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          Prologue: Annora

        

      

    
    
      “Caleb!” My voice was hoarse, vocal cords bruised from bellowing into the wind.

      As I stumbled along the pebble beach, my already tear-blurred vision was fading fast. I wasn’t sure whether I was close to passing out or whether night was approaching. I stopped and wiped my eyes. Blinking, I cast my eyes toward the horizon. The sun had ducked beneath it. It was the darkness of the night that was consuming me.  

      I looked back at the distance I’d walked so far, straining to make out the entrance to Lilith’s cave. Perhaps five miles. A splatter of dark liquid trailed over the stones behind me. Blood was seeping from my feet. But I barely felt it. I was filled with another kind of agony. One that wasn’t curable with bandages. I clenched my fists in frustration and pounded my thighs. I wasn’t used to traveling at such a pace. I was used to traveling anywhere on earth or in the supernatural realm with a snap of my fingers. The absence of an ability I’d long taken for granted, coupled with the urgency coursing through my veins to find my fiancé, was torture.   

      I sank to the ground again, staring out at the ocean. I felt too exhausted to cry any more. I’d shed pints of tears already, and they’d brought me no closer to Caleb. 

      I breathed in deeply, trying to comfort myself that he must have returned to his island. That he had abandoned me only because he’d had to—the binding spell forced him to go back to our island within seven days or die. I’d return to the island and find him there, waiting for me. And I’d tell him I’d changed. I’d get down on my knees, grovel at his feet, and beg him to forgive me. Swear that I’d never leave him again. And I would fill his tortured heart with the love I’d denied him all these years. I’d fulfill him again, the way I had before I’d given myself up to the witches. 

      Every part of my body ached to experience Caleb. Although I’d spent almost every night with him for decades, I couldn’t remember what it felt like to actually feel him. His lips against mine. The way his hands gripped my waist and pulled me to him as though the motion alone was a vow between us that he would never let go. And he hadn’t. He’d never let me go. Even after I tore his heart out night after night. I was the one who’d broken my vow to him. 

      I couldn’t contain the excitement that coursed through me when I imagined seeing him again—it would be like seeing him for the first time in decades, even though we’d barely spent a night apart.

      But I didn’t know how I was going to get back to our island. I didn’t have the magic to transport myself to the gate on Isolde’s island that led back to our castle. And there was no point trying to enter the gate to the human realm on this island. I knew where that led. Without my powers, and in my weakened state, there was no way I’d survive the jungle alone for more than a few hours. 

      I’d have to wait here until some witch passed by. If I lasted that long. I didn’t know how long I’d lain in that tunnel. 

      My throat prickled as I breathed in the cool evening air. If I didn’t find water soon, I’d pass out.  

      I supposed I could have tried to raise Lilith from her pool. But a part of me was also scared of seeking her out again, in case she discovered she’d stripped me of my powers. I didn’t want her to force me back into my comatose state again. Not now that I’d experienced what it was like to breathe again. I’d rather die than return to the way I’d been. 

      I worried about how other witches might react when they found out. Whether they’d see me as an outcast now. Perhaps they’d consider it a bad omen that Lilith had ended up removing my powers rather than strengthening them. Of course, being banished was what I wanted now. But not unless Caleb could come with me. 

      I lay back on the sharp rocks and stared up at the darkening sky. My eyelids stung and were heavy with exhaustion, but I fought to keep them open. My body felt weak enough after whatever Lilith had done to me in that chamber, but the newfound emotions assailing me had drained me completely. Joy, pain, sadness, love. That the soul was capable of experiencing such richness of feeling, such variety, all in the space of a few moments, was both exhilarating and frightening. My existence had been monotonous for so long, this blast of life was exhausting. I supposed that, if I survived this beach, I would get used to it, but now the sensations were overwhelming. 

      Not that I really deserved to survive, after all I’d put Caleb through. Why did I do it? The question had plagued my mind since waking. I still wasn’t sure I knew the answer.

      As night closed around me, I could find neither stamina nor willpower to keep my eyes open any longer. If I was to die here, on this beach, I wanted to have them closed anyway. I wanted a blank canvas upon which I could paint my most treasured memories of Caleb. 

      Despite the presence of the love of my life, I had wasted decades living alone, trapped in the prison of my own mind. But now that I truly was alone, I craved his company more than I’d thought it possible for one soul to crave another.

      I thought back to the day he’d proposed to me. The way his eyes had lit up when I’d accepted, as though he wished our wedding night could have been that very night. The tension in his body as he’d gathered me to him. 

      I imagined him standing before me now, asking the question again. 

      Yes, a thousand times over, my love. Until you’re convinced again that I love you. That I treasure and cherish every part of you. 

      My heart pounded as a hand closed over my right shoulder. My eyes shot upward. A black-eyed man stared down at me. His softly curled hair framed his sharp-jawed face. Rhys. I reached for his hand and pulled myself up against his towering form. 

      “What did Lilith do to me?” I gasped. 

      He eyed me, his face cool as stone.

      I clutched his collar and tried to shake him. “Why did she take away my powers?” 

      I cursed the Ancient in my mind—something I had been warned never to do during my induction as a witch. But the thought of having found Caleb by now if I’d just had my powers sent me into a tailspin of fury and frustration. The joy she’d denied me for the majority of my life, she still denied me even now that her spell was supposed to be off me. 

      Rhys’ powerful hands closed around mine and crushed them. I cried out, stumbling back and nursing my fingers.

      He glowered down at me. “What Lilith did to you should be the least of your concerns now, after what Caleb has done.”

      Like a drug, my fiancé’s name lit up my brain. “Do you know where he is? Tell me, where—”

      Clutching my shoulders, Rhys pushed me back down until I was kneeling before him. His fingers dug deep against my scalp, tugging painfully at my hair. 

      Before I could utter another word, my mind was no longer my own. A vision blasted through it. Caleb walked along a dimly lit tunnel with me in his arms, unconscious. He stopped abruptly and laid me down on the ground. Walking toward a gap in the wall, he looked down at a young girl who lay curled up there, her hands and feet tied with rope. The Shade’s princess. Rose Novak. He scooped her up in his arms and raced out of the tunnel with barely a look back at my unconscious form. 

      As the vision ended, Rhys removed his hands from my hair. My breathing came hard and fast as I knelt before him, stunned into silence. 

      Then shock turned to devastation, clawing at my chest and eating me alive. 

      He left me for the Novak girl. 

      Why would he do that? What could she have done to gain such affection from him? How long has this been going on between them? 

      He’d abandoned me so easily, I was too shattered even to weep. 

      But how could I expect any different from Caleb? After the way I’ve treated him all these years, it’s no wonder he sought the warmth of another woman’s arms when all he found in mine was pain and sorrow. 

      Although it crushed me to dust, I couldn’t help but think that it might be too late. That I might have lost him already to this green-eyed girl. 

      And if I have, I’ve nobody to blame but myself.

      The vision had gutted me so completely, I barely had the strength to harbor jealousy toward the girl. I just felt grief… overwhelming grief and remorse. I gathered my knees to my chest and buried my head in my arms. I closed my eyes, wishing I had my magic so I could shrink myself into the size of a grain of sand. That was how small I felt. I just wanted to disappear. 

      The warlock’s heavy boot nudged the base of my spine. I didn’t respond. He nudged me harder.

      “Stand up.”

      I buried my head deeper into my arms. For the first time since coming to consciousness in the tunnel, I wished that I was back to my numb self. It was a dull pain I’d have to bear, but it would be nothing compared to the suffering I endured now. 

      Rhys’ fingers sank once again into my hair. He jerked upward, hauling me up into a standing position. 

      “This is how you react? You’re just going to let your lover, your betrothed, make a mockery of you?” His dark eyes bored into me. 

      My lips opened but no words came out. 

      Caleb wasn’t making a mockery of me. He was living his life finally. A life that I had deprived him of. 

      But I could see looking into the blazing black eyes of this warlock that he wouldn’t understand. As he was a Channeler, Lilith’s bony hand was still wrapped tightly around his heart. He wouldn’t have hope of understanding unless she also set him free. 

      I still didn’t understand why she would lift my powers. I could only conclude that it had been some kind of mistake, because I couldn’t imagine them wanting to find a replacement now to manage the two islands. 

      Caleb had been hoping for this, of course. But I couldn’t imagine Lilith even entertaining the notion, much less granting it. It made no sense. 

      Rhys tugged again, still gripping me by my hair. 

      “Do you feel no shame? Do you have no self-worth?” 

      Again, his words had no resonance with me. Each time he tried to make me feel Caleb’s betrayal, I just felt more guilt. My own betrayal dwarfed Caleb leaving me.  

      “Please, help me find Caleb,” I said. “I need to speak to him.”

      As much as it pained me to think of finding Caleb in the arms of that girl, I couldn’t deny the draw to him. Once I find him, I just need to convince him that I’ve returned. It may take time, but he’ll recognize that I’m back again.   

      “Don’t worry,” Rhys muttered.

      I was too weak to even think about Rhys’ motivations. At that moment I didn’t care. The only thing that mattered to me was laying eyes on my beloved’s face again. Thinking about it brought strength to my legs I’d thought I wouldn’t regain without water, food and medical attention.  

      Rhys’ eyes roamed my body and settled on my bloodstained feet. 

      He ran his hands from my shoulders, down my waist, down my legs until he was touching my ankles. And as he did, the pain and weakness drained out of me, replaced by a warm rush. The type that a human might experience after a long night’s sleep. I no longer ached. It was no longer a struggle to support my own weight. 

      He knelt down next to me and with a flourish of his hand, he manifested a pair of shoes, a long dress, a thick cloak, and next to it, perched on the rocks, a jug of water and half a loaf of bread. 

      My hands shot for the water jug and I downed it all within a matter of minutes. Then I finished the bread. I picked up the clothes and looked around. There weren’t any trees or boulders nearby I could change behind, and I didn’t want to go trekking for miles. So I asked Rhys to face the other way while I changed. After putting on the dress and shoes, I pulled the cloak close against me, relishing the warmth of its soft cashmere lining. 

      “Will you help me find him?” I asked anxiously. Rhys still had said nothing about whether he even knew where Caleb was. 

      Rhys’ eyes sharpened. 

      “I have every intention of finding him.”
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      I returned Annora to her island in the human realm. I didn’t know why Lilith had taken away her powers and rendered her a pathetic shadow of what she’d been, but I guessed Lilith had her reasons. Or perhaps she didn’t. Perhaps it had been an accident. I had, after all, interrupted a ritual. Perhaps in her excitement to see me back with Rose, she’d forgotten about Annora. 

      Lilith was getting more absent-minded recently, her concentration less sharp, her patience thinner than ever. A concern for all of us, and yet another reason we were pushing ourselves harder. We couldn’t take her life for granted. It had already been extended far past what any of us could have ever predicted, even after all the rituals and sacrifices we’d performed to give her strength. There was only so long even an Ancient could run from the hands of death. 

      Whatever the reason Annora was now a human, I didn’t care. I brought her to Isolde, who’d already moved into Annora’s chambers at the top of the castle, and left the girl under her care. Annora was now my aunt’s problem. I wouldn’t have been surprised if the only thing useful about Annora now was her blood. But Annora had been faithful to our cause all these years. She would be treated with respect, even if she was useless to us now. 

      Once I’d left the sobbing Annora, I headed straight for Caleb’s quarters. I broke down the door with a snap of my fingers and strode into the room. I walked over to his bed and examined his pillows. One hair was all I needed. I found what I sought on his bathroom floor. I placed the hair on his desk and reached into my pocket, drawing out two small glass tubes. One already had some of Rose in it—a drop of blood I’d scraped away from the stone where I’d left her back in Lilith’s cave. I opened the lid of the other and locked Caleb’s hair inside it before placing both bottles securely back in my pocket. 

      After I left his apartment, my next stop was the dungeons. I vanished myself down to the chamber beneath the kitchens and walked along, eyeing the prisoners as I passed by. I stopped once I’d reached the cell of Micah Kaelin. He was sprawled out on the floor, asleep. Since day had already broken here on earth, he was now in his human form. 

      “Wake up,” I said. 

      He continued to snore. I unlocked the gate and kicked him in the gut with my boot. That woke him. He jolted upright with a start and began coughing up blood. 

      He glared up at me. “What do you want?” 

      “Come,” I said. “We’re going on a journey.”

      “What? Where?”

      “No need to ask questions. You’ll be given information if and when necessary.”

      He backed into a corner, narrowing his eyes on me. “Why would I go with you?” 

      “Because you have no choice.”

      His questions were beginning to try my patience. I closed the distance between us and gripped his skull in my fingers. He screamed as I sent heat surging through my fingers, directly into his brain and down his nervous system. When I let go, he collapsed on the floor, every limb in his body trembling. 

      Manifesting a metal leash, I fastened it around his throat. “Come now, wolf. Don’t make me tame you again.”
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      Caleb and I both took turns using the shower before leaving our hotel room. Neither of us knew how long it would be before we reached running water again. After I’d dressed, I slipped on a pair of old sandals Caleb had found beneath the bed. They were almost a size too large, but they were better than nothing. 

      Once ready, we descended the stairs to the reception desk and handed in the key. Sun blazed through the glass-doored entrance as we approached it. We stopped as we reached the last patch of shadowed floor. I looked up at Caleb.

      “We’re going to have to find something to cover you or you won’t last long,” I said. “We should have brought a sheet down with us, or maybe we could ask the woman for one.”

      Not waiting for Caleb’s answer, I walked back up to the reception desk and placed my hands on the counter.

      “Um, excuse me.”

      The woman peered up at me through her spectacles. 

      “Do you have a sheet you could spare?”

      “Eh?”

      “Uh, a sheet. You know…” I began making a rectangular motion with my arms, which only seemed to confuse her further. Apparently she didn’t get many English-speaking tourists here. Either that, or she refused to learn English.  

      Caleb gripped my arm. “Forget it,” he muttered. “A sheet wouldn’t be thick enough anyway.” 

      “What about a blanket?” 

      “We need something that’s fitted or it’s going to keep coming off.” He pulled me away from the woman, who looked happy to get back to her newspaper, and returned to the entrance. “We’re better off looking for some kind of long… raincoat. I’m sure they sell something like that in the market to tourists who come trekking here in the Amazon.”

      “Okay,” I said. “I’ll go to the market and get it for you. Give me the wallet.”

      He looked annoyed with himself as he reached into his back pocket and pulled out the wallet. “There weren’t any raincoats around when I walked around the market earlier this morning or I would have swiped one then. You should get yourself another bottle of water and something to eat while you’re out.” 

      I opened the wallet and ran my thumb along the notes. There weren’t many left, but I hoped that there would be enough. 

      I motioned to leave but Caleb held me back. He looked down at me seriously. “Be careful. And don’t be longer than ten minutes. I’ll be waiting here in the lounge. A minute longer, and I’ll come looking for you.”

      I nodded and checked the clock on the wall. “I’ll hurry.”

      I tried to leave again, but again he held me back. He slipped a hand into his shorts pocket and drew out a sheathed knife. He gripped my hand and placed it into my palm, closing my fingers over it. 

      “What? Where did you get—”

      “Just take it with you,” he whispered. 

      I looked around the lobby, hoping nobody had seen what Caleb just handed me. We were the only ones in reception other than the woman, who was busy reading. I exhaled, hiking up my dress and fastening the knife to my underwear as best I could. I dropped my dress and straightened it out. “Okay.”

      Finally, Caleb let me go. I rushed through the main entrance and down the steps to the street below. The sun blinded me as the heat hit my skin, and I could already feel myself beginning to sweat. The street bustled with life. Market stands were set up on either side of the road. I held the wallet closer against me as I scanned the stalls. I couldn’t afford to have anyone pickpocket me. 

      I passed a fruit stand and eyed the ripe papayas hungrily. They also sold cold drinks. But my priority was the raincoat. Once I was sure I had enough money for that, I could spend the rest on food for myself. Without the raincoat, we weren’t going anywhere.  

      I was beginning to notice a pattern in the types of stands I was passing. During my first minute of jogging along the sidewalk, it was mostly food stands, but now I was approaching more souvenirs, and soon clothes. I stopped at what seemed like the largest garment stall and began sifting through the racks. 

      “Posso ajudar?”

      I looked up to see a young man with deep tan skin peering over one of the racks. 

      “I’m sorry, I don’t speak Portuguese.”

      He smiled. “Oh, I speak English. No problem. Can I help with anything?”

      I nodded enthusiastically. “I’m looking for a raincoat. The longest one you have.”

      “Planning to go trekking through the rainforest?” He flashed me another grin.

      “Uh, yeah.”

      He walked over to the opposite end of the stall and sifted through the hangers. He pulled out a long black suit and handed it to me. It was clearly designed for exploring a jungle. It was long and made of canvas rather than plastic, which meant it was breathable. It also had a large hood and a flap that fell across the face, with thin mesh around the eye, mouth and nose area to allow for breathing. It was more of a bee suit than a raincoat, designed for heavy-duty excursions. Perfect.  

      “My uncle runs a tour company, if you’re in search of a guide…”

      I barely heard him. My heart dropped as I looked at the price. I opened the wallet and fingered through the notes. 

      “Something wrong?”

      “Do you have anything similar to this but cheaper?” I asked.

      He frowned and walked back over to the rack. 

      “Hm. No, I’m sorry. That’s the cheapest we have.”

      I cursed beneath my breath. 

      “Okay. I’m afraid I can’t afford it, but thanks for your time.”

      I walked away from the stall and moved on to the next one. Not all of them spoke English, which made my search even harder. But that seemed to be the only stall that sold what we needed. I was also sure that ten minutes had passed already. I couldn’t find a clock anywhere to check the time. I didn’t want Caleb to have to put himself through the agony of the sun to come chasing after me. But I also knew that I couldn’t return without a coat. 

      My thoughts drifted back to the suit I’d seen earlier at the friendly young man’s stall. 

      As much as it grated against my conscience, I did the only thing I could think of. I walked back over toward the stall and stopped behind a tree opposite it. Peering round the trunk, I spotted the man. He had his back turned as he chatted with a pretty woman who looked after the stall next to him. I left my hiding place and drew nearer, crossing the road quickly. I hurried over to the rack and, reaching out for the suit, unhooked it from the rail. Casting aside the hanger, I rolled the coat into a bundle and tucked it under my arm.  

      A pang of guilt hit me as I hurried away. That was the first time I’d stolen anything in my life. And that man had been so friendly. I felt tainted, dirty, for doing it. But my desperation had overcome my values. 

      As it turned out, I didn’t have long to feel bad about it. Guilt soon turned to panic as a hoarse voice shouted out from my left. 

      “Oi!” 

      My heart leapt into my throat. 

      I caught a glimpse of another tan man—perhaps a relative—glaring at me about five feet away from where I stood. I hadn’t noticed him in my rush to grab the coat. I lurched forward, snaking in and out of the crowd, trying to speed up. Footsteps thudded behind me, followed by more shouts in Portuguese. People in the crowd were beginning to respond to the commotion, turning their heads as I rushed past them. A woman lurched for my midriff in front of me. I swerved to the side just in time to miss her. The knife Caleb had given me slid out from my underwear and dropped to the ground. My heart pounding, my parched throat stinging, I couldn’t afford to slow down. 

      I dared to shoot a glance over my shoulder only once I’d reached the top of the stairs leading to the glass doors of the hostel. Three men were chasing me now—including the young stall holder. I ran through the doors and cast my eyes about the foyer. My heart sank to my stomach. 

      “Caleb?” I gasped. 

      I ran to the woman at the reception desk. “The boy I was with,” I mumbled, even though I knew she barely understood me. Her eyes widened as the front door swung open and the men lunged for me. 

      I stumbled back and ran deeper into the reception area. I swung open the doors of the dining area in the adjoining room, praying that I wouldn’t meet with a dead end. I didn’t know how long I could keep up this pace. I was already heaving from exhaustion. If there wasn’t an easy exit at the back of the kitchens somewhere, I’d be screwed. 

      The two men hot on my heels, I barged into the kitchen area. 

      A hollow feeling gripped my chest. Where’s Caleb? I could only assume that I’d been gone longer than ten minutes and he had indeed gone looking for me. We must have just missed each other. 

      Two bewildered cooks looked up at me as I skidded across the floor followed by three burly Brazilians. There was a door right at the end. I gripped it and swung it open. It led onto a tiny balcony. I hurried out onto it and slammed the door shut behind me, thanking the gods that there was a bolt on the outside. I pulled it shut and leaned against it, trying to steady my palpitating heart. I looked around me. Not far beneath the balcony was the bank of a river. If I could jump off the balcony and wade into the river, maybe they wouldn’t bother following me, but then what? How will I find Caleb again? Damn it. Where is that stupid boy?

      The door shuddered as the three men barged against it. I wasn’t sure how much longer the rusty bolt would hold up.

      I swung a leg over the balcony railing and was about to leap off when a familiar voice cut through the shouts and crashing. 

      “Gentlemen, please.”

      I held my breath as the banging stopped. Without warning, there was a mighty crack and the door flew off its hinges. I found myself staring into Caleb’s face. He stood a foot in front of the other three men. Their faces were red and sweaty. Their angry eyes fell on me. I could tell from Caleb’s skin that he’d been out in the sun. His face was much redder than normal and his arms had painful blotches on them.  

      Caleb’s eyes roamed me briefly, then he turned to address the men. “I’m sorry for my wife’s behavior,” he said.

      I stared dumbstruck at the vampire. My stomach fluttered a little hearing Caleb refer to me as his wife.

      “I hope you’ll forgive her. She has a mental illness, you see.”

      Whatever thrill I’d experienced evaporated. Gee, thanks.   

      The young shopkeeper glared at me over Caleb’s shoulder. “Give back the suit,” he demanded.

      “Of course.” Caleb turned to me, his expression reproachful. “Now, Rose,” he began, talking to me like I was a child. “You know what I’ve told you about stealing. Hand over the suit, darling…”

      As he closed the distance between us, he grabbed the suit from my hands and pulled it over himself. Hurling me over his shoulder, he leapt off the balcony and began racing along the bank. 

      Shouts erupted from the men again as they glared down at us. As Caleb began wading into the river, it was obvious that they weren’t going to bother following us. Instead they hurled insults at us as we drifted down the river.

      As Caleb swam deeper, I suddenly remembered the wallet I had still clutched in my right hand. I’d been so panicked about running away from those men, I’d forgotten I was still holding it. 

      “Oh, no,” I said, lifting the wallet into the air. It was filled with water. I hoped that the notes would dry out and be usable again, but they were already starting to disintegrate and I’d lost several as Caleb had splashed with me into the water. 

