.
“Come to me, Kara.”
I opened my eyes and approached the hill. The coven parted as I walked through them, their faces no longer apathetic or hostile. Thomas winked at me from the front of the crowd as Inola leaned on his shoulder, a soft smile on her face and tears shining in her eyes.
I was not nervous when my gaze found Gabriel’s. I walked up the hill and took his outstretched hand.
With the blood moon shining down on us, Gabriel bit into his wrist and drew blood into his mouth. I did the same. He leaned down to me. Our lips touched, and we exchanged blood with the kiss.
He was my destiny, and I was finally home.
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