      “There’s nothing we can do,” Caleb grunted. “If we need more money, we’ll just have to find some more.”

      Feeling frustrated that we might have to rob yet another innocent person and overwhelmed by the crime I’d just committed, I took my frustration out on Caleb, even though I knew it wasn’t fair.

      “Where the hell were you?” 

      “Why didn’t you pay for the jacket?” 

      “I asked you a question first.”

      “I told you I’d come searching for you after ten minutes. I waited thirteen before I left the lobby.” His breathing was heavy as he swam upstream against the current. 

      “I would have paid for the jacket,” I said through gritted teeth. “But there wasn’t enough money.” I paused, trying to calm myself. “I’m sorry. Are you okay?” 

      “I wasn’t out in the sun for long…”

      He stopped swimming and groaned. 

      “What’s wrong?” 

      “My eyes. The sun is blazing into them.”

      It was terribly bright. The sun’s rays were reflecting on the waters, casting harsh glares on us. Having nothing else I could use, I placed a hand against his forehead like the brim of a baseball cap. I doubted its effectiveness, but Caleb kept moving, albeit slower than before. 

      We both drifted off into our own thoughts as Caleb continued swimming up the river. Buildings surrounded us, and we seemed to be in a more urban area. I hoped there weren’t as many leeches in these waters. Or alligators, for that matter.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3: Rhys

        

      

    
    
      I’d become convinced that the wolf was deliberately slowing us down. I didn’t know whether he had actually formed some attraction for Rose before I stole him away from The Shade, but as we arrived through the gate, he began moving through the rainforest at an excruciatingly slow pace.

      I’d given him whiffs of both samples before we’d leapt through the crater. He knew exactly what the vampire and human girl smelled like. And I knew better than anyone that werewolves’ ability to smell was unparalleled. Even vampires’ ability to smell paled in comparison.

      Werewolves could detect a scent for up to twenty-four hours after the target had left their location. It didn’t matter how briefly Caleb and Rose might have traveled through a place. If they’d been there, this wolf would know it. This also meant that we should never be more than a day behind the couple. After twenty-four hours, the scent would become weaker in an outdoor location, and after forty-eight, it would vanish completely. Indoor locations, of course, were a different matter. In any case, my plan was to catch up with them well before twelve hours had passed, while their trail was freshest.

      But if we kept going at this speed, we might lose track of them altogether. I’d even fed Micah precious human meat before we left, knowing it would sharpen his senses and fuel him for the journey.

      “Ungrateful beast,” I snarled, kicking his hind legs.

      He growled at me and gnashed his teeth. He thought now that he was in his wolf form, he’d be stronger in defending himself against me.

      He was in for a rude awakening.

      Manifesting a knife, I caught hold of his tail and sliced it off in one swift motion. Blood gushed from the wound as he fell to the ground, howling and writhing like a dog.

      Although his tail was of no particular use for my purposes, I regretted injuring the animal. I’d hoped that my first attempt at taming him might be enough, because I hadn’t wanted to do anything that might eat into his strength. I needed him to be swift and alert for the journey. I was dependent on him.

      I grimaced at the thought.

      A warlock dependent on a dumb brute.

      Such a notion would have been sacrilege only a few thousand years ago. It just showed how much our own kind had brought us to ruin, and so quickly. I had suffered from the complacency of our authorities in The Sanctuary. I had been one of the later generations born after the Ancients had already passed on… except for the most tenacious of them.

      If it hadn’t been for my aunt, Isolde, I never would have seen the light. I never would have had eyes to see the destruction we were causing ourselves by following The Sanctuary’s so-called leaders.

      I scowled. It was thanks to them that I hadn’t yet mastered the ability to pinpoint a person’s location just by will alone, along with countless other powers the witches of our Ancients’ time simply took for granted. Powers that would have seemed elementary back then. It was painful to imagine how easy this task would have been if I hadn’t been brought up in such a pathetic, spineless society. One of the many reasons our mission was so important.

      Our leaders in The Sanctuary were bringing us to ruin, creating shadows of our former selves. My blood boiled just thinking about all the propaganda they’d spread about the culture of our Ancients. They’d turned away potential revivalists before they’d had a chance to discover for themselves what the way of our Ancients truly was. The very Ancients who gave them life. Their own ancestors. It made me sick to my stomach.

      I breathed deeply, trying to calm down and bring myself back to the present moment.

      The time will come when our powers will rise above all others, when we will need nothing and no one. And it will be soon. Very soon.

      Now I just need to focus on the task at hand… One step leads to another.

      I looked down at the werewolf still whining on the ground. Pathetic creature. I tugged on his leash, forcing him to stand up.

      “Move, dog.”
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      Caleb swam for another half hour before drifting back toward the bank. When we got out of the water, we climbed up a sandy slope, through a thicket of bushes, and found ourselves standing at the side of a busy highway. Vehicles whizzed past, leaving trails of dust and smoke. 

      I looked up at Caleb, who was still wearing the flap over his face. I could just about make out his eyes, squinting behind the thin mesh. 

      “Now what?” I said.

      He took the wallet from me and sifted through its soggy contents. As much as I’d tried to keep it above water, the notes had deteriorated beyond recovery. We had some coins left, but not many. He didn’t seem to be concerned about the notes. He pulled out the leaflet that had been tucked into the wallet and unfolded it. That too was falling apart. 

      “More important than money now is a map. A road map…” His voice trailed off as he looked left and right, scanning the highway. His gaze fixed on a wooden hut in the distance. I climbed onto his back, replaced my hands over his brows to form a cover, and he raced along the road. It took longer than I’d expected to reach it. Due to the sun, Caleb wasn’t traveling at his usual speed.

      He stopped ten feet away from the hut and set me down on the pavement. As we approached, I realized that it was a small truck stop. Bottled water, packets of nuts, potato chips and fresh loaves of bread lined the shelves, while the freezer was filled with ice cream. My stomach grumbled as I looked at the prices. The bread would be the cheapest and most filling. I looked at Caleb, who had picked up a map from a stand. Under the shelter of the stall now, he’d lowered his hood. 

      “This will do,” he said. I walked up to him and checked the price of the map. 

      The wallet stuck out of Caleb’s pocket, so I took it out and counted the coins. Yes, we had enough to not have to steal again. Just about. 

      I picked up a loaf of bread and a liter of water and placed them on the counter next to Caleb’s map. 

      The kiosk owner stubbed out his cigarette and took the coins Caleb handed him. 

      “Obrigado.”

      I began chugging back the water and munching on the bread as we walked back along the road. I was silent for the next ten minutes. I finished the whole loaf and three quarters of the water. Caleb was still poring over the map. He was walking with his back facing the sun, so his hands wouldn’t get burned. It made the glare somewhat more bearable, I imagined. 

      “We should start heading north, toward Boa Vista.” 

      I peered at the map. 

      “But how? You can’t possibly run that far with the sun beating down on you like this. You can barely walk.” 

      “We’ll need to travel by vehicle. As soon as darkness falls, we’ll get off and I’ll run. We won’t get far by car compared to the distance I can travel by running at night, but we can’t just waste time during the day. We ought to start heading in the right direction. If I run non-stop tonight, we could be halfway across Venezuela by morning.”

      “And then what are you thinking?” 

      “We need to make it to the coast, either in Panama or Colombia. Panama is closer to The Shade. If we make good progress tonight, we could well arrive at Panama Bay within three days. We’ll have to find a speedboat. That will leave us a few more days to navigate the seas back to The Shade. Assuming we don’t get lost in any jungles or have some other major disaster…”

      “Hm. So how do we get a vehicle?” I frowned, looking up and down the busy road. 

      “This highway leads north. We’ll have to hitchhike.”

      I stared at Caleb, his face masked, his body covered from head to foot in the long black suit. He looked like a bank robber. I couldn’t imagine anyone in their right mind stopping for us. Still, it didn’t look like we had much of a choice but to try. 

      I looked up and down the road again, squinting as a van came thundering past, blowing up a dust storm around us. 

      “Which side of the road do we stand on? Which way’s north?” 

      Caleb consulted the map again, then looked at the road sign towering above us. He pointed to the other side of the highway. I looked nervously at the velocity the vehicles were passing by, barely leaving a few seconds’ gap between them. 

      I climbed once again onto Caleb’s back and tried to help shelter his eyes from the blazing sun, which was almost at its peak in the sky by now. 

      He looked left and right, then lurched forward, knocking the breath right out of me. We reached the narrow partition in the center of the highway. Caleb waited another few seconds before darting forward and arriving safely on the other side. 

      He groaned again as he turned his back on the sun, covering his eyes with his hands. 

      I looked at the road again and my stomach sank as I thought about what we were about to attempt. 

      “Caleb,” I said, pointing to a shaded area ten feet back from the road. When he hesitated, I reached for his sleeve and tugged him.

      “What?” 

      “You can’t seriously expect anyone to stop with you looking like that.”

      He didn’t have anything to say to that. 

      “I’ll have to try pulling a car over by myself,” I said. “You should go and sit in the shade.”

      At least he could take the suit off if he sat there. He didn’t argue with me and did as I’d requested, though his gaze didn’t leave me.

      Of course, I’d never hitchhiked in my life. I’d seen it done in movies, however. I reached out an arm and stuck out a thumb. Caleb had removed his hood, so at least he looked a little less scary. Although his appearance was still a disadvantage, hitchhiking with a vampire certainly had its perks. I didn’t have to be as selective in choosing a driver, because Caleb wouldn’t have trouble protecting us. 

      As it turned out, we couldn’t afford to be selective. I stood for an hour with my hand outstretched. Nobody would stop. I spotted a police car hurtling toward us more than once. I ducked into the bushes with Caleb, paranoid that news might have spread about my stall robbery.   

      After an hour and a half, a car stopped with two men in the front seats. They seemed interested in giving me a ride. But as soon as I pointed to Caleb, they lost interest and sped off again. 

      Finally, during the third hour, as my arm drooped from exhaustion, a long red pickup truck pulled over. Its windows were tinted, so I couldn’t see inside. A tan man sporting dark sunglasses and a goatee in the driver’s seat rolled down his window and beckoned me over.  

      I approached cautiously, looking past his shoulder to see another man. Smoking a rolled-up cigarette, he was tattooed and muscular, just like the driver. 

      “Hello, sir,” I said to the driver. “Do you speak English?”

      “English.” His voice was deep and gravelly. He exchanged glances with the man next to him in the passenger seat. “Yes, I speak English.”

      I exhaled in relief. That was half the battle won right there. 

      I pointed to Caleb, who had stood up, pulled the suit over himself again—his hood only partially covering his face—and approached us. “My friend and I are hoping to catch a ride to Boa Vista. Where are you heading?”

      His face dropped slightly, but he replied all the same. 

      “Venezuela. We will be passing through Boa Vista.”

      I looked up at Caleb who was eyeing the men closely. 

      “Can you just give me a second?” I said, looking back at the driver. 

      He grunted. Caleb and I stepped back from the vehicle where we could talk out of earshot. 

      “They look dodgy as hell,” I whispered. “But with you dressed like this, I honestly don’t think we’ll find anyone better… I also don’t think I can hold an arm out for much longer.”

      Caleb furrowed his brows, shooting a glance back at the vehicle. Although he looked uncomfortable, he nodded. “I suppose we have no choice.”

      We walked back over to the men. 

      “Could we catch a ride?” I looked further into the vehicle through his open window. It was an eight-seater. There were six men inside in total, including the two men in the front seats. The back row seemed empty. 

      The driver frowned and exchanged a few words in Portuguese with the man next to him. They both chuckled. I wasn’t sure what was so funny, but was relieved when he looked back at me and nodded. 

      “Yes.” He turned to the man sitting next to him. “Julio, seat them in the back.” He reached out a hand to me. “Luis.”

      I shook his rough hand. “Rose, and this is Caleb.”

      Luis nodded in Caleb’s direction, but didn’t bother to shake his hand. Caleb and I walked over to Julio, who had already opened up the back door. We climbed in and sat down, Julio closing the door again behind us.

      I didn’t like the way the men looked at us. At me. I nestled closer to Caleb, who placed an arm around me. I was glad that they were seated in separate rows. Hopefully soon they’d face forward and mind their own business. 

      The side door slammed shut as Julio got back in his seat. The engine rumbled and we lurched forward, merging back in with the traffic on the highway.

      “So where are you from?” Luis called back over his shoulder.

      I exchanged looks with Caleb. No easy answer to that. 

      “California,” I said. 

      That, after all, had been my home for the first five years of my life before my parents moved us back to The Shade.

      “And you two are brother and sister, or what?” 

      I thought I might as well stick with Caleb’s story, since we didn’t exactly look like siblings. “No, we’re newly married.” 

      “Ah, nice,” Luis said. “Very nice… What brings the two of you down here? Honeymoon?”

      Caleb rolled his eyes. 

      “Yes,” I replied, trying to suppress a laugh. “Of sorts… What about you?” 

      “We are old friends, having a reunion. We too have also been on a holiday, of sorts.”  

      An ebony-skinned man sitting in front of me turned his head around and looked at Caleb. “I see you’re not a fan of the sun.”

      “I prefer the shade,” Caleb replied, looking out of the window as the tarmac flew away beneath the wheels.

      The man chuckled, then reached into his front shirt pocket. He pulled out two hand-rolled cigarettes and held them out to us. 

      “No. Thanks,” Caleb replied stiffly. 

      I shook my head as he offered one to me. 

      He mumbled something in Portuguese and faced forward again. 

      I took a sip of the remaining water I had left in my bottle. My throat felt so dry again. That bread had absorbed a lot of my moisture, and then I’d been standing in the heat of the sun for two hours. I wanted to drain every last drop. But I didn’t know how long it would be before more fresh water came my way, so I had to pace myself. 

      Caleb and I were silent for the next few hours. Other than the occasional joke in Portuguese, the other men were pretty silent too. I should have used this opportunity to catch up on some sleep, but I wasn’t comfortable sleeping in a van with six men, even with Caleb present. 

      I looked up at Caleb every now and then. His eyes were fixed out of the window. I wondered what he was thinking. It was hard to read his stony expression. I wasn’t sure whether he resented having to drag me along. Whether he regretted saving me from that cave. Maybe now that he found himself lumbered with me, he was just doing what he thought was his duty to return me home. But even though he was avoiding talking to me, he kept his arm around the back of my chair the whole time, keeping me within his reach. And something about that gesture gave me hope that perhaps there was more to why Caleb was doing this. 

      I hated to think how much he had risked for me. And I still wasn’t sure why. He’d skirted around the subject and refused to explain. 

      I also didn’t understand what he’d been doing on that island with Annora, and why she’d been unconscious on the ground… why Caleb had just left her there. 

      I reached for his left hand, which rested on his knee, and squeezed it. 

      Finally, he looked down at me, his eyes intense. My heart fluttered. 

      “What are you thinking about?” I whispered. 

      He inhaled deeply and breathed out, running a hand over his face. 

      “The journey.” He looked out of the window again.

      “Which part of the journey?”

      “All of it.”

      “There’s one part of the journey I’m thinking about.” He didn’t respond, so I continued. “The part when you…” I paused, casting my eyes about the vehicle. We were too close to the men to speak freely. “When we reach home.”

      His jaw tensed. 

      I wanted to talk details about The Shade, reassure him that everything would be okay. But there wasn’t enough privacy for that now. Instead I just leaned up and pressed my lips against his rough cheek. He swallowed hard, and if vampires could blush, Caleb did then.
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      I waited three hours before healing the wolf’s wound. Although the agony slowed him down, I needed him to learn his lesson once and for all. Werewolves were stubborn creatures and it was often only after intense and prolonged punishment that they would remember not to disobey again. 

      But even with the wound, he still moved faster than when we’d started out. Which confirmed my suspicion that for some reason, he didn’t want us finding Rose and the vampire. 

      Once I’d decided he’d had enough, I healed his wound within seconds. Gripping the fur at the back of his neck, I forced him to look up at me. 

      “Let’s see how fast you can really move.”

      There wasn’t a flicker of hesitation in his eyes now. I climbed onto his back and he lurched forward. 

      “That’s better,” I said, patting his head. “Much better. Everything will be much easier if you just obey your master. And when we reach them, I’ll set you free. You can even return to The Shade if you like…”

      I’d feed him another large hunk of human meat once we returned, but of course I didn’t really intend to set him free. Werewolves were useful to us, and I’d developed a taste for their blood. 

      We didn’t stop again until we’d reached a concrete road at the edge of the rainforest. It was morning by the time we arrived. I leapt off the wolf just before he turned back into his humanoid form. 

      I looked up and down the road. “Where to now?” I asked. 

      He indicated left. I put an invisibility charm over the two of us and began walking in the direction Micah was pointing. He continued sniffing the air as we walked. 

      It had occurred to me, of course, that Micah could have been deliberately misleading me. Pretending he’d caught the couple’s scent when, in fact, he was leading me in the opposite direction. But he knew what I could do to him. How ruthless I was in my punishments. I doubted he harbored that much attachment to either the girl or the vampire to want to risk his life and sanity. 

      He stopped outside a four-story building with wide glass doors. Holding Micah’s chain closer against me, I pulled him up the steps. As I vanished us inside the building, there was only one person in the foyer—an old woman sitting behind a desk. I was glad that we had the room mostly to ourselves. Micah began walking toward a staircase leading upward. He approached the first step, sniffing the air with intense concentration. I thought he was about to start ascending, but then he stepped away and headed toward a set of doors at the far end of the entrance hall. 

      “Through there,” he whispered. 

      I vanished us through to the other side of the doors, where we found a dining area. The werewolf continued forward, pointing toward yet another set of doors behind a counter piled with food. We vanished through it and arrived in a kitchen. I was pleased by how certain Micah now seemed to be in detecting their scent. I hoped that this meant that we weren’t far behind them. He headed straight toward an open door at the back of the kitchen. We emerged on a balcony. A wide river ran a few meters away.

      Ah, water. This was the one element of nature that completely impaired werewolves’ sense of smell. We climbed over the balcony and dropped down onto the shore.

      “Well,” I said, “if they entered the water, unless they drowned in there, they must have crawled out again.” I looked up and down along the bank. “We may as well go right first.”

      We started moving and it wasn’t long before Micah confirmed my guess. He picked up their scent again about two miles down. It led us up to a busy highway. From there we took a right, and then Micah indicated that we cross the road. He walked along the gravelly pavement for a little longer and then stopped suddenly. 

      “What?” 

      Micah scratched his jaw, frowning. “The scent is strong here,” he said. “Stronger than any other location we’ve passed through so far.”

      “What do you think this means?” I asked.

      “I think they stopped here for a while, possibly even a few hours. Perhaps for a rest.”

      “Or more likely to get picked up by a vehicle,” I said, eyeing the cars whizzing by. “The vampire would have had trouble traveling with the girl during the day due to the sun… Where does the scent go from here?”

      Micah walked ten feet and stopped, right at the edge of the road. “This is where it’s last strongest.” He continued walking along the edge of the road. “But I can still sense it. They went in that direction.” He pointed left.

      There was no doubt in my mind that they’d gotten into a vehicle. This would make it harder for Micah to track them down. But it wouldn’t be impossible, as long as they kept a window open. 

      I looked up at a nearby signpost.

      “So they’re headed north.”
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      The vehicle slowed to a stop as we approached a gas station. Luis parked by a pump and got out of the car to fill the tank. The late afternoon sun touched my face as I looked up at the sky. It wouldn’t be long until we parted ways and continued on foot. I smiled to think that we’d pass these men on the road in no time. Then I groaned, realizing we’d have to find some other vehicle to hitchhike again tomorrow. 

      Luis finished filling up the tank and headed toward the pay station. Julio stepped out of the car, his boots ringing on the pavement as he made his way toward the van’s back door. He opened it. 

      “We have some time. You probably want to stretch your legs.”

      I looked at Caleb and he nodded. We both climbed out and walked around. I stretched out my arms and rolled my neck from side to side. I’d lost track of how many hours we’d been sitting.  

      We stood beneath the station’s covering. Caleb didn’t need to pull the hood over his head. He just stood there, his black suit tied around his shoulders. 

      Julio looked at me. “Would you like to use the bathroom?” 

      “Yes,” I said, relieved that he’d asked. 

      “Come, I’ll show you where it is.”

      Caleb stepped forward. “Tell me where it is and I’ll take her.”

      Julio smiled and nodded courteously. “Of course,” he said. “Follow me.”

      Caleb’s grip around my arm didn’t loosen as we walked toward the entrance of the shop. Its shelves were stacked with newspapers, snacks, bottles of water and cigarettes. Julio led us to a door at the back of the shop. He pushed it open to reveal a narrow staircase winding upward. 

      I looked from Julio back to the man behind the counter. “Are you sure it’s okay if we go up there?” 

      “Sure… Pedro, it’s okay, right?”

      The shopkeeper glanced up briefly and nodded toward the door. 

      I climbed the steps with Caleb, Julio walking up behind us. We reached a dim corridor at the top. The walls were stained and the floorboards creaked beneath us. Julio ushered us along and pointed to a grey door right at the end of the corridor. 

      “Through there.”

      “Thanks,” I said, continuing toward the door, Caleb still holding my arm. 

      Once we reached it, Caleb let go of me. “I’ll wait here for you.”

      I nodded and opened the door. I stepped inside, the weight of the door causing it to click shut behind me. It was pitch black. I fumbled against the wall for a switch and found one. 

      But as I flicked on the light, strong hands wrapped around my neck. I choked as a thick piece of fabric was forced into my mouth, silencing me. 

      I strained my neck to see Luis tying rope around my hands and pinning them behind my back. Caleb must have heard the struggle because the heavy door began to shake, Caleb’s body pounding against it. 

      My heart almost stopped as gunshots sounded outside. Dozens of them in the space of a few seconds. It sounded like a machine gun. I heard Caleb groan, and then there was more banging and crashing. 

      A sharp pain erupted in the back of my neck and I sank to the floor. Luis had struck me with the end of a rifle. He bent down over me, fastening more rope around my legs. I tried to squirm and struggle, but he was too strong. He heaved me up and crossed to the opposite side of the room, where, to my horror, there was another door. He pushed it open, and it revealed another staircase leading downward. 

      I screamed into the gag until my throat was sore. Tears of panic blurred my eyes as he walked around the building and headed back to the truck in the parking lot. 

      Caleb, where are you? I was certain that he’d heard me struggle. That was why Julio had opened fire on him. 

      Luis wolf-whistled. His other three companions, who’d been taking a smoking break across the parking lot, came racing toward us. One of them opened up the door for Luis, who laid me down over the back row of seats and sat down next to my head. I struggled to sit up but he held me down. I struggled even more frantically as the engine stuttered to a start and the vehicle began reversing. I couldn’t see who was driving, but they were in a hurry. The truck screeched as the tires skidded across concrete. 

      I glared up at Luis, who had both arms gripping my stomach and shoulders, holding me in place.

      “Hush,” he said. I felt his stale breath on my face as he leaned over me, his mouth barely inches from mine. I turned my head to the side and closed my eyes.

      He called out something in Portuguese to the other men in the truck, and they all chuckled. He began stroking my forehead.   

      “Don’t worry,” he rasped. “We’ll take you to Boa Vista. And further, if you care to join us…”

      His palm was sweaty against my skin, odor seeping through his pores. I tried to spit out the gag but he stuffed it further into my mouth. 

      “Behave yourself, my dear. We don’t want to hurt you.”

      I didn’t need much imagination to guess what they might do with me. These people were probably human traffickers, or worse. I dreaded to think where they were taking me now.  

      I was beginning to lose all hope when a thump sounded on the roof. Luis and the men looked around wildly. Metal creaked and before I realized what was happening, two bloody fists appeared through the top of the ceiling, tearing holes right through the metal.

      At first, the men all looked too shocked to do anything. But when the hands gripped the newly made holes and began tearing the metal apart, they began shooting. 

      Once the hole was large enough, Caleb dropped down into the vehicle. His shirt was so ripped, he might have been wearing none. His chest was peppered with bullet holes and soaked with blood. I struggled frantically against Luis, trying to knock the gun out of his hands as he aimed it directly at Caleb’s head. I winced as bullets shot into Caleb’s chest, one narrowly missing his face. 

      But Caleb didn’t allow the firing to go on for long. He gripped the two men closest to him by the neck, his claws shot out and he dug into their skin. He jerked his hands backward, ripping through their jugulars. 

      Luis and the other men paused, too stunned to even hold a steady aim, as Caleb’s fangs protruded from his mouth. Caleb felled the next man closest to him in the vehicle. Now only Luis and one other man remained. They scrambled out of the truck which had halted to a stop. Caleb leapt out after them and pounced on Luis. Knocking the gun from his hands, he pinned Luis to the ground and sank his fangs into his neck. Luis convulsed as Caleb took deep gulps of his blood until he became still. 

      Caleb stood up and looked after the last man sprinting away in the distance. Caleb didn’t seem to feel the need to go chasing after his cowardly ass, and it was better he didn’t. The sun was still shining and it seemed that Caleb had lost his suit in the struggle with Julio.  

      Hurrying over to me, Caleb pulled the gag from my mouth and with two swipes of his claws, he’d freed me from the ropes. I gasped, clutching my throat.

      He lifted me up and walked me round to the front passenger seat where he sat me down and fastened the seat belt around me. 

      Then he walked back over to the corpse of Luis, lying on the ground a dozen feet away. Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, Caleb bent down and scooped up Luis’ dark sunglasses, still miraculously intact. Then he limped back to the truck and heaved himself into the driver’s seat, slamming the door shut and starting the ignition. 

      Donning Luis’ shades, Caleb pressed down hard on the accelerator and made the engine roar.  

      “Let’s get out of here.”
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      Our decision to stay in The Shade while Ibrahim and Corrine went to look for our daughter was probably the hardest Derek and I had ever made. Every fiber of my being screamed out to chase her down again. But Corrine had managed to talk sense into us. If anybody had a chance of finding Rose, it was them. Derek’s and my absence would only weaken our island at a time when we needed to be at our strongest. The Shade’s king and queen simply couldn’t abandon their people at a time like this, not even for their daughter. After Mona, Corrine and Ibrahim were the most powerful witches we had. And since there was no way Mona could leave, the two of them had volunteered to go. 

      Their departure brought back memories of the time I’d been separated from my twins at birth. While Derek had been scrambling around trying to piece our family back together again, Ibrahim and Corrine had kept Rose safe. They were already like second parents to her. There was nobody I trusted more than them. 

      And so they left us. I didn’t even know where they were going to start their search. Derek and I were still clueless about where our daughter was. 

      Soon after Rose was discovered missing, we’d realized that Micah was too. It had sent shockwaves throughout the island that one of our guests could have kidnapped the princess, and I was worried that we might have an uprising on our hands as members of our council began demanding that the werewolves be kicked off the island entirely. 

      Of course that would have been impossible, since they had close ties with Mona and none of us would even have an island without Mona. We couldn’t afford to upset her. 

      Although it pained me, I couldn’t deny that a part of me suspected that Rose might have gone willingly. She’d been acting so recklessly of late, I couldn’t dismiss the possibility. And to my further sadness, Derek confessed the same. Sometimes it felt like we didn’t know our daughter any more. 

      The other possibility, of course, was that Micah had made off with Rose. We’d searched for miles around our island in hopes of finding them. We reasoned that they couldn’t have gone that far in the missing boat. But when we hadn’t found them, Ben and Griffin had stepped forward with a more chilling theory—that perhaps it hadn’t actually been Micah who’d made off with Rose. They’d told me how they’d saved Micah from being stuck outside the island. He’d given an excuse that he must have been absent during the time Mona gave everyone permission to enter the island. Mona had confirmed that it was not true. She said she remembered distinctly Micah being there. 

      Saira and another werewolf named Kira—the two wolves who’d known Micah most closely—also spoke up in defense of him. They said Micah had been behaving strangely of late. Kira had said that he’d developed an obsession with the princess, while he had shown no interest in her before. 

      Even I found it hard to believe that Micah could have done something like this. I’d met him only briefly, but he didn’t strike me as someone who would have kidnapped my daughter. 

      We went back and forth, discussing the situation for hours in the Great Dome. While some were convinced that Micah had just given into temptation and stolen Rose away, others—particularly those who had known the wolf—concluded that something must have happened to him while he was outside the island, and the Micah who had returned was an imposter. 

      The latter, of course, dug up a whole new plethora of questions. 

      Mona concluded that the most likely person to pull something like this off would have been one of the black witches. Being unable to penetrate Mona’s spell, they’d had to find another way around it. But if this was the case, we didn’t understand why they would go to all that trouble to get Rose and then leave the island. Why not take Anna, our immune, whom they’d seemed so bent on having before? It was as if they’d lost interest in Anna, because I was sure they could have easily swept her away along with Rose. And what about Mona? Surely, if they’d wanted to take over The Shade and its supply of humans, the best way would be to take down Mona—then it would be no trouble taking over the island. 

      Although we’d come to some theories, they were just that: theories. And with them came dozens of other questions we had no answers to. 

      Then Vivienne had another vision, which confirmed that the black witches were behind this. Vivienne had difficulty telling us exactly what she’d seen, but she was convinced that our twins had something that the witches wanted. 

      I was doubtful about this. Vivienne’s visions had been known to be misleading in the past. If it was my twins they wanted, why wouldn’t they have taken Ben too while they’d had access to the island?  

      Vivienne had pointed out that there could be an explanation as to why they only needed Rose first. The fact that they’d taken Rose didn’t preclude that both twins had something the witches desired. It just meant that they wanted Rose first.  

      Whether or not Vivienne was right, it seemed that the only thing we could do while Ibrahim and Corrine were gone was to try to figure out what the twins could possibly possess that was so special. 

      After a particularly grueling day, attempting to continue running the island as normal while suffering under the weight of Rose’s absence, Derek and I sat together at our dining table with Mona and Kiev. I’d requested them to visit because I wanted to discuss further with Mona what Rose might have that was of so much interest to the witches. Since Mona was a black witch herself, or used to be, I figured that if she didn’t know, nobody would. 

      As I looked at them across the table, it was still bizarre to think that we were holding a meeting with Kiev about how to save my twins when not too long ago he’d been the primary threat to them. I shook away the thought, and focused on Mona. 

      “Before I try to answer this, Sofia,” she said, “you need to understand that I was never fully involved with the workings of those witches. I shut myself out as much as possible because I didn’t agree with what went on. My involvement was mostly perfunctory. So what I say is based on guessing.”

      “A guess is better than nothing,” I said.  

      She cleared her throat and sat forward in her chair, casting a worried glance at Kiev before beginning. “When the twins were conceived, you were a human, while Derek was also a human, with powers bestowed on him by Cora…”

      “Yes,” I replied. “And I was still an immune since it happened before my visit to Cruor.” 

      Mona slunk back in her chair. “Human, vampire, witch,” she muttered. 

      “What?” Derek said. 

      “A confluence of three.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “You know how immunes first came into existence. You, Sofia, as an immune, were essentially a by-product of the witches’ meddling with the human race. A creation of the witches. Derek was an ex-vampire, also endowed with the powers of a witch, and both of you were also human of course. Three species combined. A meeting of three life forces.”

      “But what does it mean? So what?”  

      “I remind you again that this is all my speculation,” she said, looking at me sternly before continuing. Derek and I nodded. “I worked in the spell room for many years under Rhys. While I wasn’t invited in to take part in higher-level plans because they didn’t trust me, I remember the types of potions they asked me to make, and for what purposes. Which ingredients were more potent than others. You see, the reason they are so keen on having a constant supply of human blood is that it is a key ingredient of so many rituals they carry out. Most I don’t want to describe to you, so don’t ask. But human blood is key in most of them. The twins’ blood is more than just ordinary blood. It’s more potent. And it’s rare—I’ve never come across such a combination throughout my years of potion-making… And believe me when I say I’ve dealt with almost every ingredient imaginable.”

      “Then wouldn’t Anna’s children be at risk too?” Kiev said suddenly.

      Mona paused, staring at him in thought. “They could be. Although Kyle used to be a vampire, he wasn’t endowed with powers like Derek was. But Anna is an immune—the witches’ influence runs in her blood. Vampire, witch, human. The confluence is still there.”

      “And for whatever reason, they only decided to take Rose, when there were five children in total to choose from,” Derek said, rubbing a hand over tired eyes.

      “It’s possible they aren’t aware that Kyle was a vampire, and so aren’t aware of the confluence,” Mona said. “Remember, Derek Novak has a much higher profile, not just in this human realm, but also in the supernatural realms. The Shade is practically a legend there too. Before I came here, I’d lived my whole life outside of the human realm and even I had heard rumors of The Shade.”

      “So if they are interested in this ‘confluence’, as you say, they actually have four more possible targets. Ben, Ariana, Jason… and baby Kiev,” I concluded. 

      “Maybe,” Mona said. “Since, at least so far, you say you haven’t noticed anything different about the twins, I can only assume that it’s their blood the witches are after.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 8: Rose

        

      

    
    
      “We need to stop,” I said firmly, after we’d been driving ten minutes and the gas station was out of view.

      “Not yet,” Caleb replied through gritted teeth. 

      I stared at him in exasperation. “Caleb, you’ve got twenty bullet holes in your chest. You’re losing blood like it’s water.”

      His seat was soaked in blood. Even though the seat was made of absorbent fabric, it had reached its limit and blood puddled beneath Caleb. 

      He exhaled deeply and shook his head. “We’ll stop once it’s dark.”

      I stared out at the sky. That could be hours still. “Damn it, vampire. Stop the car now!” I slammed my fist against the dashboard. 

      He ignored my tantrum, and if anything he pressed down harder against the accelerator as we continued speeding north along the highway. I glared at him, but he refused to look at me. 

      Stubborn boy. 

      “If you won’t do it for yourself, do it for me,” I pleaded. “We need to do something about those wounds. If something happens to you—”

      “These wounds are inconsequential.”

      “What?” 

      “They’re not going to kill me.”

      “But don’t they… hurt?” His face certainly looked strained. I couldn’t imagine that even a vampire wouldn’t feel such injuries.

      “I’ve experienced worse.”

      I guessed this was true, but that didn’t make me feel any better sitting here with him bleeding out. 

      “Besides, they will heal soon. I just drank a body dry of blood. My system just needs time to process it. If it doesn’t, perhaps I need more blood.” He jerked his head toward the corpses still in the back of the truck. “There’s enough in this vehicle to keep me going for a long time. If I drink enough, the bleeding will stop fast and the wounds will close… In any case, we don’t stop until night.”

      I shuddered, unwilling to look at the mess behind us. Locking my eyes on the road ahead, I was thankful that the windows were tinted. Of course, we had a gaping hole in the roof, but unless a very tall vehicle passed close to us, nobody could see inside. 

      I sighed and slumped back in my chair, scowling. It was clear that there was no budging Caleb. 

      Now that things had calmed down a little, the panic and shock that had been coursing through my veins dissipating, I realized that I genuinely still needed to relieve myself. That was a good excuse to get us to stop. 

      “I need the toilet.”

      Caleb breathed out in frustration. He swerved over to the side of the road, the tires skidding on the pavement, and stopped next to a ditch. I got out and looked around. I walked to the nearest patch of bushes and ducked behind them. My bladder felt close to bursting. 

      Finishing up, I walked back to the van. But I didn’t walk back to my side of the car. I walked up to Caleb’s door and knocked. 

      He rolled down the window and stared at me through Luis’ glasses, his eyebrows raised. If I wasn’t aware that a few inches below his face, behind the tinted glass, was a bloody mess of bullets lodged into skin, I would have thought there was nothing unusual about him, apart from his paleness.  

      “Will you really not let me look at those wounds now?” 

      He scowled. “Just get in the car.”

      I sighed and returned to my seat. He accelerated forward the second I shut the door. 

      My mind drifted back to what had happened, playing the blurred scenes over in my mind and trying to make sense of them now I could think more clearly. 

      “Do you know who they were?” 

      “Traffickers. Drugs, humans… they’d probably trade anything.”

      I shuddered, recalling how they all seemed to have been eyeing me in particular. I wondered whether their plan was to just kidnap me, or if they’d wanted to bring Caleb along too. 

      We passed the next few hours until sundown in silence. When Caleb finally pulled off the highway and down a muddy track as the sun started dipping behind the horizon, I breathed out in relief. 

      The stench of the corpses in the back was beginning to overwhelm me, and yet I knew we couldn’t throw them out until we stopped and Caleb had drained them. I looked over the vampire. Some of his wounds had closed over by now, albeit with the bullet still embedded beneath his flesh. Others were still moist with blood. 

      As we continued along the bumpy track, I was beginning to worry. The mud seemed to be getting softer and deeper the further we traveled. I supposed that we were planning on abandoning the vehicle anyway, so it wouldn’t matter even if we did get stuck. Caleb stopped the engine once we arrived at the bank of a stream. 

      “Are you thirsty?” he asked. 

      I paused, wetting my lips nervously. “Yes, but—”

      He seemed to understand my hesitation. I’d had enough of Amazonian streams for more than one lifetime. He reached over and grabbed my water bottle, then made his way down to the water. Filling up the bottle, he placed it on the bank before wading in himself. Tearing off the remaining shreds of his shirt, he dipped underwater and washed himself. By the time he stood up again, his wounds looked much cleaner, the bloodstains gone.

      He returned to the car and handed me my bottle. 

      “Thanks,” I said, unscrewing the lid and drinking from it.

      Opening up the middle door of the vehicle, he positioned himself over one of the corpses. I watched with a mixture of horror and disgust as he dug his fangs into the first body. 

      My own drink seemed less appealing now. Holding my ears, I tried to block out the squelching sounds, but they were hard to ignore. I looked back once the noise stopped. He hauled them both out of the car and dragged them down to the river. Wading in deep, he let go of them. 

      I felt infinitely grateful that he’d filled up my water bottle before dumping those dead bodies in the river. I imagined that the blood would draw alligators, which made me even more determined to stay in the truck.

      When he approached the vehicle again and was about to seat himself back into the driver’s seat, I reached out and locked his door. 

      “Get in the back,” I said. “We need to take a look at your wounds.”

      He heaved a sigh, but did as I’d requested. I climbed over the seats toward him. The blood splatters made me feel nauseous. I craned my neck to examine the back of the seats in the middle row. There were two latches on either side. Just what I’d been hoping for. I unlatched both of them and the back of the seat flattened, creating a narrow double bed.  

      I ducked down on the ground and looked beneath the seats. There were six small pieces of luggage. I reached for the one closest to me and pulled it out. Opening it up, I found a few personal possessions—toothpaste, a toothbrush, shaving equipment, tweezers, a set of spare clothes… I put the clothes and tweezers to one side before discarding the bag and reaching for another. They all had similar contents—light travel equipment. In the sixth case, I was pleased to see two blankets bundled up inside it. I stretched them both out on top of each other over the outstretched seats, covering up the bloodstains.

      Caleb had been watching me closely the whole time. I beckoned him over. As he lifted himself onto the makeshift bed, I didn’t miss the way he winced as he lay on his back. I took the spare clothes I’d fished out from the bags and arranged them over the hole in the roof so that they covered it. Then I looked nervously at the wounds in Caleb’s chest and shoulders that hadn’t yet closed over. I crouched down on the seat over him, examining them more closely. I couldn’t fish these bullets out with my fingers, that was for sure. I’d have to use the only equipment I had—the tweezers I’d found. I grabbed my water bottle and washed the tweezers. I hovered more closely over Caleb. He inhaled sharply as I placed a hand on his chest and tried to steady my hands. 

      “I’m sorry if this hurts,” I whispered. 

      He grunted as I picked a wound and slid in the tweezers. His flesh made a horrid squelching sound as I closed around the bullet and lifted it out. Blood flowed, and I stemmed it with a towel. I didn’t know how clean it was, but we didn’t have many options. 

      I repeated the process with five more bullets—three wedged in his stomach, one in his shoulder, and one just beneath his neck. I had to ask him to roll over so I could reach his back. Most of them had closed over, but I managed to retrieve one that was stuck beneath his lower shoulder blade.

      My eyes roamed the rest of his body. I was nervous that there were so many bullets I couldn’t get to without tearing through a layer of his flesh. I’d have to leave those bullets for Corrine to remove.

      Corrine. My heartbeat quickened as I thought once again of returning home with Caleb.  

      I held the towel against the wounds I’d treated until the blood clotted and the wounds began to heal. His healing process seemed to have sped up. I guessed because of all that human blood he’d just consumed. 

      He sat up once I’d finished, examining his body.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “Yes… Thank you, Rose.”

      I nodded, but I wished that he wouldn’t thank me. I owed him more than I could repay. He’d saved my life more than once, as well as the lives of my parents.

      “Thank you, Caleb.”

      He broke eye contact with me and pulled himself to the edge of the seat. He swung his legs off, his feet touching the vehicle’s floor. 

      “And now we continue by foot?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      I was feeling exhausted after the day’s events. The last thing I wanted was to spend another bumpy night clinging to Caleb’s back. But I knew we had to reach Mona, or Caleb would be no more. I swung my legs over the seat and sat next to him. 

      “You look tired,” he said, glancing down at me. “I suppose we can stay here for an hour. We don’t know how long it will take us to find another vehicle once we’re in Venezuela. And we don’t want you fainting from exhaustion.” 

      An hour. It didn’t seem like much. But it was better than nothing. 

      “And what about you?” I asked. “Don’t you need to rest too?”

      He leaned back against his elbows. “I suppose I could rest for a short while.”

      I looked over the makeshift bed. There was enough room for the two of us to lie comfortably. Though, recalling the way he’d kept his distance back in the hostel room, I wasn’t sure that he’d want to share a bed with me even for an hour. I looked around the vehicle. The back seats didn’t extend backward. And the front seats didn’t extend back much now that we’d created this bed. 

      I moved over to the far side of the blankets and lay down on my side, propping my head up with my elbow. I patted the space next to me. He eyed the spot I was touching for several moments before—to my surprise—he acquiesced. He lay down alongside me, though he turned his face away, his muscled back facing me. Reaching out, I traced his bumpy scars with the tips of my fingers. 

      Silence descended on the truck. We’d closed the windows to keep out the bugs, but I could hear the sounds of the rainforest through the fabric above us. The chirping of crickets, the croaking of frogs, the sighing of the wind against the trees. 

      “Caleb?” I whispered through the darkness.

      “Hm?”

      I bit my lip. 

      I wanted to tell him how much I was looking forward to having him live with us in The Shade. And I wanted to tell him why. I wanted to tell him how hard it had been to have him leave me the way he had. How much I’d struggled with myself in his absence. How relieved I was to see him again, even in these desperate circumstances. 

      I wanted to tell him how much he’d come to mean to me. 

      But I didn’t know how he’d take it. 

      I wasn’t sure if now was the time. 

      “Nothing.” I let out a sigh and rolled over on my other side, my back facing his. 

      I should just go to sleep. I don’t have much time as it is. 

      I closed my eyes and tried to coax myself to sleep. But the truck was hot and stuffy. My breathing was heavy and sluggish. It didn’t help that we’d had to close all the windows. 

      Perhaps Caleb had sensed my discomfort, or perhaps it was just my imagination. Whatever the case, as I struggled to drift off, he reached around my waist and pulled me back against him. The coldness of his skin seeped through the fabric of my dress, cooling my hot back. His hand rested over my navel, his body spooned around mine, our legs intertwining. I placed a hand over his and nestled closer against his chest. I felt his cold breathing against the nape of my neck. He was like my own personal AC unit. 

      This is more like it.

      I closed my eyes again, relishing the feeling of his strength enveloping me. Protecting me. Keeping me safe. Just as he had done since the day we met.
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      I’d thought that talking to Mona would at least ease my uncertainty and doubts. Now I partly wished I hadn’t talked to her. Our conversation had only added more heat to my already burning mind. The worst thing was, there wasn’t anything anybody here could do about it. We had all these theories, but no way of actually confirming any of them since we were all stuck on the island. And if I was honest with myself, even if we weren’t stuck, there was still no way of knowing unless one of the black witches behind all this decided to reveal their true motives.

      Derek and I had tried to comfort each other, but there were only so many times we could say to each other that Ibrahim and Corrine were the best people to find our daughter. Even though it was true, it didn’t stop anxiety eating away at us. 

      I left Derek at home and headed toward my father’s treehouse. We’d been promising each other that we’d make time for each other for weeks, but we still hadn’t followed through. It seemed that there would never be a perfect time, so I decided to go and visit him now. 

      I reached Aiden’s tree and ascended in the elevator. When I knocked on the front door, he answered after two seconds. He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me against him, kissing my forehead. Something about the strength of my father’s arms made me break down in a way that I hadn’t with Derek. I’d been trying to put on a brave face for my husband, because my breaking down in front of him would only increase his suffering. 

      While I knew my father suffered Rose’s absence too, somehow I felt like I could let myself loose without feeling as much guilt as I did with Derek. 

      My father led me to the couch and I cried for the next hour. He didn’t even try to offer me words of comfort, he just held me and let me feel my grief. I let out emotions I’d been trying to bottle up for days. He was there for me, the way I’d always dreamed he would be one day as I was growing up.  

      When it felt like I had no more tears left to shed, I sat up and dried my face with a tissue. 

      “Thank you,” I croaked. 

      He squeezed my hand and smiled. “Any time, darling.”

      I looked around the room, craving a change of subject. The memory of Adelle opening the door to Eli’s apartment in her dressing gown came flooding back to me. To this day, I still hadn’t talked about Adelle with my father, and now seemed as good a time as any to broach the subject. Although I didn’t want to hurt him, I wanted to understand what was going on.

      “You know that Eli and Adelle are going out?” I asked. I watched him closely, studying every flicker of emotion that crossed his face. 

      His smile faded. “Yes.”

      “Dad… you like her, don’t you?” 

      He nodded, looking down at the floor. 

      “Did you ever ask her out?” 

      He sighed. “I was late to the party.”

      While I was happy for Eli, my heart broke for my father. He deserved a good woman more than anyone after all he’d been through with my mother. 

      “But don’t feel sorry for me, honey,” he said, forcing a smile back on his face. This time it reached his eyes a little more. “You have enough on your shoulders already. I’ll get over her soon enough.”

      “I just worry about you,” I said, kissing his cheek. “It’s been almost two decades since Mom passed away. I want to see you with another woman in your life, someone who deserves you. You’re a vampire now… and forever is a long time to be alone.”

      There was a pause. I felt his chest constrict beneath me, and I felt a drop of water—a tear—drop onto my shoulder. But I didn’t look up, in case he’d feel embarrassed that I’d caught him crying in front of me. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen him cry. 

      He cleared his throat, though I could tell that he struggled to keep his voice steady as he said, “I’ll find someone, Sofia. I promise.”
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      I hadn’t dared go to the lake again since the day I’d spotted Adelle and Eli there in the boathouse. That same boathouse where I’d initially intended to ask her out. It seemed that it was a regular haunt of theirs, because Claudia had told me she’d spied them there on several occasions since. But now, as I took a walk through the woods, my mind more absent than present, I found myself passing by it. 

      I stopped short, straining my ears for any indication that they might be down there. Once I felt confident that they weren’t, I started down along the path toward the lake and stopped at its bank. This lake was one of my favorite parts of the island, perhaps even more than the beaches. It held a serenity that affected my entire being.

      I recalled the words my daughter had spoken to me. Mention of her mother had cut me to the core. Sofia was right that after what had happened to Camilla, I’d thought I’d never be able to open up to another person again. She’d ripped an open wound in my heart I’d thought would never heal. Perhaps it wouldn’t—not fully—and anyone who came after her now would be a layer on top. Perhaps, deep down, I always would be cut. 

      Although I’d rather be with nobody than someone who wasn’t right for me, I’d meant it when I told my daughter that I would find someone. 

      I sat down on one of the benches that afforded the best view of the lily-speckled lake and closed my eyes, breathing out slowly. 

      If I was to have any hope of fulfilling my promise, the first thing I had to do was let go of Adelle. Holding on was stupid. It would only cause me pain and make me harbor ill feelings toward Eli. Eli deserved Adelle—he’d gotten to her first, after all. If I really cared for Adelle, I would feel happy for her and Eli. 

      I swallowed hard, determined to no longer feel resentment toward Eli. It felt like an impossible feat, but Eli hadn’t done anything wrong. Hell, he hadn’t even known I was pursuing Adelle.

      It was my own damn fault for arriving late to the party. I should go and congratulate him, just to help myself get over this. 

      Adelle and I could still be friends, though I doubted that the awkwardness would ever disappear. And I knew that I would be inclined to seek her out less now, if for no reason other than self-preservation.

      There was no denying that it was the end of an era for Adelle and me. Although it filled me with melancholy, I didn’t see how it could be avoided. 

      I stood up and started walking again, back toward my penthouse. But as I passed the boathouse, I stopped. My ears picked up on splashing, and the sound of scrubbing. Since it didn’t sound like the type of noise Eli and Adelle would make, I approached the door of the boathouse and peered inside. 

      A woman with her back turned to me was crouched down over the edge of the boathouse, dipping clothing into the water and scrubbing it against the floorboards. As I inched closer, I realized that she was a werewolf, for her features weren’t entirely human. She had curly blonde hair that touched the sides of her face and an athletic build, her arm muscles tensing as she beat her washing against the floorboards. 

      Now that my curiosity had been satisfied, I was about to back away unnoticed, but I took a misstep and ended up standing on a loose floorboard, which creaked. Her blue eyes shot toward me. Now that I saw her face fully, I realized that she was pretty. She had a slight splash of freckles, plump lips and thick eyelashes.

      “Oh, hello,” she said, looking me over briefly before going on with her washing. 

      “Hi, I didn’t mean to disturb you.”

      “That’s all right,” she said, clenching her jaw as she began beating her clothes furiously against the wood again. I was surprised that they hadn’t disintegrated already. It looked like she was trying to murder them. I stepped further back as drops of water sprayed everywhere. “My name’s Kailyn.”

      “Aiden.” 

      “Oh, I know who you are.” She cast another glance back at me over her shoulder. “A word of advice. Never let Brett sit behind you while he’s eating. Or at any time really. He sprays all kinds of strange substances.”

      I chuckled. “Thanks for the warning.”

      “You’d have thought I’d have learned my lesson by now,” she grumbled, holding up a dress and examining it.  

      “We have washing machines, you know.”

      She looked up at me, frowning. “Washing machines?” 

      “Yeah. I’m pretty sure the townhouses you’re staying in are already equipped with them.”

      “Oh.” She stood up, straightening out her clothes over her arm. “I think I know what you’re talking about, actually. In the kitchen area, beneath the sink. No idea how to use it though, and neither does my sister. In fact, I doubt any of the wolves are using this human technology you’ve given us. We’re all too stuck in our ways of doing things. Unless you want to show me?”

      She raised a brow at me. I was surprised by her forwardness. All I wanted was to return home. It had been a grueling day and I wanted to retire to begin afresh tomorrow. But it wouldn’t have been good manners to refuse to help her.  

      “Sure.”

      We left the boathouse and began walking toward the beaches northwest of the island. 

      I cleared my throat, trying to think of some small talk as we walked along. “So you have a sister?” 

      “A younger sister, yes. We share a house. Always have. I suppose you live in one of the treehouses?”

      I nodded. 

      “You live alone?” 

      “Yes…”

      “What about Sofia’s mother?” 

      I let out a sigh. “Long story, Kailyn. One I’m not sure you’d be interested to hear. But simply put, she passed away almost two decades ago.”

      Kailyn looked down at the ground. “I’m sorry to hear that… If Sofia’s anything to judge her by, she must have been a wonderful woman.”

      My lips formed a bitter smile. “Everything my daughter is today is down to no one but herself,” I said. It was the politest way I could think to respond to her remark. 

      Kailyn looked at me curiously, but didn’t press. She was smart enough to sense that it was a sensitive subject. 

      By now we’d already reached the row of houses that the werewolves inhabited. Both of us were fast walkers, so it hadn’t taken as long as I might have suspected. 

      “Other than your sister,” I said, eager to change the subject, “do you have family here?” 

      “Nope.” She pointed to a house toward the middle of the row. “Well, that’s ours.” 

      We walked up the pathway through the front yard. She reached for the door and opened it, holding it so I could step inside after her. 

      “Kira,” she called out, “we have a guest.”

      There was a creaking of floorboards overhead and a young woman descended the steps into the hall. She had the same athletic build and curly blonde hair, though it was slightly shorter than her sister’s. Kira also looked at least ten years younger than Kailyn, closer to the age of my own daughter.

      “This is Aiden, Sofia’s father.”

      Kira’s face broke out into a smile and she reached to shake my hand. “Hello.” 

      “He’s come to show us how to use the wash machine.”

      “Washing machine,” I corrected. “Yes.” 

      We walked into the kitchen. Opening the cupboard beneath the sink, I crouched down. The machine looked almost brand new and there was even washing powder down there. A manual lay on top of the machine. Flipping through it, I began to explain the basic functions. They stared at me like I was talking another language, and when I demonstrated how to switch it on, they watched in wonderment as it began to swish and swirl. Once I felt I’d shown them all I could and both of them had practiced switching it on and off, I stood up and replaced the manual on top of the machine. 

      “You can always check the instruction booklet if you forget something.”

      “Thanks, Aiden,” Kailyn said. “Now maybe I can afford to sit in front of Brett more often to test how good it is…”

      I chuckled. “Well, I’d better get going now,” I said, making my way out of the kitchen toward the front door. Kira said goodbye and walked back up the stairs, while Kailyn followed me to the exit. 

      Stepping back outside into the warm evening breeze, I turned around to say goodbye. Kailyn had a smirk on her face as she leaned against the doorpost. 

      “By the way, you’re cute. You should stop by again some time.” She winked at me and shut the door. 

      Despite myself, I felt the temperature rise in my cheeks. I was glad she’d already shut the door and hadn’t caught me blushing. I’d have to be blind to say that Kailyn wasn’t cute too.
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      As I unglued my eyelids, my vision coming into focus, I felt utterly bewildered. It took a few seconds to remember where I was and why a man’s arm was wrapped around me. 

      Morning sun was beginning to trickle through the windows and hit a corner of the inside of the truck, a couple of feet away from us. 

      Why are we still here? 

      My heartbeat quickened as realization dawned on me. 

      We’d both fallen asleep and slept all the way through the night. Caleb had been so wrecked, even he hadn’t woken up. I clutched Caleb’s heavy hand and wriggled out from beneath his grip. His eyes were still closed. 

      I brushed his cheek with my hand. 

      “Caleb. You need to wake up. It’s morning already.”

      His eyes shot open and he sat up so fast he bumped his head against the ceiling. The mist of sleep still veiling his eyes, he looked around in the same bewildered state I’d been in. He looked out of the window at the brightening horizon. 

      He swore and punched the side of the truck, making the whole vehicle shake.

      He drew open the door and scrambled out of the truck and looked around, as if hoping he might witness a different time of day if he went outside. He paced up and down, his chest heaving as he continued to curse himself beneath his breath. I gathered myself together and climbed out of the truck after him. 

      “We need to leave,” he said, racing to the river’s edge, shadowed by trees and washing his face. 

      “There’s no way you can travel on foot during the heat of the day.”

      “I have no choice. We need to catch up on the time we lost.” He raced back to the truck and grabbed the spare clothes from the roof. He began layering them over himself. 

      “You’re mad. We don’t even have your suit any more. You’ll burn alive.”

      He was so angry with himself, it was clear that rational thought was escaping him. It was almost like he wanted to torture himself as a punishment for falling asleep. 

      I gripped his hands, trying to calm his temper. “We’ll just have to make extra headway tonight. But we simply can’t travel in the blazing heat. We’ll get lost, you’ll be running at half your normal pace, and what’s more—even if you do survive—you’ll be too wrecked to travel properly tonight. We’ll take the truck and hit the road now, make as much headway as we can during the day and tonight we’ll just have to make up for lost time.”

      Of course, we wouldn’t make up for a whole night’s loss no matter how fast Caleb traveled, but we just had to do our best and work with the situation we found ourselves in.

      From the look in his eyes, he knew I was right. He just didn’t want to admit it. He exhaled in frustration. Walking up to a tree and ripping off a branch, he leaned against it, his shoulders heaving. 

      “All right,” he growled. “Get in the truck.”

      He raced back to the truck and hurled himself into the driver’s seat. I hurried into the passenger seat next to him. Reaching into the back of the truck, he grabbed Luis’ sunglasses and put them on again. Starting the ignition, he pressed down hard on the accelerator as he reversed at the speed of a madman all the way up the track until we reached the main road.

      We’re going to crash if he’s not careful. 

      Since Caleb had removed the clothes from the roof, we now had a gaping hole in the center of the roof. Fortunately, the sun’s rays didn’t reach the front seats through it. Caleb pulled down the sun screen and adjusted his glasses as we sped forward along the highway. 

      I looked at the fuel meter. We still had more than half a tank left, thanks to the stop we’d made at the gas pump yesterday. But I wasn’t sure that it would last us until this evening. I really didn’t want to have to hitchhike today. Or witness more deaths and blood. Although the morning after tomorrow, we’d have no choice but to find another van to keep traveling toward the coast, I didn’t want to have to do it any sooner.

      Other early-morning drivers scowled in our direction at the way Caleb had joined the highway, barging onto it as if no other cars existed. 

      “Caleb,” I said, reaching for his forearm, “we’ll still make it back in time. It will be tight, but I know we’ll make it back.”

      I couldn’t even think about what would happen if we got delayed and seven days passed, so I tried to find conviction in my own words.

      “We can’t afford more delays,” he said.

      That much, at least, we agreed on. 

      We didn’t talk much for the next few hours as we sped forward. Caleb looked over at the map occasionally, but otherwise his eyes were fixed ahead. 

      My thoughts drifted to Rhys. It was ironic to realize that he’d been the least of our worries so far. We’d had enough trouble just dealing with humans. Caleb had said that he would come after us. I wondered how he’d even go about tracking us down. We could be anywhere in South America by now. 

      I shuddered again, wondering why he’d taken me. Caleb had said he didn’t know. 

      I thought about my parents. I hoped that neither they nor my brother would try to come after me. I hoped they’d all stay safe within The Shade and wait for my return. I wished I’d brought one of The Shade’s phones with me. But it wasn’t like I could have predicted Micah would suddenly morph into an evil warlock. Besides, he’d have confiscated the phone anyway.

      Caleb’s voice broke through my thoughts.

      “Duck down.”

      He was looking into his side mirror. I caught a glimpse of my own before obeying him. A tall, black vehicle was following us. It looked like an armored truck. 

      “Could they be cops?” I whispered.

      Caleb shook his head as he pressed down harder on the accelerator. “Not cops.” He swerved left sharply, my head bashing against the side of the truck.  

      “What’s—?” 

      “Stay down!” he bellowed. 

      I dropped down on the floor as low as I could. There was a crack and then the shattering of glass. Caleb was still glancing in the rear mirror. 

      There was a sudden bump against the back of the vehicle. My head went crashing against the wall again, this time splitting my forehead and drawing blood. 

      Bullets continued to shatter the back screen. I was frightened one would hit Caleb again. I didn’t think I could bear to see him endure more wounds than he had already. 

      “I knew I should have killed that bastard,” Caleb muttered. 

      “Who?”

      “Luis’ man. The one who got away.”

      There was another crash as the heavy truck rammed right into our bumper. 

      As Caleb swerved right, I clutched the door handle to stop myself from getting injured again. 

      “Listen to me, Rose,” Caleb said, his breathing uneven. “I need to stop the vehicle so I can deal with them. I need you to stay exactly where you are. No matter what you hear, don’t step out of this vehicle. Do you understand me?” 

      “O-okay,” I gasped, clutching my head in my hands, trying to stem the bleeding with my sleeve. 

      Caleb swerved left again and then screeched the vehicle to a stop. The black truck rushed past us, taking longer to slow down. My whole body trembled as Caleb stepped out of the vehicle. 

      He disappeared from my vision as he lurched forward into gunfire that shattered the front windscreen. I ducked down as glass rained down on me. I closed my eyes tight and covered my ears with my hands, trying to block out the noises and hear only my harried breathing. But the gunshots were deafening. They were impossible to block out. 

      Shouts pierced the air. I hoped that Caleb would finish them off soon. The sun would once again be beating down on him, making this doubly difficult. 

      Stay down. He told me to stay down. 

      But why is the gunfire continuing? He should have disarmed them already. 

      When the gunfire continued for what felt like five more minutes, I just couldn’t stay down any longer. I raised my head slightly so I could glimpse over the dashboard. 

      Three men lay dead and bleeding on the floor. The back of the truck was wide open. Caleb stood inside with another man who was trying to corner him with a machine gun. Caleb rammed into him, knocking the weapon from his hands and slitting his throat. He held the man in front of him as a shield. As he motioned to step back out into the sun, two more men appeared outside the truck and aimed fire.  

      And then it happened. 

      A third man still standing outside lurched beneath the bumper of the vehicle and pulled down a lever. The door to the armored truck slammed shut. He fastened the bolt. There was a violent banging against the door. But there were no signs of it opening again. 

      I blinked, barely believing my eyes. They couldn’t just trap Caleb like that. Why wasn’t he breaking free? “No,” I gasped. “No.”  

      Wiping sweat and blood from their faces, two of the men turned toward me. I sank to the floor, trembling. I shook my head. No, he’ll escape. He’ll escape. 

      My heart hammered in my chest as footsteps approached. I cast my eyes about for any sign of a gun, any means of defending myself. But I couldn’t see anything. I huddled further beneath the dashboard. The two men approached the driver’s seat of our truck. I caught the flash of a blade. One of the men tore it into the driver’s seat, cutting all around the fabric and removing it entirely. 

      They pulled from it a black canvas bag. Unzipping it, they pulled out plastic bags filled with a powdery substance. 

      They muttered to each other in Portuguese as they examined the bags. Seemingly satisfied, they placed the plastic bags back in the canvas bag and zipped it up again. One of the men picked the bag up and then footsteps walked away. I thought they were about to leave without noticing me, but then the door I was leaning against clicked open. I found myself looking up into the eyes of a tall tan man with long greasy hair. Blood and dirt covered his face and arms. 

      He yelled out in Portuguese to his friend who also came hurrying over—a shorter man with cropped hair. They both chuckled as they ogled me. The man with long hair reached down and gripped my arm, forcing me to stand. 

      “No!” I screamed. Lowering my mouth to his wrist, I dug my teeth into his flesh as hard as I could.  

      He yelped and jumped back, nursing his arm. The shorter man gripped me round the waist and wrestled me to the ground. The banging against the back of the black truck intensified as I shouted. But as I strained my head to look up, there were still no signs of it opening. 

      The man held me in a chokehold, wrapping my arms tightly behind my back until it felt they might snap from my shoulders. He forced me up again. I tried to stomp on his feet and headbutt him with the back of my head, but he dodged and only tightened his grip on me with each attempt I made.

      I screamed again, but immediately regretted that I had. Caleb was in enough torment already—my screaming would only worsen his suffering. It was for his sake that I bit my lip until it bled, forcing myself to stay quiet. 

      The man shoved me up into the passenger area at the front of the truck and lodged me between him and another man who was waiting for them there. The man I’d bitten took the driver’s seat and started the engine. They continued talking in Portuguese. 

      “Caleb,” I shouted as loud as I could, hoping he could hear me back there. I wasn’t sure if he would—these walls must be reinforced. But the banging stopped. “I’m okay.”

      Okay. If this situation was anything, it was not okay. 

      I glared at the two men holding me in place. Then my eyes fell on the black canvas bag they’d retrieved from the driver’s seat of our truck. I wondered, had that cursed bag of narcotics not been hidden beneath the driver’s seat, whether they would have bothered tracking us down the way they had. 

      “You are the Californian girl. Rose.” The man next to me grinned through yellowed teeth. It was more of a statement than a question.

      I bit my lip and stared at the ground, refusing to indulge his questions. I guessed Luis’ runaway man had already told them. I wondered why he hadn’t accompanied them. I supposed that Caleb had scared him too much to want to come near him again.

      “Well, we ought to get to know each other,” the short-haired man who’d wrestled me to the ground said. “I’m Phillipe.” He pointed to the man on the other side of me. “That’s Guillerme. And driving is Miguel.”

      Miguel didn’t bother looking back at me. I noticed with satisfaction that his arm was still bleeding from my bite.

      “Neither of them speak English, so you can talk to me,” Phillipe continued, lighting up a cigarette.

      I choked as he blew smoke into my face. 

      “You call that thing back there your husband. What is it?”

      I kept my eyes determinedly on the floor.

      Phillipe’s hand shot down to my thigh. Drawing up the hem of my dress to reveal my skin, he stabbed his burning cigarette into my flesh. I cried out, despite trying to keep silent for Caleb’s sake, as the fiery end seared through my skin. He lifted his hand five seconds later, leaving a round black burn. I groaned, afraid to even touch it lest it caused more damage. Tears of pain leaked down my cheeks. 

      “I’m not a patient man.”

      I glowered at him. There had never been a time when I’d wished that I was a vampire more than then. I would have torn through his throat and enjoyed every moment of it. 

      “Do you need me to repeat my question?” 

      “No,” I spat, my voice hoarse. Clenching my jaw against the pain, I tried to steady my voice, drawing deep long breaths. “His name is Caleb. He is a man, just like you.”

      Philippe raised a brow, staring at me in disbelief. 

      “He has fangs and claws. Crazy strength and speed.”

      Clearly, they’d never come across vampires before. The vast majority of humans were still wholly unaware of the existence of vampires. Humans who did witness vampires usually never made it out alive. And our humans at The Shade would never betray us by letting the world know about the existence of vampires. 

      I had to avoid telling them that he was a vampire. If they decided to sell their story to the media, news would spread everywhere. I suspected that the only reason Rhys hadn’t caught us yet was because he didn’t know exactly where we were.  

      I breathed in deeply, steeling myself for Philippe’s response. “It’s amazing what adrenaline can do. As for his claws and teeth, you see… my husband has a mental illness.”

      It was the only thing I could think of as an excuse. Unfortunately, I couldn’t enjoy the humor of returning Caleb’s insult. The situation was too dire for me to think about anything other than surviving for the next few hours. 

      “What?”

      “He studied Romanian folklore in college, and became obsessed with vampires. He’s undergone severe body modifications since then. He saw specialist surgeons. He grew out his nails, takes supplements to keep them strong, and he files them sharp. As for his teeth, they’re also surgically modified. Lengthened, then sharpened. He never goes in the sun either. He’s been trying to resemble a vampire for the past three years, having more and more surgeries done. And he drinks animal blood, though sometimes he asks to try my own blood… He plans to have even more surgeries done this summer. I-I don’t know what’s caused it. He’s very closed about it. But sometimes I wonder if he’s trying to escape something in his life, whether something happened in his childhood and this is his way of trying to deal with it.” I paused, trying to force tears into my eyes. “Other times, I wonder if it’s our marriage. Maybe I make him unhappy, since he only started doing this to himself after we got engaged…” I made my voice crack and covered my eyes with my hands, pretending to break down sobbing. 

      I hoped that this tangent would distract Phillipe from asking too many questions about Caleb’s transformation. Like which hospital he went to, and what kind of surgeon would perform such drastic operations on a mentally unstable man. 

      Phillipe frowned and muttered, “What a nutcase.” 

      He looked at Guillerme and began speaking with him animatedly in Portuguese. I wished I could understand what they were saying. Some words were similar to Spanish—which I understood since I had studied it at school—but I couldn’t follow the conversation. 

      I wondered where we were going and how they would get Caleb out of the truck. They couldn’t just keep him in there forever. I comforted myself with the fact that when they did eventually open up the doors, Caleb would spring on them, and no number of bullets could stop him from tearing through their throats. These weren’t hunters after all, with special UV bullets. I hoped that it was now just a matter of time. 

      Miguel joined Guillerme and Phillipe’s conversation. Phillipe finally turned to me, a broad smile deepening the lines in his face. 

      “How do you like the circus, Rose?”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 12: Rhys

        

      

    
    
      I decided to save us time by vanishing us up segments of the highway, for even though we were faster on foot than any vehicle, there was no reason to exert our energy unnecessarily. The only reason I’d ridden Micah through the rainforest for most of the way was because it was part of his training. Carrying me on his back had reinforced my position as his master and helped make him submissive to me. Now that he seemed to have learned his lesson about disobeying me, riding him was no longer required. 

      The highway was long and winding, and for miles there was only one course that one could travel along, because the Amazon rainforest surrounded either side of the road. Still, I made sure that we stopped every few miles so Micah could confirm the scent was still there. The next few hours were tedious, stopping and starting, but eventually Micah led us off the main road and into a gas station. 

      “It’s getting strong again,” he mumbled. He led me across the parking lot and stopped in front of an area covered with splatters of blood.    

      “Whose blood?” I asked. 

      “The vampire’s. Mixed with human blood… but not Rose’s.” 

      “Do you still detect Rose?”

      Micah paused and sniffed around some more. “Over there,” he said, pointing to a corner of the concrete where an empty parking slot was. 

      There must have been some kind of fight here involving the vampire. I crouched down and examined the blood. While the sun had already dried out most of it, there was a particularly deep pool of blood that had seeped into a pothole in the road and this was still wet, fresh. We were getting closer. 

      We left the station and continued along the main road. After about an hour, Micah stopped us short. “I can no longer sense the vampire. Only the girl.”

      “What do you mean?” 

      “His trail stopped here.” We were standing at the edge of the highway, and he pointed to the center of the lane nearest to us. There were more splatters of bloodstains. “I sense Caleb’s and Rose’s blood here.” He walked a dozen feet further. “And here I sense Rose. But I no longer sense Caleb.”

      What could have happened to the vampire? I looked up and down the highway. Unless he died here…

      Micah was adamant that he’d lost the vampire’s trail even after I’d forced him to walk a mile in each direction to double-check. I cursed beneath my breath. We now had no choice but to continue following Rose’s trail, and hope that the vampire would be with her. I hated the thought of him having died without punishment. He’d had an easy escape out of this world if he was in fact dead. 

      Not wanting to waste any more time, I kept us moving. As the hours passed, Micah seemed to become more and more confident in detecting Rose. Soon we barely even needed to stop for more than a couple of seconds for Micah to inhale and give me a nod before we swept forward again. 

      As night began to fall, and Micah was on the verge of transforming, he pointed to a large moving vehicle, traveling along the third lane of the highway. Keeping to the edge of the road, I raced forward on foot rather than by magic, my supernatural speed matching Micah’s as I pulled him forward. We sped up until we ran parallel with the vehicle. And there she was… Finally, I laid eyes on the human girl. She was wedged between two humans, her head lolling as she slept.

      I pulled us both to a stop. “You’re going to wait here while I get the girl.” I spoke quickly. I couldn’t afford to lose sight of the vehicle now that we’d found it. “Sit,” I ordered.

      His limbs began changing into that of a beast even as he sat down on the concrete at the side of the road. I placed his leash on the ground and uttered a charm that would keep him there, just in case he decided to try to make a run for it. I kept the invisibility spell on him, but I had no more use for it so I removed it from myself. 

      I wanted Rose to be able to look me directly in the eye. I wanted to see her fear of me. 

      Once Micah was securely fastened to his spot, I dashed away, hurrying to catch up with the vehicle. For a few moments, as the road curved toward the left, I thought I might have lost her. But then I spotted the vehicle again. It had now moved to the middle lane of the highway. Once I was running parallel with it again, I took a leap, kicking off the ground with all my strength, and landed on top of the roof of the vehicle. The metal roof dented beneath my feet and a thud reverberated through the vehicle. 

      Finding my balance, I crouched down against the roof. Confused mutterings drifted up from the open window, but the truck wasn’t yet showing signs of slowing down. 

      I pulled myself toward the front, stepping off the elevated roof of the container at the back and lowering myself onto the cab roof directly above the driver’s seat. 

      I breathed deeply, preparing myself to duck down and pull Rose out. I needed to be fast, because I wasn’t in the mood for a struggle. 

      I was seconds from lowering myself down when I heard another loud thud against the vehicle a few feet away. My eyes shot up, but I saw nobody. For a moment I suspected that this was Micah being disobedient again. But that was impossible. I’d secured him to his spot with a spell. 

      As I stood up, my eyes fell on two dents in the roof. Dents just a few steps back from my own. As I approached closer, I heard harried breathing. 

      “Show yourself,” I hissed. 

      A blast of light shot out of nowhere, blinding me. I staggered back, my hands over my eyes. I lost balance. Feeling myself sliding off the sloping roof, I managed to save myself just in time. Gripping on to the edges of the roof, I hauled myself back up. I lunged for the mysterious two dents in the ceiling and found myself grabbing hold of a thin waist. But the moment I did, my surroundings disappeared.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 13: Rose

        

      

    
    
      After hours of being stuck between the two men in the heat of the truck, I was beginning to feel faint from dehydration. They’d offered me water, but I’d refused it repeatedly. Eventually, I had no choice but to accept. 

      I should have held out. They’d put something in the flask, because soon after I drained it, my head began to feel heavy, my eyelids weighed down. I lost the fight to stay conscious. 

      When I came to again, I was lying on a stiff mattress. It was pitch black. I sat up, holding my head. I had a migraine. I reached out, trying to get a sense of my surroundings. My throat felt more parched than ever. I staggered a few feet forward until my hands grazed against a rough wall. 

      Where am I? 

      The room was cool, but I couldn’t hear any AC unit. I was likely underground. I had no idea how much time had passed. Panic rushed through me as I realized I could have been out for days and I wouldn’t have known it. 

      Days… Where’s Caleb?

      I’d hoped that he would break free. But perhaps they hadn’t opened the doors. Perhaps they’d been smart enough to realize that he’d spring on them again. I spread my hands out on the wall, trying to feel for a switch, anything other than crumbling brick. The wall disappeared and my hands brushed against wood. I felt a door handle. Gripping it, I tried to yank it open. It was locked fast. 

      “Let me out!” I shouted. 

      I banged my fists against the door, then placed my ear flat against it. No sounds of anyone approaching. I banged again and again. I kept banging until my fists felt raw and blistered. 

      Fear welled in the pit of my stomach as I continued feeling my way around the room, still hoping to find a light switch. But I didn’t. I felt my way back to the mattress and sat down, running my hands down my thighs. That was when I realized that the clothes I was wearing were different from those I’d fallen asleep in. I was wearing some kind of top and baggy pants. I shuddered. 

      I have to get out of here. 

      I crouched down and spread my hands out around me on the dusty floor. I was hoping by now that my eyes would have adjusted to the darkness and I’d be able to see at least something. But it was so pitch black, I was as blind now as I’d been when I’d first woken. 

      I almost screamed when my hand hit something hairy. I scrambled back, barely daring to breathe as I strained my ears. It felt like a leg. A man’s leg. 

      I thought for a moment that it might have been Caleb, but as I fumbled up his shoulders and placed my hands on his neck to check his pulse, he was warm. 

      Who is this?

      It could have been the biggest mistake I could have made, but desperation was clouding all rational thought. I clutched his shoulders and began to shake him. 

      “Excuse me,” I said, my voice trembling. “Wake up. Please…”

      He drew in a deep, rasping breath and began to move. I crawled back away from him, listening to sounds of him waking from his slumber. I could only assume that he too had been kidnapped and drugged. 

      He began mumbling incoherently. His voice was young, which I was relieved about. Somehow it made me feel safer that at least I wasn’t sharing a room with someone twice my age.  

      “Do you speak English?” I asked, barely daring to hope. 

      I breathed out in relief as he replied in a Midwestern accent.

      “Y-yes.” 

      “My name is Rose. My friend and I were kidnapped by three men. Phillipe, Guillerme and Miguel. They drugged me. I just woke up. Who are you? Do you know where we are?” 

      “My name’s Brody. I… I think I know where we are.” His voice was thick and sluggish. 

      “Where?”

      There was a pause.  

      “On the coast. Some miles out of Caracas.” 

      Venezuela. I swallowed hard, trying not to think about how long we must have been traveling to reach here.

      “How do you know?” I didn’t want to believe we could have traveled so far. 

      “I was still conscious when they brought me in. And I’ve been here before, on my brother’s behalf. He… did business with Aurelio.”

      “Business? Who’s Aurelio?”

      “Miguel, Guillerme, Phillipe… they all work for him. My brother and Aurelio’s business is none of yours. Just know that it was dirty.”

      “Why are you down here?” There was a pause and I heard him let out a deep groan. “Are you all right?” 

      His groans intensified. The anguish in his voice sent chills running down my spine. Clearly he was everything but all right.

      I wanted to do something to help, but I was afraid to approach. I didn’t even know what he looked like. And I had no idea what was wrong with him. There wasn’t much help I could offer him when I was just as blind as he. 

      “Just the drugs wearing off…” His words came amid rapid breathing. “I’m here because my brother did something stupid. Very, very stupid. You see, Rose, when Aurelio’s not happy, entire families feel it.”

      “Where’s your brother?” 

      “Eyes and tongue cut out. Shot three times in the head.”

      I winced, my insides churning. “What will they do to you?” 

      To my bewilderment, Brody began chuckling. Though his laughter soon descended into a violent coughing fit. “You don’t know how funny you are,” he wheezed.

      I was too confused by his response to continue that line of questioning. Instead I asked the next question burning at the forefront of my mind. “Phillipe asked me if I liked the circus. Do you have any idea why?” I’d have to be a moron to not have understood by now that Phillipe envisioned Caleb as a circus attraction, but I didn’t know why they would think of me for a circus. I wanted to hear Brody’s perspective on the matter. 

      “If Phillipe mentioned the circus, then you’re lucky. Exceedingly lucky.”

      “How?” 

      “It means you’ll likely be handed over to Aurelio’s brother, Camilo. Now, Camilo’s hardly Mother Theresa, but he’s less heavy-handed than his brother. At least with the women.”

      “Camilo manages a circus?” 

      “Camilo owns a traveling circus company. The biggest in South America. But they’re successful overseas too. They normally leave for Europe at this time of year.”

      My heart pounded against my chest. “Do you have any idea what they could have done with my friend?”

      “Is your friend male or female?”

      “Male.”

      “Ah, impossible to say. There are any number of possibilities.”

      “I’m sure they intend him for the circus, but where would he be kept now?” 

      Brody groaned again. 

      “No idea. But a word of advice, Rose. Do all that you can to get on that circus boat. Because once it leaves… you’ll be stuck here. Aurelio’s men will have to think of some other use for you. Trust me, that’s not what you want.”

      My throat drier than ever, I picked myself off the floor and staggered over to the wooden door again. I pounded and pounded, my fists close to bleeding. Finally, when I was about to give up, footsteps sounded outside. I stepped back, holding my breath, barely daring to believe my ears. 

      Keys clinked outside the lock, and then the door swung open. The light that flooded in was blinding. I couldn’t make out the figure at the door. I stumbled back, covering my eyes with the back of my hand. 

      “Come.” A woman’s voice. She had a thick Spanish accent. 

      Before my eyes had had a chance to get used to the light, a firm hand reached out and grabbed my wrist. She yanked me out of the room and I almost tripped on the step. But just before she pulled me away down the corridor, I was able to cast a glance back at Brody, the light now shining down on his crumpled form. 

      That vision I was sure would haunt me in my nightmares. 

      Brody—a blond, blue-eyed boy, who looked not much older than myself—lay in a pool of his own blood. He had a wide gash around his kidney area. It oozed blood, the skin torn open from faulty stitching.

      Caleb had been right when he’d said these men would trade anything.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 14: Rhys

        

      

    
    
      As I came to, the first thing I became aware of was the ache in my neck. My skin stung—it felt parched, burnt. I opened my eyes only to be blinded by sun beating down on me. I felt moist soil beneath my back. Covering my eyes with a hand, I slowly sat upright. My head felt dizzy.  

      I was lying in the center of a clearing, lined with tall trees. Sounds of the rainforest surrounded me. I brushed bugs away from my face and arms and stood up. I was still in the Amazon. That much was a relief. 

      I was still confused as to what had happened. My last memory had been holding someone by the waist, and then disappearing. Soon after that, I must have lost consciousness. But how? Why? Who was that? And where exactly am I now? 

      Since I’d placed an invisibility spell on Micah, I assumed he would still be trapped by the side of the road. My blood boiled at the realization that I had no idea of how much time had passed. For all I knew, it could be hours or days. Our trail could have gone cold. 

      Picking myself up off the ground, I began to race through the trees. I tried to listen for any sounds of cars, of the busy highway. I heard nothing but sounds of the rainforest. 

      It had been a witch who’d done this to me, I was sure of it. The curve of the invisible waist I’d held told me that it was a woman. But who? 

      Whoever it was didn’t want me to get to Rose. Or perhaps she wanted the girl for herself…

      If she was going to draw me away from the human, I didn’t understand why she would keep me in such close proximity. Why not take me to another realm? Hell, why not just kill me? None of it made any sense. 

      After three hours of running, I finally heard the whizzing of vehicles. I swept over the remaining forest ground quickly and emerged at the edge of the same highway I’d lost consciousness on. I hurried along the concrete toward the closest signpost. At first I’d thought I’d misread. I blinked. I hadn’t. I could barely believe that I was less than a couple of miles away from Micah.  

      “Rhys?” Micah called out as I approached. 

      I removed the invisibility spell from him instantly. 

      “What happened to you? I’ve been waiting here all night.”

      All night. 

      I loosened his chain from the ground and pulled him up. “Do you have any idea how many hours?” I asked. 

      “I don’t know. Going by the sun, maybe eight hours. Ten… Where the hell were you?” 

      I was about to answer when Micah’s eyes lowered to my waist. He stared, frowning. I followed his gaze and found myself looking at a long strand of light blonde hair, entangled in my belt. I pulled it away and examined it.  

      And then it dawned on me all at once. Of course. I should have realized sooner that this would eventually happen. Everything made sense now. Why she’d stopped me. Why she’d dropped me so near. Why she hadn’t killed me—couldn’t kill me. 

      Micah looked up at me, confused. “What?” 

      My eyes narrowed. “It seems we’re not the only hunters in this chase…”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 15: Rose

        

      

    
    
      The vision of Brody imprinted on my mind, I shook as the woman led me down a narrow corridor, lit by glaring fluorescent lights.

      “Where are we going?” I stammered.

      “You just come,” she said. 

      We reached the end of the hallway and she began pulling me up a flight of narrow steps. She pushed open another door at the top and we arrived in a dim entrance hall, surrounded by tall boarded-up windows. There was a silk rug in the center of the room, covering dusty wooden floorboards. Shotguns adorned the walls like ornaments. She pulled me across the room and we began ascending a wider flight of stairs, with a shiny polished banister and carpet stapled to the wooden steps. 

      “Are you taking me to the circus boat?” 

      “No. I take you to Sir.”

      “Who’s Sir?” 

      “Aurelio. He decide what you do.”

      My knees felt weak, my hands trembling even more as she ushered me forward. I barely took in my surroundings as we ascended several more flights of stairs. My mind was too alight with panic.

      Phillipe already intended me for the circus. Maybe Aurelio decided against it. More than anything, the one thought plaguing my mind was: I need to find Caleb.

      I now paid more attention to where the woman was leading me. Although I had no idea where I’d go, I knew I had to make a run for it before we reached our destination. Because something told me once I entered Aurelio’s room, I might not get the chance again. 

      I waited until the woman was four steps away from the top, and then, mustering all the strength I could, jolted downward in one sudden motion. She yelped and struggled to hold on, but it was too late. With gravity on my side, I broke free from her and raced back down the stairs. I looked around wildly as I reached the bottom. I caught sight of three guns splayed out on the wall. I reached for one and tugged on it until it came loose. I had no idea if it was loaded, and even if it was, I wasn’t practiced at shooting. But it was all I had. 

      I whirled around to find myself face to face with the woman again. I stumbled back as she eyed the gun, her mouth agape. I pointed it at her and pulled my meanest face. 

      “Where’s the exit?” 

      “I-I…”

      I gripped her collar and pushed her up against the wall, digging the barrel of the gun against her throat. 

      “You know,” I growled. “Tell me.” 

      “I can’t…” Her voice trailed away as her eyes found a spot over my shoulder. Horror filled her face. “Sir!” she gasped.

      A muscled hand closed around my throat and squeezed, crushing my larynx. I choked, dropping the gun. The hand twisted me round slowly and I found myself looking up at Sir. He must have been at least six foot four. He had tan skin, thick jet-black hair and an impeccably sculpted goatee. He appeared to be in his late forties. 

      His dark brown eyes drilled into mine. “Marisa,” he said, his voice deep and rasping, his breath smelling of mint. “You can go. I’ll deal with the American flower.”

      As Marisa scurried away, Aurelio kicked the gun and sent it skidding down the hallway. His eyes still on me, he loosened his grip around my neck. Reaching behind his pants, he unhooked a pair of handcuffs and fastened one bracelet over my wrist. He began walking forward, tugging me behind him. As we reached the end of the corridor, he pulled me into a room. Other than a small table and two chairs in the center of the room, it was empty. He sat me down in one of the chairs and fastened me to it. He picked up a corded phone from the table and, still eyeing me, began to dial a number. 

      “Keep him out,” he said in Spanish, then put the phone down. Then he walked through a door at the back of the room and disappeared.  

      I stood up and, picking up the chair so it wouldn’t make a noise, walked over to the door. I clutched the handle. It was locked. Even if it hadn’t been, I wouldn’t have gotten far chained to this furniture.

      I looked around the room. There were no guns in sight. The walls were painted a deep red, and there was a bearskin rug in one corner—the bear’s head still attached. 

      I jumped as a banging sounded outside the door. I hurried to sit back down where Aurelio had left me. He re-entered the room, a gun in his hand. He ran its barrel along my neck on his way to the door. He looked through the peephole, then walked back over to the phone and redialed a number. His voice was tense this time as he spoke. “I thought I told you to keep him out while I decide.”

      He cast a glance at me. “Yes,” he said, rubbing his jaw impatiently. “But it’s not every day that we come across her type. Young. Innocent-looking.”

      I guessed he thought that I didn’t speak Spanish. Or, more likely, he didn’t care whether I understood him or not. 

      The door shuddered again as another bout of knocking broke out, more forceful this time. A man shouted in Spanish. “It’s Camilo. Open up.”

      “I don’t care what he was promised,” Aurelio said, his voice quieting. “Just take him away.”

      He slammed the phone down. I avoided his gaze as he took a seat opposite me. I heard footsteps outside. Then low mutterings in Spanish. It sounded like there was a scuffle, but then footsteps drew further away and the banging stopped. I wished that it had continued. Now that I was alone here with this man, my hairs stood on end. 

      “Stand up.” Aurelio spoke in English now, his harsh voice slicing through the silence. 

      I stood up as best I could, being chained to the chair. He stood up himself and walked over to me, his arms folded over his chest as his eyes roamed me. 

      Brody’s words echoed in my ears. “Do all you can to get on that boat.” He’d advised me for my personal safety. But I knew that if there was any chance I would see Caleb again, it would be on that boat and that was what spurred me forward more than anything. 

      “I want to join Camilo’s circus,” I said, fighting to keep my voice steady.

      He scoffed. 

      There was a loud banging outside the door. 

      “Aurelio, enough of this. Open up or I’ll break in,” a voice shouted in Spanish. Camilo again. He must have managed to break free from the other men. 

      Aurelio scowled. Wetting his lower lip, he walked to the door and opened it. A tall, dark-haired man entered the room. He looked almost identical to Aurelio. They're twins.

      Camilo’s brown eyes settled on me as he strode into the room, a cap in his hand, shades in the other. 

      “So this is her?” he said, still in Spanish. Once he’d finished eyeing me over, he turned on his brother. “I want her to join me. She will help to tame that freak you gave us.”

      A rush of relief spread through me. So Caleb is still alive. 

      “Find another way to tame him,” Aurelio said. “She stays here.”

      Camilo shook his head. “Then your gift will have been worthless. It’s going to be too much of a time investment without her. What is it you want her for so much anyway?”

      Aurelio frowned at his brother. “It should be obvious what she can bring me. A teenage North American. Unassuming. Pleasant to look at. You know we’ve been running low on recruiters for months. If enough time is put into her training, I predict she’ll double the Colombians’ results within a week.”

      Camilo reached into his pocket and pulled out a cigarette. Lighting up, he drew in deeply and blew out, still eyeing me unashamedly. He looked me over as if I was an object. 

      “Then if you keep her, how am I to use the man? He’s wilder than any animal we’ve brought in and doesn’t respond to punishment. You may as well have him back, or just get rid of him altogether.”

      “You haven’t given it long enough. Starve him for a few days, if you have to. But we keep the girl here.”

      Although Camilo looked frustrated, he didn’t argue with his brother. I got the feeling that Aurelio always won in arguments, even though they were twins. It seemed that Camilo had a certain sense of how far to push his brother. He stared at me as he finished his cigarette.

      “Well, we’re leaving at dawn,” he said stiffly to his brother and turned to leave the room. 

      My heart palpitating, I lurched forward and gripped Camilo’s arm. “Please,” I said. “Please, take me with you. I want to join the circus. I’ll do anything.”

      Camilo looked down at me, then back at his brother. His lips parted, but then closed again beneath his brother’s steely gaze. He cleared his throat, shook me off him and left the room, shutting the door sharply behind him. I stood frozen in my spot, horror filling me as his footsteps disappeared down the corridor. 

      Aurelio walked back over to his desk and picked up the phone. “Send up Jorge and Marisa.”

      Marisa and Jorge—a short, thickset man—entered the room three minutes later. Marisa’s face set into a deep scowl as soon as she laid eyes on me. As for Jorge, he walked up to me and gripped my arms while Aurelio removed the handcuffs. I tried to knee Jorge in the groin, but he twisted me round fast so that my back was facing his chest, his arm round my neck choking me. 

      “Careful not to bruise her any more,” Aurelio said sternly as we left his office. “She needs to look clean. Like a tourist.” 

      As soon as we were outside, Marisa tugged on Jorge’s arm, pulling him to a stop, and with her wide palm slapped me across my face. My eyes watered from the pain. 

      Jorge scowled. “Didn’t you hear what Aurelio just said? You’re going to get both of us into trouble.” 

      Marisa’s eyes bored into mine. “I know how to punish without causing bruises.”

      They stopped with me before we reached the first staircase. My stomach clenched as the man’s cracked lips brushed against mine while he tied a rag around my eyes. His hands took a detour around my body as he wrestled me to the ground and fastened my hands and legs with ropes. 

      “I still think she would have been good as one of Eleni’s girls,” he muttered as he lifted me off the ground. “But this suits me.”

      Jorge hurled me over his shoulder. He began hurrying down the staircase, each bump bringing me closer to throwing up. A part of me hoped that I did, because it was the only way I could retaliate now that I was bound. 

      We’d been walking for what felt like ten minutes when keys clinked against metal, then a heavy door swung open. Jorge lowered me off his shoulder and placed me on the ground. A car door clicked open and he picked me up again. Laying me down horizontally on a row of seats, he slammed the door shut again. Jorge and Marisa took seats in front of me and the engine started. I almost rolled off the seat as the vehicle lurched forward. 

      I lost count of how much time passed by. I was barely paying attention to the conversation any more as my mind fixed on Caleb. He was somewhere aboard Camilo’s ship. Likely still in that armored truck, where he would spend his final breath, alone in the dark. Tears welled in my eyes. 

      The vehicle slowed to a stop and the front doors opened again as Marisa and Jorge stepped out. Jorge reached for me and pulled me out. A cool breeze touched my skin as the car doors slammed shut. I heard the sound of ocean waves and the distant humming of a generator. 

      Gravel crunched beneath Jorge and Marisa’s feet. I heard keys, then the drawing of a heavy bolt. It was suddenly hot and stuffy. Gone was the cool night breeze. The stench of perfumes clashing in the air invaded my nostrils. 

      Jorge carried me up yet more stairs, and finally I felt a hard bed beneath me. The sheets smelled of strong detergent. Jorge loosened my blindfold as Marisa closed the door. 

      I looked around. The room was hardly bigger than the basement room I’d first been trapped in with Brody. There was a small dressing table in the corner, a stool, a sink, and a cracked mirror. There was only one door—the door we had entered through. Which meant there was no bathroom. Marisa and Jorge began untying my wrists and ankles. As I shook the ropes away from me, Marisa pulled out a gun from her belt, holding it on me. 

      “You listen,” she said in her thick accent. “There won’t be more misbehaving from you, understand? You do as we say.”

      I huddled against the wall, as far away from the two of them as possible. “You can’t force me to work for you,” I croaked.

      “We can, actually,” Jorge said, a thin smile spreading across his face as he inched closer to me on the mattress. “Our methods are quite foolproof… But we’ll leave you alone for now. Tomorrow will be your first day, and you’ll need to be alert.”

      Jorge reached out and tucked my hair behind my ear before standing up and walking out of the room, followed closely by Marisa. I rushed to the door after them, but they’d locked it already by the time I slammed up against it.

      “Wait,” I called. “I need to use the bathroom.”

      “There’s a bucket beneath the bed, and you have a sink,” Jorge said. “Using the bathroom is a privilege you will earn.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 16: Rhys

        

      

    
    
      Micah and I had much time to make up for. It could be as much as twelve hours. There was also the possibility that the witch might have gotten hold of my prey already. But I doubted it. If my guess about her identity was correct, her contact with me would have drained her. She’d need more time to recover before going back after a speeding truck. 

      Micah and I needed to make sure that we got to Rose and Caleb—if indeed the vampire was still alive—before she recovered, because we couldn’t afford more delays. I wondered if she would actually be foolish enough to come after us again. She should know better than that. I wouldn’t hesitate to kill her this time, now that I was wiser. I supposed it depended just how desperate she was to keep Rose away from me. 

      We took longer sweeps across the highway. I was too impatient to keep traveling at such a slow speed, stopping every mile to check for the scent. Since very few roads led off it, there weren’t many other ways the truck could have gone other than straight ahead. 

      The witch’s attempt had been successful at least in delaying me. But I wouldn’t allow it to do more than that. 

      It worried me that it was taking Micah longer and longer to detect the scent each time we stopped to check it. But, finally, he pointed to a side road. We were near the coast now. I breathed in deeply as we moved away from the pollution of the highway, the fresh sea air filling my lungs. 

      “It’s getting stronger again,” Micah said. “And I…” His eyes grew wide, his nose quivering. “I think I sense the vampire too.”

      For the first time in weeks, I smiled. 

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 17: Rose

        

      

    
    
      I looked around the room again in horror as their footsteps disappeared. Now that I was standing, I noticed something in a shadowy corner. A boarded-up window. I rushed to it and placed my fingers around the edges of the board, trying to see if there was any give. It had rotted away so much from the humidity that it only took three hard pulls to dislodge it completely, revealing a window guarded by bars. Cockroaches and centipedes came scurrying out from beneath the wood as it fell to the floor, plaster and dust falling everywhere. 

      I grabbed the stool and placed it beneath the window. I climbed up on it and looked out at the sky. There was no clock in my room, but from the brightening horizon, early morning was approaching fast. Dawn. I craned my neck to look further up the shoreline. A ship was moored about a mile up. 

      Could that be Camilo’s ship?

      I gripped the bars harder and pulled myself upward. It was still too dark to read the words painted onto the side of the ship. I eyed the containers on deck. They were large enough to contain circus equipment, scaffolding, animals… And then I spotted something that left me with no further doubt. There was a stack of German wheels propped up against one of the masts. 

      People milled about around the vessel, walking up and down the ramp, pushing carts. I wondered if Caleb and his cage had already been placed aboard the ship. I guessed the only way they’d managed to keep him caged all this time was by not opening those back doors. They’d have to open them sometime if he was going to be of any value, but I was sure that by the time they did, he’d already be long dead. 

      Despair overcame me as I pulled against the bars until my palms started to peel away. I climbed down from the stool and scrambled about the room. There was nothing that would be even remotely helpful. 

      I sank down on the floor and buried my head against my knees. I felt too drained to even cry. I just sat there, my eyes shut tight, imagining that ship sailing away before my very eyes in a few hours. 

      I lost myself to grief for God knew how long. Light began to trickle through the glass. I raised my head. 

      A shadowy figure crouched down on the floor on the other side of the room. 

      Black eyes gleamed at me in the light of the early dawn.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 18: Rose

        

      

    
    
      The warlock had finally caught up with me. As if that wasn’t heart-stopping enough, another figure stirred in the shadows beside him. A werewolf. A chain was fastened around its neck, held by Rhys. 

      Rhys stepped forward, snaking an arm around my waist, and the room vanished. 

      When our feet hit solid ground, my back brushed up against a wall. I blinked, trying to see through the darkness. A humming filled my ears, and water dripped. The werewolf grunted. Rhys gripped my arm and pulled me toward him. The flicker of a fire appeared a foot away, hovering over his palm. It cast light around a high-ceilinged chamber filled with luggage and storage containers. We must be inside a ship. Camilo’s ship. Although I would have given anything to be on this boat less than half an hour ago, now my presence here with the warlock chilled me to the bone. 

      My eyes fell on the werewolf, now in mid-transformation. I almost choked as his metamorphosis completed. As he straightened up, I found myself staring at Micah’s unshaven face. He stared back, and I could have sworn I saw a flicker of apology in his eyes.

      He turned his attention to Rhys. “Where have you brought us now?”

      “Just start sniffing,” Rhys hissed, tugging on the chain around Micah’s neck. It seemed to have shrunk to accommodate for his change of size. “We need to find the vampire.”

      My stomach formed in knots. As much as I was desperate to find Caleb, I couldn’t bear to imagine what Rhys would do to him for his betrayal. I stared at Micah as his nostrils flared, taking in deep breaths. 

      Please, Micah, don’t pick up his scent. Don’t pick up his scent. 

      I wanted to reach out and throttle Micah as he began walking forward. Rhys followed, pulling me along after him. Anger boiled up within me, but I knew that it wasn’t right to blame the wolf. Rhys had him under his control. I wasn’t sure that Micah could refuse even if he tried.

      We reached the end of the chamber, and Micah was still sniffing the air. He walked toward a door to our right and pushed it open. It led into yet another storage chamber. The musky smell of animals invaded my nostrils as we stepped into the room. Micah kept walking forward, past cages of lions, chimpanzees, a couple of zebras, until a black armored truck came into view at the end of the room. 

      “No,” I breathed. “Please.” I gripped hold of Rhys’ rock-hard arm and tried to pull him back. I might as well have tried to move a mountain. 

      He strode forward and gripped the heavy lock. He muttered an incantation, and a second later the lock snapped open. I hurried forward, holding my breath. 

      Caleb wasn’t there. 

      There was a thick splattering of dried blood on the floor, but otherwise, the dingy container was empty. 

      I didn’t know whether to feel relieved or devastated. 

      What could they have done with him? Could he have escaped? Where would he have gone?

      Rhys turned around, grunting in frustration. Micah shrugged. 

      “Keep moving,” Rhys said, casting one last look inside the truck before turning away. We walked through a door to our left, leading into yet another storage chamber. If it weren’t for the blood on the floor, a clear reminder of the struggle here before the doors slammed shut, I would have suspected this to be a different truck entirely.

      “Follow, Rose,” Rhys growled. “Don’t make me hold you the whole time.”

      I was about to limp after him, but something made me look upward, at the ceiling. 

      My breath hitched. Caleb clung to a shadowy corner of the ceiling of the container like a spider. If his eyes had been closed—as they must have been when I’d first looked inside—I wouldn’t have noticed him. It was their gleam that had caught my attention. Our eyes locked for but a second before I whirled around and began walking toward Micah and Rhys. I was scared that they might have already seen my reaction, but their backs were turned to me. I hurried forward to catch up with them, even as my heart lifted.  

      He’s still alive. 

      I had to get out of this chamber. The doors to Caleb’s prison were open now. I’d have to lose Rhys. I couldn’t afford to let him give up his search and vanish me away somewhere, maybe to another realm. If that happened, it would be the end. Both for myself and Caleb. Even if Caleb managed to make it back to The Shade without me, he needed me to let him in and convince my parents to allow him to stay. I wasn’t sure that Mona’s word alone would be enough. 

      My mind was reeling as we entered the adjoining chamber. Like the last, this too was filled with cages of animals. We’d walked halfway across it when Micah stopped. 

      “I’ve lost the scent,” Micah mumbled. “I guess he was kept in that van, but now he’s elsewhere…”

      I was tempted to suggest he might be upstairs, but was worried Rhys would find it suspicious I was so keen to reveal Caleb’s whereabouts.

      “We’ll retrace our steps,” Rhys said, turning around. 

      What happened next was a blur. Caleb leapt from the shadows and brought a sledgehammer crashing down against Rhys’ head. A thud echoed around the chamber as Rhys’ scalp split, blood gushing from the wound. He collapsed on the floor, his limbs twitching before becoming still. My insides churned at how crushed his skull looked. 

      Micah lost no time in yanking the end of his chain away from Rhys’ loose grip. Caleb’s arms slid around my waist as he grabbed me and held me to him. I wrapped my legs around his torso, my hands around his neck, and held on like a monkey as he raced toward the exit. I looked back to see Micah following closely on our heels. Tears of relief spilled from my eyes, running down my cheeks and wetting Caleb’s bare shoulder. I’d almost forgotten what it felt like to be in his arms. I found myself kissing his cheek, neck, shoulder blade, any part of his parched skin I could reach. I hated to think how long he’d gone without blood now. But even in his weakened state, he raced forward. 

      Caleb was practiced at shutting out pain. If I knew anything about him after all this time, it was that. 

      “How many days have passed?” I croaked.

      He shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      “You were locked in that thing the whole time?” 

      Caleb nodded grimly. 

      We reached the exit, but as Micah reached out to open it, it wouldn’t budge. He swore, wiping sweat from his brow. Caleb brushed him aside and, putting me down, barged into the door. He made no more of a dent than Micah. Both men tried together, but their efforts were in vain. We shared the same panicked expression as we looked at each other.

      “The other door,” Micah whispered.

      “Hand over the girl.” Rhys’ voice rumbled through the chamber. His towering form had appeared on top of the lions’ cage fifteen feet away. His wound had closed, though the stains of blood remained.  

      Caleb lurched into me, making us both fall to the floor. Balls of fire bounced off the wall where we’d been standing. I hoped Micah had been fast enough to dodge Rhys’ curse. “Hold on,” Caleb breathed into my ear. He’d crawled over me as I lay on my back. He lowered himself so I could wrap my legs around his midriff and lock my arms around his neck. He placed a hand on my back, pulling me closer until his heaving chest was flush against mine. 

      I felt like a monkey, clinging on to him as he darted for new shelter behind the zebra cage. More balls of fire ricocheted around the chamber. The caged animals were beginning to panic at the disturbance. Shrieks, whinnies and growls echoed off the walls.  

      Caleb moved from cage to cage, but even as we kept dodging Rhys, my hopes of escaping were fast evaporating. There was only so long we could play cat-and-mouse with the warlock. He would burn the whole chamber down if that’s what it took to smoke us out. 

      “Hand her over, vampire,” Rhys boomed. “I won’t ask you again.”

      Where’s Micah? There was still no sign of him. 

      As we reached a cage containing three restless rhinos, Caleb broke open the gate and let them loose. I wasn’t sure what good this would do. We already had Rhys to dodge, and now these rhinos… but I wasn’t about to question him. Next, Caleb moved to a cage filled with half a dozen leopards and let them loose too. He continued from cage to cage, until the floor was swarming with animals. 

      Caleb’s plan seemed to have worked. At least, there were more distractions for Rhys. But there were also more distractions for us. 

      “Caleb.” A whisper came from behind us. Micah stepped out of the shadows and hurried toward us, clutching a gun. “I found it in the vehicle. We need to shoot through Rhys’ palms. It won’t kill him, but it will disable his powers… at least temporarily. If you—”

      Balls of fire erupted feet away from us. Micah dove for shelter beneath a car, while Caleb crept further round the chimpanzee cage with me. 

      Caleb and Micah locked eyes and began communicating silently with their hands. I was petrified by what they seemed to be planning. When Caleb looked back down at me, he had resolution in his eyes. He set me down on the ground and pointed to Micah beneath the car. “Go to Micah.”

      “Wh-what?”

      His eyes blazed into mine. “Just do it,” he said through gritted teeth.

      Trembling, I threw myself across the floor and scrambled beneath the car next to Micah. He placed an arm over my back, drawing me closer to him until his mouth was next to my ear. 

      “He needs to cause a distraction,” the wolf whispered. 

      I stared in horror as Caleb caught the side of the empty cage closest to us and with one mighty push sent it sliding across the floor. It smashed into another empty cage. Micah pulled me back further beneath the car. Caleb ducked behind a pile of luggage on the other side of the newly created clearing just before Rhys landed in its center a few seconds later. Rhys’ fists were clenched as he looked around. Micah placed his hand over my mouth to stifle my uneven breathing. Then he reached for the gun, slowly, silently, and began to position it. 

      “Just keep in mind,” Rhys said, “the longer you drag this out, the longer your punishment will be.”

      I almost cried out as Caleb sprang from his hiding place and leapt upward to the ceiling, out of sight. Rhys’ eyes shot upward to the vampire. Micah pulled the trigger. The bullet lodged deep into Rhys’ ankle. Rhys grunted, staggering a little. As Micah motioned to pull the trigger again, he yelped suddenly and let go of the gun. A deep growl came from behind us. I looked back in horror to see that a leopard had closed its mouth around Micah’s leg and was dragging him out from beneath the vehicle. 

      “Keep shooting, Rose! Just shoot!” Micah grunted as the feline began to shake him. 

      My whole body quivering, I snatched up the gun. I didn’t even have time to consider the fact that I didn’t know how to work the thing. I just aimed as best as my trembling hands could and pulled the trigger. Again. And again. I kept firing until Rhys fell to the floor. Scrambling out from beneath the car, I was almost trampled by a panicked rhino in my hurry to get to Rhys. I flattened myself against the side of the vehicle, relieved when the animal charged past me. As I rushed forward again, I scanned the ceiling. Caleb was still hanging from one of the metal beams. On seeing me, he dropped down and rushed over to Rhys. Headbutting the warlock, Caleb pinned down his arms before he could aim his palms at him. 

      “Shoot!” Caleb grunted. 

      Standing as close as I dared to Rhys’ right palm, I fired three times. The warlock cried out as thick black smoke emanated from his hand. I fired into his left palm, five times. His screams intensified, his face contorting with agony as he rolled around on the floor. 

      “To your left!” Micah’s voice echoed around the chamber—from where, I didn’t know. 

      Caleb and I whirled around to see two elephants charging toward us. Caleb swept me up in his arms and leapt onto the roof of the cage nearest us. That was when I finally saw Micah. He lay on top of the cage next to us, flat on his back as he nursed a bloody wound in his right leg. Scrambling to his feet, he gasped, “We need to get out of here. Now.” 

      Despite his injury, he leapt across to our roof. We didn’t know if they had trampled over Rhys, but Micah didn’t give us an opportunity to find out. He pulled us away from the clearing as we jumped from roof to roof, making our way toward the opposite end of the chamber. The chamber had descended into utter chaos by now. With all the animals running loose, it was like being in a jungle.

      As we jumped back down to the floor and reached the door, Caleb breathed out in relief as it opened without difficulty. We hurried through to the other side and Micah bolted the door behind us. We found ourselves at the foot of a narrow staircase leading upward. We climbed to the top and reached the deck above, the sun blinding us. Caleb staggered back as we burst out into the open. The ship’s crew gaped at us as we darted toward the edge of the boat.  

      I could feel Caleb’s skin beginning to fry beneath me as we leapt off the ship and dove into the water. The force of our contact with the water made me break loose from Caleb. I fought my way up to the surface, gasping, and looked around. Micah had resurfaced, but Caleb hadn’t yet. I scanned the waters. 

      “Caleb?” I couldn’t find his shadow. “Micah, help me—”

      “I’m here,” Caleb called. 

      I spun around to see that he had resurfaced within the shadow the ship cast over the water, a few meters away from us. Micah and I made our way toward him. 

      “We need a boat,” Caleb said, scanning the water and looking back in the direction of the shore. It was a few miles away. But there were no other boats bobbing in the water that I could make out. Now that I was looking back at the shore for the first time, I also spotted what I suspected to be the grimy house Marisa and Jorge had taken me to. It looked like a derelict block of apartments from the outside, with its tiny balconies and boarded-up windows. 

      I shivered, remembering the horrors that lay within those walls. 

      “So what do we do?” Micah asked, brushing back his long blond hair. “This circus ship is the only vessel for miles.”

      Caleb began swimming toward the edge of the ship, examining its exterior. He stopped as he reached the end of the shadow. Micah and I swam over to him and stared up at where he was pointing. 

      A lifeboat hung from the side of the ship. “Micah,” Caleb said, “help me get that down.”

      Micah nodded and the two men left the shade and swam right up to the ship. They hauled themselves out of the water and began climbing up its side. It didn’t take long for them to figure out how to loosen the boat from the holdings. Shouts resounded on deck as they began lowering the boat into the water. They had to move fast as humans began rushing over to the edge of the boat, staring down at them and hurling insults. The boat hit the water and a few minutes later, Caleb had started the engine. I was relieved to see that it had a sun covering over it. He navigated the boat toward me and reached out his hands to pull me up. I rolled over the side and lay down on the deck of the boat, panting. 

      Caleb put the motor into high gear and we sped away from the ship, the shouts of the humans fading into the distance.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 19: Rose

        

      

    
    
      For all we know, Caleb could have only an hour left to live. 

      “Will there be any… advance warning if the time is drawing near?” I asked, my voice hoarse. “Will you be able to tell?”

      Caleb clenched his jaw. “Perhaps a few seconds.”

      “We need to get back to The Shade as soon as possible,” I said, trying to sound calm even as my stomach writhed. “There’s nothing more we can do.”

      Caleb nodded, still avoiding my glance as he reached into the cabinet beneath the wheel and pulled out a map. Micah spread it out over the dashboard and all three of us stared at it. 

      “If we’re off the coast of Venezuela,” Caleb said, as he studied the map closely, “the best bet we have is reaching the Gulf of Panama… though I doubt this vessel will last that long.”

      Micah sat down in the corner of the boat, looking at the two of us. It was so odd looking at him. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d had a past with him, and I had to keep reminding myself that I was no more than a stranger to him. He was probably a very different person to the one Rhys had made him out to be. 

      “How did you know to shoot at Rhys’ palms?” I asked. 

      “Black witches have a penchant for werewolves… it’s just a trick I learned from my pack.”

      “Thank God we had you there,” I muttered. 

      He looked down at the deck. “It’s because of me that Rhys found you in the first place. I led him to you.”

      I suspected as much already. “If he hadn’t used you, he would have used another werewolf. It’s not your fault, Micah.”

      Micah didn’t argue, though he still looked guilty. Silence fell between us. 

      My stomach grumbled, my head faint from dehydration. I began rummaging around in the compartments. This was a lifeboat, surely they must have at least a small stock of food. Finally I found what I was looking for in a little storage compartment beneath the deck. My eyes lit up on seeing several liters of bottled water, a box full of dried crackers, some long-life milk, and packets of dried fruit. I grabbed an item of each and headed back to the front of the boat, beneath the covering where the men sat. I sat down between them on the deck, cross-legged, laying out the food in front of me. I ripped open the water and began chugging it down. I looked up at Micah. “I’m not sure if any of this is appealing to a werewolf, but there’s more in the left-hand corner of the boat, back there beneath the deck.” 

      Micah eyed the deck and shrugged. He got up and returned with a packet of crackers and began munching on them. 

      “Caleb,” I said through a mouthful of raisins. “What are you going to do for blood?” 

      He swallowed hard. “I’ll have to hold on. We can’t afford to stop.”

      Brett’s words suddenly echoed in my ears. My eyes shot up toward the werewolf. “You’re good at fishing, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can you catch some fish while we’re speeding along like this?”

      Micah cast one look at the waves and scoffed. “I’m not that good. And besides, there doesn’t seem to be any fishing equipment on board.”

      “Then you need to drink my blood, Caleb,” I said. 

      Now it was Caleb’s turn to scoff. “You’re insane.”

      I recalled the story my parents had told me, how my mother had fed my father when he was desperate. Somehow, they had managed and it had worked out all right. My father had described how much of a struggle it was, and how much of a strain it had put on their relationship, but they had both come through it in the end. But as much as I tried to convince Caleb, he refused even one drop.

      “What if you took a few gulps of mine?” 

      I whirled round and stared at Micah, barely believing what he’d just said. Caleb looked just as shocked as I felt. 

      “Werewolf blood tastes bland to vampires,” Micah continued. “You wouldn’t crave me like you would Rose… And even if you did, I’m strong enough to defend myself.”

      I could see that Caleb was tempted by the offer as he continued staring at Micah.

      “You’d do that?” I asked, leaning forward and gripping Micah’s forearm.  

      “I think I owe you that much,” the wolf said. 

      I looked up at Caleb with pleading eyes. 

      “All right,” Caleb said, after a few more seconds of eyeing the werewolf. “I’d be a fool to not accept… Thank you.”

      I gathered my food and water bottle and crawled out of the way. I sat at the edge of the boat to give the two men room. Micah stood a foot away from Caleb and extended his right arm. One hand still on the wheel, Caleb gripped Micah’s arm and dug his fangs into his wrist. Micah flinched, but remained steady. Caleb groaned as he gulped deep once, twice, thrice, and then a fourth time. He lifted his fangs out of Micah and licked his lips. Micah and I both stared at him expectantly. Micah extended his arm again, offering more. 

      “No, it’s okay,” Caleb muttered, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand before replacing it on the wheel. “You’re right. Wolf blood tastes like crap.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 20: Rose

        

      

    
    
      We didn’t make it to Panama in that boat. Not even close. The boat ran out of fuel after a day and we had no choice but to make a stop in Aruba. It was early evening as we approached the shoreline. Micah took a turn navigating as we headed toward a port.

      I kept expecting Caleb to drop dead. I found it hard to believe that seven days hadn’t passed by now, what with our initial leg of the journey, then being transported by vehicle all the way to the tip of Venezuela, and now traveling all this way by boat. Caleb hadn’t said anything yet, but I was sure that he shared my suspicion.

      “Do you think something could have gone wrong with the spell?” I asked hopefully. “Maybe it’s no longer working? I mean, there’s no way we can still be within seven days.”

      “You’re right. I should be dead by now.”

      “Is there any way that the spell could have lifted?” 

      He paused, running his thumb over his jaw. He looked disturbed suddenly. “If… Annora never recovered—if she… died—I believe that’s the only way it could have lifted.”

      I walked up to him and placed my hands on the railing next to his. “How could she have died?”

      There was a long pause before he answered. “It’s possible she died because I left her alone in that cave.”

      “What were you doing with her in the first place?”

      “I…” His voice trailed off. “I was trying to fix her.”

      I swallowed hard, touching his hand. “I’m sorry.”

      He brushed me away, walking to the opposite end of the boat as we entered the harbour. I decided to leave him alone for now. He needed space. I went and stood next to Micah in the control cabin. He was eyeing the boats nearby. 

      “So how do we know which ones are empty? And which can be stolen? Which have people on them already?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “We’ll just have to make a guess.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that. We’d stolen too much in the past few days already. I really didn’t want to have to steal an expensive yacht. 

      “We should only take a small boat,” I said.

      But Micah’s eyes were already widening on seeing a beautifully crafted yacht a few meters away. 

      “That one’s small,” he said, pointing to it. 

      He was right. It was small in size, but it looked terribly expensive. 

      “We should find one less… valuable.”

      “Rose,” Micah said, turning on me, “we need a boat that’s not going to break down on us. One that will take us to Panama, and then all the way back to The Shade. Most of these boats clearly aren’t designed for long-distance travel anyway… We need to find the best boat for the job.”

      I wasn’t happy, but I also didn’t know how to argue. 

      “Okay,” I breathed, more to myself than to Micah. 

      “Caleb,” Micah called, pointing to the yacht. “What do you think?”

      Caleb stared at it, then shrugged. “It looks good enough.”

      “Let me check it out,” Micah said. He drifted our boat parallel to it, then, with one leap, he climbed aboard. He was hardly acting like a man who’d just had his leg ripped open by a leopard. Then again, he wasn’t a man. 

      After a couple of minutes, Micah landed with a thud back on our deck. 

      “No, that boat’s security is too tight. It would take too long to figure out how to start it. We need to move on.”

      We moved from boat to boat. Micah only made it to three more boats before he turned back into a wolf, and Caleb took over after that. It seemed that all of these had the same type of security. And soon there were no more eligible boats left in the small harbor to check. Caleb navigated the boat back out of the port and continued sailing along the beach. 

      “We’re almost out of fuel,” Caleb said. “We should hit the beach and keep searching for a boat on foot. We’ll be faster that way.”

      Caleb navigated the boat to a sandy white beach and we all jumped out. The beach was empty, and we had to hope it stayed that way. Anyone who caught a glimpse of Micah running toward them in the dark might die of fright. 

      As I’d become accustomed to by now, I pulled myself onto Caleb’s back and we began running, Micah keeping up to our right as he bounded along the sand. 

      “Over there,” I said, squinting and pointing toward a dark shadow floating in the water in the distance.

      The beach we were running along stopped abruptly as we reached a cluster of rocks. Caleb and I entered the warm sea and began swimming, Micah splashing at our side. We swam around the rock and appeared on the other side. I realized that this was a private beach. There was a large villa built on a hill with an infinity swimming pool out front, overlooking the ocean. As we approached the boat in the water, Caleb climbed aboard while I waited with Micah floating in the waves. 

      This looked no less luxurious than the others. If anything it was more. It also wasn’t too large. I was relieved when Caleb looked over the side of the yacht a few moments later. “Okay, this will do. There’s also spare fuel below deck.”

      Caleb dove back into the water and helped me onto the boat. Once he’d set me down on the deck, he returned to the side of the ship to help Micah up. Micah unfortunately was not so adept now that he had four paws. It proved to be quite a struggle. Micah had no problem leaping out of the water, but he kept slipping as he reached the edge and falling back into the water. 

      “On three,” Caleb said. “One, two, three.”

      Micah leapt and this time, Caleb gripped the fur behind his neck and hauled him over the edge, head first. Not the most elegant of deliveries, but he did the job. Caleb hurried away and a few moments later, the boat was moving. 

      Perhaps since this was their private beach, the owners had been more lax on security. Or perhaps they were even going to use it this evening. A pang of guilt stabbed me as we glided away in the beautiful vessel.

      I headed with Micah to the control cabin where Caleb sat, studying the controls intensely. I didn’t want to disturb him while he was concentrating, so I spent the next hour exploring the yacht with Micah, while Caleb made some headway getting us back on course toward Panama. 

      The boat was much bigger on the inside than it had looked from the outside. There were actually three levels beneath deck, all containing beautifully designed bedrooms—five in total—and sleek marble-paneled bathrooms with hot water. I locked myself in one and took a shower, relishing the feeling of hot water seeping through my greasy hair and running down my back. I lathered my hair with a fruity-smelling shampoo and massaged it until my hair felt squeaky clean. Once I’d finished in the shower, I dried myself with one of the big fluffy red towels and tied my hair up in a bun. I rummaged through the closet of the bedroom next door. I found a silk dressing gown and slippers which I changed into. More guilt tore through my chest. I hoped that somehow, once we returned to The Shade, we’d find a way to send money anonymously to these people, and hopefully return the boat. 

      Dressed, I walked out of the room and looked up and down the corridor outside. I’d already explored all the levels by now, so I returned to my favorite room on the boat—the master bedroom on the top level. The entire ceiling was made of tinted glass and it afforded a magnificent view of the night sky. I flopped down onto the silk sheets and stared up. It was quite surreal, lying there on the soft bed, staring up at the stars while gliding across water. After only a minute of lying there, I was already feeling relaxed and sleepy. But I didn’t want to rest now. I got up and walked back to the control room. 

      Caleb wasn’t there. The vessel had been put on autopilot. I went down to the middle lower deck and passed Micah resting in one of the bedrooms. “Do you know where Caleb is?” I asked. 

      “Above deck,” he mumbled. 

      I climbed back upstairs and walked outside. I spotted Caleb standing at the stern of the boat, hands on the rail. 

      I wasn’t sure whether he was ready to be disturbed. I decided it was best to leave him alone a bit longer, and backed away. But he’d detected my footsteps already. 

      “It’s okay, Rose,” Caleb said, his back still turned to me. 

      “Are you all right?” I asked, approaching slowly. I noticed that he too was wearing a change of clothes—black cotton pajamas. His hair wet, he smelt of bath gel. 

      “Yes,” he said, though I could see that he was still preoccupied. I assumed by Annora. I recalled that old photo album I’d seen back in Annora’s study. How happy and in love they had looked. I could understand Caleb feeling grief over her. Perhaps a part of him still believed that the real Annora was still living, hidden somewhere beneath the evil witch she’d become. 

      “By the way,” he said, “the date is displaying in the dashboard. It’s been nine days since I left the island.”

      Relief rushed through me. We’d suspected the time had passed, but this confirmation was a melody to my ears. 

      “So what does it feel like?”  

      “What?”

      “To be free.”

      “I… I guess I haven’t had time to think about it much yet.”

      “Now you could do anything,” I said. “You could escape to the supernatural realm if you wanted to, and hide out there. You wouldn’t even have to come live with us in The Shade, if you didn’t want to…” My voice trailed off. I was trying to cheer him up, but he didn’t respond. Silence fell between us. 

      “I guess you’re still thinking about her?” I asked.

      Finally, he looked down at me. He smiled, though I saw pain in his eyes. “I suppose I just wish things could have ended differently.”

      I looked out at the glistening waves. “How would you have wanted things to play out with her… with you?”

      He heaved a sigh. “I wish she’d never met me, all those years ago. I wish she’d found another man, married him and traveled the world. Then settled down and had lots of children. The life she’d always dreamed of having. The life she’d wanted with me… The life I couldn’t give her.”

      “It wasn’t your fault that bastard merchant turned you into a bloodsucker,” I said. “I hope you don’t still blame yourself for how she turned out.”

      “Nobody forced me to turn her. I gave into my bloodlust. That was a decision I made. If I’d fought harder, I could have controlled it. Like I have with you.”

      “But she seduced you—” 

      “As if you haven’t?” he snapped. “As if you aren’t even now as we speak, just by your very presence?”  

      I stopped short, staring at him. 

      “Back in the rainforest, I had your blood in my damn mouth, Rose. You have no idea how close I was to devouring you. Yet I chose to fight it. I chose to spit it out, every last drop. I could have done the same with Annora. It’s a lie to say I couldn’t have. So do I still feel guilt? Yes. Am I fully responsible? No. She made her own choices too. But I played a key part in her ruin. And nothing will ever change that.”

      He was breathing heavily as he stared back out at the water, frustration marring his handsome face.

      My mother’s words echoed in my ears. “I know an excuse when I hear one. Don’t you dare deceive yourself into believing you’re the victim, Rose Novak.”

      She still said this to me sometimes when I made excuses for things I clearly did have a choice over. And those were the same words she’d spoken to my father, all those years ago. She’d told me their story. How they’d first met. She’d always believed my father had a choice in the things he did, and that was how she’d helped bring him out of his darkness. I supposed my mother was right, and that I shouldn’t be making excuses for Caleb either.  

      Mom. Dad. Thinking of them made me ache inside. It felt like an age since I’d last seen them. Guilt welled in the pit of my stomach for all the worry I’d caused them in the past months. I hoped that they were all right and that they wouldn’t come looking for me again. And my brother—I hoped he was all right too. We just have to return as soon as we can. 

      Seeking to distract myself from the pain, I looked up at Caleb again. I touched his forearm and his brown eyes lowered to my face.

      “You’re right, Caleb,” I said. “You’re not a victim. You had free will. You made your choices, and now you have to live with them, just as I do. I don’t feel sorry for you at all. And you have no right to either.”

      His expression softened a little, a hint of amusement in the corner of his lips. “And what choices have you made?”

      I blew out. “God, where do I start? I decided to get Corrine to alter my brother’s and my passports. We told our parents we were going to be in Scotland for the summer, when in fact we ran off to Hawaii. Then when you finally returned me to the island, I decided to leave again and ended up in Annora’s dungeon. Then I betrayed my parents again by going out with Micah when I was supposed to be grounded. And now here I am, apart from them again. All because I decided to befriend that stupid werewolf. And that’s just in the last few months. I’m not sure my parents will ever trust me again…”  

      Caleb’s eyes remained fixed on me, as though he was taking in my every word. 

      “So you now regret it all?” he asked softly.  

      I was about to exclaim, “Of course.” But I paused, biting my lower lip. As bad as I felt, I couldn’t honestly say that I did regret it all. Because without my trip to Hawaii, I doubted I would have met Caleb. But somehow, I felt shy to say this aloud. The way he was staring down at me made me feel butterflies. Blood rushed to my cheeks and I looked down at the floor. I hoped that would be enough of an answer for him. 

      It was. He twisted back toward the ocean. We passed more time in silence. I hated how awkward things felt between us. How serious he still looked. We’d had nothing but anxiety surrounding us for the past few days, I felt we both owed it to ourselves to take a break. At least for a few hours. We’d stolen this gorgeous boat. We might as well enjoy it while we could. 

      I cast my eyes around the deck and noticed a row of closets. I walked over and began rummaging through them. Bottles of liquor filled the first. The second was filled with spare towels and sheets. When I reached the third, I almost squealed with delight. A stack of CDs and a stereo player. I fingered through the disks and picked out some soft rock. I slid it into the player and turned up the volume. 

      Caleb rolled his eyes as I walked toward him, a big grin on my face. 

      “Not now, Rose. I’m really not in the mood,” he muttered as I gripped his hand and tugged him toward the center of the deck. 

      “When are you ever in the mood?” He allowed me to drag him away from the edge. “We don’t know what tomorrow will bring. You need to learn to switch off sometimes…”

      I draped my arms over Caleb’s neck and pulled myself against him. He gave in and slipped his hands around my waist, resting them on my lower back. He still felt tense as ever. I wasn’t sure there was any way I could make him completely relax while he was around me. My blood was too much of a distraction for him to just be present with me. 

      As we began swaying to the music, I rested my head against his chest, closing my eyes and listening to the slow, steady beat of his heart. The first song finished, and the second started, more upbeat than the last. I drew away from Caleb. 

      “Now, I want you to dance crazy with me.”

      Caleb looked at me in mock disdain, cocking his head to one side. “You mean, how you dance normally?” 

      “Precisely.” I loosened my hair and shook it out. “I’ll teach you how to really dance. No more of your perfect rhythm and crap like that… Now, watch carefully because it’s a skill not easily acquired.”

      I cast a glance at Caleb before I began my performance. I didn’t have any particular moves in mind. The reaction on his face was my only guide as I danced about in the most awkward way I could manage—which wasn’t difficult for me. 

      I kept my expression deadly serious as I went about instructing him how to perform my impossible-to-replicate “moves”. My antics were beginning to work. He was smiling. A broader smile than I’d ever seen on him. I dared believe he was even close to letting out a chuckle. 

      I didn’t care that he didn’t join me. It didn’t matter. I was happy to make a fool of myself if it meant drawing a laugh from him. 

      Finally, he did it. A short burst of laughter. It was music to my ears. I couldn’t remember if I’d ever even seen him laugh. I’d seen him smile. Sort of. But never laugh. 

      I collapsed on the floor, spreading out my limbs as I lay panting. My mission had been accomplished. I’d made Caleb Achilles laugh. 

      “You’re a crazy woman,” he said, hovering above my head and frowning down at me. 

      I gazed up at his beautiful brown eyes, the smile fading from my lips. 

      Crazy for you…

      But are you crazy for me? 

      The truth was, I still didn’t understand Caleb’s feelings toward me. I thought I’d understood them the night he’d kissed me like he was drowning. But that seemed so long ago now. And what with his mourning over Annora, I didn’t know where his heart truly lay. Truth be told, Caleb was still as much a mystery to me as the day I’d first met him. It felt like I’d come to know part of him more since we’d reunited, but most of him, the larger part, still felt closed off from me. Unreachable.

      “You’re a free man now, Caleb,” I said softly. “All that’s left is for you to start living like one.”

      He lowered himself to the ground next to me and lay on his side, his body parallel with mine.

      “Maybe you’re right,” he said. 

      Our eyes locked again, but then his gaze fell to my lips. He swallowed hard, closing his eyes. 

      “What?” I whispered.

      There was a long pause before he spoke again. 

      “I want to kiss you, Rose.” 

      Butterflies erupted in my stomach. A chill ran down my spine. 

      “Then why don’t you?” I whispered, barely breathing.

      He bit his lower lip, staring at me with hunger. “I might drain your warmth and leave you cold.”

      I stared at him. “Just because things went bad with Annora doesn’t mean it will happen again. Remember, part of what happened was her own doing. You said so yourself. Even if you dug your fangs into my throat and turned me into a vampire now—which, by the way, wouldn’t be the end of the world since I’m planning to turn once I’m eighteen anyway—it doesn’t mean that you would ruin me. It would be my choice whether or not to go down her path. Remember, there are lots of vampires in The Shade who aren’t nutcases like her.”

      I hoped that calling his fiancée a nutcase wouldn’t offend him, but that was certainly one of the kinder words I could find for her in my vocabulary. She didn’t deserve Caleb, the way she’d shunned him and used his love for her to torture him all these years. In my view, she deserved the fate that befell her.

      A small smile curled his lips. I hoped that my words had given him the assurance he needed to let go of the doubts that were binding him and just kiss me. My eyes fell to his firm lips, my whole body trembling with anticipation. 

      “I suppose you’re right,” he whispered.

      He reached out a hand and stroked my face, caressing my forehead and brushing my cheek with his thumb. 

      “Close your eyes.”

      I smiled and obeyed. My breath hitched as he crawled over me, his legs either side of my hips. I felt his cold, uneven breathing inches above my face. My closed eyelids fluttered as his lips pressed gently against them, one after the other. 

      “Keep them closed.”

      His kisses trailed down the arch of my nose, then across my cheeks. They grazed the sides of my mouth, teasing me. I moaned as his lips finally closed against mine. His tongue parted my lips, tasting me. Devouring me. My blood pounding, I reached up and draped my arms over his neck. He pulled me closer.  

      I shivered. 

      In his hurry to draw me in, his hand had parted my bath robe and slipped beneath it, resting on my lower back. As the evening breeze touched my skin, I realized that half of my body was bare to him. It was clear that it had been unintentional because he froze, staring at me, gauging my reaction. 

      I pushed against him and he rolled onto his back, allowing me to sit up. I brushed aside the rest of the robe, revealing the other half of me. My cheeks grew hot as his eyes roamed me. I averted my eyes to my lap, feeling shy and self-conscious. But after five seconds of silence, I could no longer ignore the fire his touch had ignited. I leaned over him, my palms flat against his chest, the tips of my hair brushing against his skin as I dipped down to taste his lips again. 

      I was like a moth to a flame.

      “Rose,” he gasped, as I raised my head for a breath, “I thought we said a kiss.”

      “So did I,” I said. 

      I didn’t know what I was doing. My brain had shut down long ago.

      His eyes lit up, as though there was nothing he wanted more in that moment than to accept my surrender. I thought he was about to draw me closer again, but then he sat up, sliding his legs out from beneath me, and looked away. 

      “I’m sorry—” His voice broke. 

      “It-it’s okay,” I said, trying to conceal my disappointment. “We don’t have to.”

      “You don’t know how much I…”  

      “I know. I…I can see.” I gulped. “But we don’t have to do this now. We can wait.” I hurriedly pulled the robe back over me. I guessed it didn’t help that I even looked similar to Annora, both of us sharing the same long dark hair. “It’s my fault,” I said. “It’s too soon.” I motioned to stand up.

      “Wait.” Caleb slid one arm beneath my knees and the other around my back as he lifted me up and walked back inside. He stopped outside the door to the master bedroom and pushed it open. He laid me down on the king-sized bed, situated directly beneath the center of the glass ceiling. Tugging on my robe, he unwrapped me, baring me to him again. 

      “Just… lie with me here.” His eyes were hooded as he looked down on me, his voice husky.

      I slipped my legs beneath the silk sheets and held them against my chest while he removed his clothes. My heart raced as he walked around the bed toward me. When I saw him fully for the first time, it was all I could do to keep my mouth from hanging open. He climbed onto the mattress and slid beneath the sheets next to me. 

      He reached for my waist and flipped me beneath him on the mattress. He lowered his mouth to the base of my throat, his kisses soft and lingering. His breathing became more uneven as he reached the most sensitive part of my neck, just beneath my ear. Drawing away, he rested his head on the pillow next to me. I brushed my hands through his hair and down his back, feeling the bumps of his bullet wounds beneath my fingers. He dipped down to kiss my lips again, while his hand found my hip and ran along it. 

      We kissed and caressed throughout the night. Sometimes he woke me, showering my face with kisses or exploring the curves of my body with his rough palms. Other times I’d wake him, burying my head closer against his chest so I could better hear his heartbeat. 

      As the early-morning hours approached, I got out of bed and drew the blinds so the sun wouldn’t come beating down on us once day broke. He smiled as I climbed into bed and nestled back against him. His body spooned around mine and kept me cool like he had done back in the truck. We decided to finally sleep through the next few hours until dawn.  

      As I drifted off, I chastised myself for springing myself on him the way I did. I didn’t know what I’d been thinking. It wasn’t in my nature to behave the way I had. I’d always considered myself shy, introverted, even kind of dorky. 

      I supposed that Caleb was a man who made me do things I wouldn’t normally do.  

      I recalled the look in Caleb’s eyes as he’d drawn away from me. Even if on the surface he seemed to accept certain things, like not blaming himself fully for Annora’s demise, he was still deeply scarred. I realized that what he’d revealed to me about his past so far was only a glimpse into the darkness he’d endured for decades, perhaps even centuries. 

      One thing became clear to me that night. Caleb Achilles was a broken man. More broken than I’d thought.

      But I didn’t care how long it might take him to find himself again. I didn’t care how many layers he had to peel back. I’d stay by his side and do everything I could to help him heal. 

      Because I loved him.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 21: Sofia

        

      

    
    
      Days passed and Ibrahim and Corrine still hadn’t returned.  

      None of us were any closer to answering the questions that surrounded us either. The more we tried to decipher the black witches’ reasoning, the more confused we became. I could only hope that Corrine and Ibrahim would return soon with my daughter, and hopefully with them bring back an understanding of what was really going on and what these black witches’ motivations truly were. 

      The thought had occurred to me more than once that perhaps it was too late to save Rose. That they could have already taken from her what they wanted. Vivienne’s surge of dark visions hardly served to make us feel any better. 

      But Derek and I had to hold out hope. We’d been through enough desperate situations in our lives to know that we couldn’t allow ourselves to fold to grief or desperation. We had to stay strong, for Ben if nobody else. 

      Since Rose’s absence, I’d been thinking a lot about our son. I guessed that Derek had too, but it wasn’t until after a week of Rose’s absence that I voiced what had been playing on my mind ever since our discussion with Mona. 

      I waited until night, when Ben had retired to his room, and I lay in bed with Derek. I snuggled closer against him, looking deep into his blue eyes. 

      “Derek,” I whispered, for I was afraid that if I spoke, my voice would crack. “I don’t think Ben should wait any longer before turning into a vampire.”

      The way my husband looked back at me, I could immediately see that he’d already had this thought himself. If we turned Ben into a vampire, his blood would lose its special quality.

      Derek drew me closer and planted a kiss on my forehead. 

      “I agree,” he whispered back. 

      “But we need to think how to break this to Ben. I don’t want him to ever think that we pressured him into this decision. I want it to come from him and know that it’s what he really wants.”

      “Darling, the twins have wanted to become vampires since they were children. We were the ones who told them to wait until eighteen.” 

      “I know. I… I’m just nervous.”

      “We’ll talk to him about this first thing tomorrow morning. I think he’ll be happy we’re giving our blessing for him to turn earlier.”

      I paused, closing my eyes. “Now I just wish that we’d turned Rose sooner…” My voice choked up and I had to fight not to break down again. 

      Derek gripped me tighter. “So do I. But there’s no point lamenting the past.” He held my face in his hands and kissed me. “When we get Rose back—and I do say when—we’ll turn her immediately. And I know she’ll be just as eager to turn as Ben will be. Then the two of them will no longer be such walking targets.”

      I thought of Anna’s children. They were still young. It seemed unfair to turn even Ariana and Jason at such a young age, not to speak of Kiev, who was still an infant. We’d already been to visit Anna to discuss the potential danger her children were in as soon as we’d spoken to Mona about it. I suspected that Anna and Kyle might have already had the same conversation Derek and I were having. 

      “What do you think Anna and Kyle will do? I mean, Ariana is at least in her teens now. But Jason isn’t. And young Kiev? I’ve never even heard of a vampire baby. It just wouldn’t be humane to subject an infant to that kind of trauma.”

      “Then they will have to take the risk that they will be able to keep him safe until all this danger has passed.”

      I paused, biting my lip. “What if it doesn’t pass? What if Kiev was right when he said that we may just have to learn to survive alongside these witches, rather than hope to ever get rid of them completely?” 

      Derek swallowed hard. He had been trying to reassure me that things would work out—after all, we were no strangers to storms—but even he couldn’t find a single word of comfort. He rolled over onto his back and stared up at the ceiling. 

      “Sofia, let’s just get some sleep now. We’ll talk to Ben, Anna and Kyle in the morning.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 22: Sofia

        

      

    
    
      We caught Ben in the kitchen before he left for school. Derek sat down at the kitchen table while I walked up to my son and held his shoulders. “We need to talk.”

      He looked from me to his father, shrugging his bag off his shoulder and placing it down on the counter. “About what?” 

      Ben pulled up a seat at the table opposite Derek, while I sat between them. I looked at Derek, raising my eyebrows to see if he’d prefer to broach the subject. 

      “Ben,” he said, looking seriously at our son, “I’m guessing that you’ve had this thought already, but your mother and I have been talking and… we don’t think you should wait any longer to turn into a vampire.”

      Ben’s lips parted, his eyes widening. 

      “Understand that we’re not forcing you into this. But you know the risks now that come with remaining a human. You know you’ll be hunted down as long as your blood remains as it is. This is your choice, so if you decide you would prefer to remain a human, that’s fine. But you need to understand the risks. As for your father’s and my preference, we just want you to be safe.”

      Ben leaned back in his chair and looked up at the ceiling. 

      I felt worried that he didn’t answer immediately. I’d hoped that he would be able to give me an answer without even thinking because at least that would indicate there was no doubt in his mind. Previously I’d been afraid of my twins’ ardent desire to turn into bloodsuckers, and now I was worried about the possible lack of it at the time when he most needed it.

      Derek and I exchanged glances.  

      “I suppose I’d grown used to the idea of turning at eighteen,” Ben said slowly. “Having these last few months as a human… But I agree. I should turn. Rose should have turned too.” He looked down at the table, his face ashen. 

      “Rose can turn as soon as she returns,” I said, trying to put confidence into my voice I didn’t possess. “We were thinking you could turn at the end of the week. That way, if Rose returns in the meantime, you can both turn together.”

      He nodded, still staring at the table. “Okay.”

      I reached out and squeezed his hand. “You don’t have to go to school for the rest of this week if you don’t want to. You can do whatever you want this week, while you’re still human. Spend more time on the beach in the sun… anything that doesn’t involve leaving the island.”

      He heaved a sigh. “I’d rather just go to school. At least it helps keep my mind off things.”

      I swallowed back the lump in my throat. “Okay, honey. If that’s what you want.”

      “Then we’ll have to decide who will turn you,” Derek said. 

      Ben looked from me to his father. “Do I have a choice?”

      “Why? Who would you choose?”

      “Well, it’s not so much me choosing as someone already volunteering. I was talking with Abby the other day and she said she’d like to turn me when it comes time. Of course, she was thinking about when I turn eighteen.”

      Abby. While it thrilled me that the two of them were striking up a friendship, I wasn’t comfortable about letting her turn Ben. She’d never turned anyone before and I wanted someone experienced to turn my son. When I looked at Derek, I could see by his expression that he felt the same. 

      “Actually, Ben, I’d rather turn you myself,” he said. “I’ve turned my fair share of vampires before. I turned your mother. I don’t feel comfortable letting Abby turn you. I don’t want to risk anything going wrong.”

      Ben didn’t seem too concerned either way. “All right,” he said. “I guess that’s best.”

      I squeezed his hand. “You’ll be in safe hands with Dad.”

      Ben gulped, nodding. He motioned to stand up. “Well, if that’s all, I need to go or I’ll be late for first period.”

      He stood up, reached over the kitchen table and slung his bag back over his shoulder. I watched as he exited the penthouse. Derek and I remained silent as we listened to his footsteps fade outside on the balcony, the creaking of the elevator as it carried him downward. 

      “I told you it wouldn’t be a big deal. He’s already prepared himself for it,” Derek said.

      I nodded. Ben would make it through. He was a fighter, a survivor, just like his father. “And I guess, when he finds a girl and wants to start a family, he’ll just have to turn back, like we did. Hopefully, things won’t be as dire as they are now… We ought to visit Kyle and Anna now.” 

      We left immediately, jogging through the forest toward their home in The Vale’s town center. Kyle answered after three knocks. He looked like he hadn’t slept for days, dark circles beneath his eyes, but he didn’t look surprised to see us. 

      “Come in,” he said, ushering us through to the living room. Anna sat on the couch, cradling her sleeping baby. 

      We took a seat opposite them. Once Kyle had sat down next to his wife, I began, “We just spoke to Ben. He’s agreed to turn at the end of the week.”

      Kyle and Anna exchanged glances. “We talked too,” Anna said. She looked just as run down as her husband. “We were up all night with Jason and Ariana, trying to make them understand what vampirism involves. How they will change. What they will gain. What they will be giving up. Both agreed to turn… We’d like to turn them as soon as possible, rather than give them time to worry. So we agreed to do it in two days’ time.”

      Kyle cleared his throat, wrapping an arm around Anna and looking down at his baby. “As for our little one, we’ll have to do the best we can to protect him as he is.”

      I nodded. “There’s no other choice,” I said. “Who would you like to turn Jason and Ariana tomorrow? Derek is going to turn Ben at the end of the week.”

      Anna looked at me. “I was hoping you would turn Ariana, and if Derek wouldn’t mind turning Jason…”

      I felt uncomfortable about turning their daughter. I looked at Derek, and he understood. “I can turn Jason,” he said, “but I think Vivienne should turn Ariana. Sofia doesn’t have as much experience.”

      Kyle and Anna looked happy with Vivienne as an alternative. We exchanged a few more words, then got up to leave. I cast one more glance at Kiev before heading out completely. My heart broke to see him sleeping there in Anna’s arms, so calm, so serene, oblivious to the danger surrounding him. 

      I just prayed that nothing bad would happen to that baby.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 23: Vivienne

        

      

    
    
      I walked to the edge of the cliff and looked down on our island. The thick forests of sequoia. The sprawling beaches. The dark ocean, sparkling in the light of the moon. 

      I still came up here every so often, when I couldn’t stand anyone’s company but my own. It was the same cliff where I’d first told Xavier I loved him. The same cliff we’d gotten married on all those years ago. 

      News had spread quickly about the plans to turn Ben, Ariana and Jason. I wasn’t sure how to feel about it. While I knew it would take the heat off them as targets, I couldn’t help but feel our solution wouldn’t be as simple as that. 

      A restlessness had stirred within me as soon as Derek had told me of their decision. Ben was about to be turned into the creature I no longer wanted to be. It triggered a sense of despair in me that I was finding impossible to ignore. 

      Xavier and I had agreed to wait two weeks before turning back into humans. Today was the fourteenth day. I supposed Xavier had been hoping that things would have become clearer. But they had only become murkier. 

      We’d agreed not to broach the subject again for two weeks. I felt conflicted as to whether we should speak of turning back at all. While I had made my wishes clear—I wanted to have Xavier’s child whether or not things calmed down on our island—Xavier had shown discomfort. Now I didn’t know where we stood. Telling him that my feelings hadn’t changed would feel like I was forcing him into a situation he didn’t want to be in. And yet I couldn’t shake the primal urge within me to bear a child. To finally have a baby of my own. 

      I sat down on the edge of the cliff, my legs hanging over the edge. I’d stayed out most of the day. Xavier had given me my space, which I was grateful for. But now I suspected that he’d be worried about me. I should return. And yet I sat frozen. I didn’t know what I would say to him. Or how I could continue living with this desire eating me away inside. 

      It seemed that whatever I did in this situation would be a mistake. Any way we turned would cause pain to either of us, perhaps even both of us. I dug my nails into the soil, trying to ground myself. 

      As midnight approached, so did Xavier.

      “Viv, what are you doing up here?” he whispered. His arms wrapped around me, his chest pressing against my back as his legs slid either side of mine. “I’ve been waiting for you in bed.” He kissed the side of my neck. 

      I trembled beneath his touch. “I don’t know what will become of us, my love,” I breathed. My eyes were still fixed on the sparkling ocean, but now my vision was beginning to blur with tears. 

      Placing an arm beneath my knees, he twisted me round on his lap until I faced him. His left arm behind my back, he rested his right hand against the side of my face, brushing my cheek with his thumb. 

      “I know exactly what will become of us.”

      The certainty in his beautiful eyes made me forget the heaviness in my chest for a moment, and I smiled. “Tell me.”

      “At the end of this week, while Ben turns, we’ll both take the cure. We’ll turn into humans. And then we’ll take the honeymoon we never had. We’ll travel somewhere far away from here… from all of this. And we won’t return until you’re bearing my child.” 

      My breath hitched. His words painted a picture of heaven in my mind. Of a bliss I’d never quite believed I’d ever be able to reach out and touch. A future that I’d thought would forever elude us. 

      “But Xavier—”

      “Derek and Sofia took their honeymoon when the island was in turmoil. It’s time we had our turn. They can manage without us for a few months… or however long it takes us.”

      “But—”

      “No more buts, Vivienne. We’ve stood by your brother all these years. He’ll agree that it’s time we took time for ourselves. And you know he will. That’s why you’re resisting.”

      As always, my husband saw through me. Even after all these years, I still found it hard to come to terms with the idea of abandoning responsibility. But it seemed that Xavier, my beloved Xavier, wasn’t going to put up with my excuses. 

      “And… you really want this? You’re not just doing this for me? Because you feel pressured?” 

      He leant closer to me, his lips inches from my own. “I wouldn’t agree to this if I didn’t want it. Remember, I told you exactly how I felt about this two weeks ago. That’s why we put it off. Now I’m telling you that I want this. I wouldn’t lie to you.”

      I closed my eyes as he caught my lips in his. He reached down and touched my stomach, caressing it as he kissed me. 

      “Vivienne Vaughn,” he whispered into my ear, “I want to make a baby with you.”

      Even after all this time, I still shivered whenever he spoke my name with his. When I opened my eyes, my tears of uncertainty, tears of doubt, had transformed to tears of ecstasy. As I looked up into his handsome face—the dark stubble lining his strong jawline, the starry night sky behind him—a wave of déjà vu washed over me. I felt like bellowing into the wind, declaring my love for this man all over again. And again. And again. Until my voice broke and my lungs burst. This time not out of despair, but out of bliss. Out of the ecstasy that only my man, Xavier Vaughn, could bring me. 

      Running my hands through his dark hair, I pulled myself up into kneeling position. Pushing him back against the grass, I climbed over him and kissed him harder. 

      As our lips parted for breath, I whispered, “Did I ever mention that I love you, Xavier?”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 24: Derek

        

      

    
    
      I was surprised when Vivienne and Xavier turned up at our door. I’d been planning to visit them myself, to deliver Anna’s request that my sister turn Ariana. 

      Vivienne had been somber the past few weeks, but something was different about her today. She had more bounce in her step, and she looked like she was trying to suppress a smile. Her eyes shone as she threw her arms around my neck. 

      I raised a brow at Xavier for explanation. He gave me a small smile. “Let’s sit down first, shall we?” 

      We gathered in the dining area and I called Sofia to join us. She looked just as curious as me as to what could have caused this change in my sister. 

      Vivienne reached out and held Xavier’s hand. “Derek… Xavier and I want to have a child.”

      I thought that I’d misheard her. 

      “A-Are you serious?” 

      Vivienne nodded, a smile lighting up her face.

      “Oh, Vivienne!” Sofia flung her arms around my sister, pulling her close. “Derek, we’re going to be an aunt and uncle.”

      The joy that I felt on seeing Vivienne finally give in to what I suspected she and Xavier had wanted all along was hard to contain. As I looked down at her beaming face, tears brimmed in my eyes. I didn’t know if I’d ever seen her so happy. 

      Despite the despair hanging over us, the anxiety that had been eating me away inside, Vivienne had just shed a ray of sunshine in the gloom.

      “We want to leave The Shade,” Xavier said. “Go somewhere in Europe, perhaps… for however long it takes us.”

      “Of course,” I said, even though none of us could even guarantee The Shade would still be in existence by then. 

      Vivienne shuffled on her feet. I could see that she felt bad suggesting that they leave us in this mess, but we could manage without them. Vivienne had sacrificed everything for us, for her family, for this island. If it hadn’t been for her, I wouldn’t even have Sofia. 

      “Take one of the subs,” I said. “And cash—Aiden can help organize that. Don’t come back until you’re ready. We’ll do all we can to hold down the fort in the meantime.”

      “When do you plan to take the cure?” Sofia asked. 

      “We thought a fitting time would be at the end of this week, the same time Ben turns into a vampire,” Xavier said. 

      This timing didn’t sit well with me.

      “I’d rather be there for it,” I said. “And I can’t be there for you when I’m worried about my own son. Can’t you turn a couple of days beforehand? That gives you time to take the cure, and then some more time to recover before I turn Ben.”

      “Yes,” Vivienne said, looking up at her husband. “We could do that.”

      “Another thing,” I said. “I was actually about to seek you out about this before you showed up here… Anna and Kyle have decided they want Jason and Ariana to turn into vampires. Anna has asked if you would turn Ariana.”

      Vivienne raised a brow. “Yes, of course I will.”

      “You can turn her tomorrow,” I continued. “And then the day after that, you can take the cure.”

      Vivienne and Xavier posed no objections. They spent another hour with us before heading back to their own apartment. I sighed and looked at Sofia as they left.  

      Her smile looked as broad as mine felt, tears sparkling in her eyes. “There’s no one on this island who deserves a child more than Vivienne and Xavier.”  

      

      The next day, Vivienne arrived at Anna’s house at the appointed time. Sofia and I were already waiting in the living room. Sofia sat next to Anna, who’d just put Kiev to rest upstairs in his cot. Kyle stood behind the couch, shuffling on his feet as he watched us prepare. 

      Twelve-year-old Jason looked nervously up at me. Ariana, being older, seemed a little more at ease, though I didn’t miss the way her hairs stood on end as my sister walked into the room. 

      We’d cleared a space in the center of the room and laid down a pile of old carpets, as well as moved all the furniture out of the room except for a single couch. 

      Kyle and Anna gathered their two children and took a private moment with them. They took turns in hugging and kissing them, whispering words of reassurance in their ears, before Jason walked toward me, Ariana toward Vivienne.

      I bent down to Jason’s level, hoping in doing so that I wouldn’t appear quite as intimidating. I smiled and ruffled his hair. He returned a small smile, but still looked deathly pale, as though I might have turned him into a vampire already. 

      I looked across the room toward Vivienne. She already had Ariana positioned flat on the rug, and was looking up at her parents for approval to go ahead and bite. We’d decided that it was best they turned simultaneously, or it would just increase the nerves of the sibling who had to wait and watch for his turn. As Vivienne dipped her head down, I did the same. 

      The poor boy was terrified. I made sure to find my mark quickly. When I punctured his skin, he moaned and tried to squirm away. Kyle hurried over and helped me hold him down as I gained more of a hold, sinking my fangs deep enough for the venom to inject into his bloodstream.  

      By the time I’d withdrawn from his neck, he was beginning to shake and convulse. I looked over at Ariana. Her transformation too was setting in. 

      Once their metamorphosis was complete, Ariana and Jason would need to spend time with other vampires while they grew accustomed to their new bodies. Yuri and Claudia had already agreed to take them under their wing and help them cope during the first few weeks. Only once they were deemed safe enough to return to the human part of the island would they be allowed to see their parents, and their baby brother, again. 

      Each vampire was different. Some struggled more than others to gain a hold of their darkness, while others never truly got a hold of it. We were lucky that so far on the island, most who had turned had been able to control themselves within the first month. 

      Once they began coughing blood, it was time for Vivienne, Sofia and me to take them away. Anna looked close to tears as we left her and Kyle standing in the doorway, hurrying with their shaking children into the woods. 

      We raced to Claudia and Yuri’s penthouse as fast as we could—it seemed that the two children screamed and convulsed more wildly each second that passed. We hurried into the elevator and once we reached the top, Sofia rushed ahead to bang on the front door. Claudia had already opened it by the time we’d approached. She swung the door wide open, allowing us inside. Yuri stood in the entrance hall, smiling as we stepped inside.  

      “Come through to the spare bedrooms,” Claudia said, leading us through the house. “I’ve already prepared them.”

      Vivienne and I split into two different bedrooms. I laid Jason down on a bed, then stepped out and closed the door behind me. Vivienne did the same, walking up to me a few seconds later. 

      “Thank you for doing this, Claudia,” Sofia said. “It means the world to Anna and Kyle.”

      Claudia shrugged. “That’s all right. I’ll tame them both soon enough.” 

      I stared at the blonde vampire. Something seemed a little off about her. Avoiding eye contact, she seemed distant. 

      “We heard the good news, Vivienne,” she said, patting my sister on the shoulder. “Good luck to you both.” 

      “Thank you.” Vivienne smiled, though her smile faded slightly as Claudia’s gaze drifted to Yuri.

      “Everyone seems to be making life changes around here,” she muttered. There was an awkward silence. I was about to suggest that we leave, but then Claudia blurted out, “Honey, why don’t we have a baby?” 

      Yuri’s cheeks flushed as he eyed Sofia, Vivienne and me. He walked over to Claudia and stood behind her. Bending down and pressing his mouth against her ear, he dropped his voice to a husky whisper. “You told me last night that I was your only baby.”

      Claudia snorted. Yuri never was one to miss out on banter, even when embarrassed.  

      “I asked you a serious question,” she said. 

      “Fair enough,” Yuri said, clearing his throat and straightening up, a small smile curling his lips. “Let’s start this lengthy discussion right now, shall we? Let’s not wait the couple of minutes it would have taken to see our guests out the door first.”

      Claudia placed her hands on her hips, looking at the three of us in mock disdain. “Well, is your business done here? Yuri and I have matters to discuss.”

      She grinned as she escorted us back to the door. But when we reached it, her voice dropped to a more serious tone. “Don’t worry, I’ll take good care of Anna’s kids. They’ll adore me by the end of this… I need to show Yuri that I’m capable of being a mother.” 

      I rolled my eyes as she closed the door. Some people don’t change, no matter how much time passes. I supposed we all liked that about Claudia. She was always her unapologetic self. You knew what you got with her. 

      Neither of us spoke much as we returned to Vivienne and Xavier’s penthouse. Xavier was waiting in the living room for us. He seemed on edge, jumping to his feet as soon as Vivienne opened the front door and pushed it open. I didn’t blame him for being on edge after all the transformations he’d witnessed throughout the years. I didn’t envy him one bit. We’d been lucky that so far, nobody had died while taking the cure. But I believed that the pain was strong enough to damage someone permanently.

      We hadn’t told anyone else on the island exactly when they would be turning, because Xavier and Vivienne hadn’t wanted people gathering around the Pit. It was uncomfortable enough as it was without being surrounded by crowds. 

      As we reached the one part of the island where the sun had always shone through—the Pit—Vivienne threw her arms around me and kissed my cheek. 

      I squeezed her. “You’ll make it through this. I know you will. God knows, you and Xavier are no strangers to pain.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 25: Derek

        

      

    
    
      As always when waiting outside the Pit for a loved one to transform, it was a long, agonizing experience. I remembered how torturous it had been with Sofia, and it was no less with my sister and Xavier. 

      Sofia and I sat with our backs against the wall surrounding the Pit. Eventually Sofia couldn’t take any more of the groaning. She closed her ears and curled up in a ball. I pulled her toward me, sitting her on my lap, hoping to both give and draw comfort. 

      Despite the torment, we didn’t leave the spot, because we’d promised them that we’d be waiting right outside the whole time. They’d said there was no need, but we’d insisted. 

      We lost track of how much time passed, but it felt like several hours later when the groans finally stopped. Sofia and I stood up and approached the door cautiously. 

      “Vivienne? Xavier?”

      Sofia shot me a nervous glance. I reached for the handle and creaked the door open. Sunlight blasted down on me, blinding me as I stepped into the Pit. I felt its heat already searing into my flesh. Sofia stumbled in after me. Both of us stood with our hands over our eyes, trying to see through the blinding light. My eyes were beginning to water from the pain. 

      Finally I saw my sister and brother-in-law in a corner. To my relief, Xavier was sitting upright, holding Vivienne in his arms and stroking her forehead. He looked up at me and gave me a weak smile. Her eyes were closed, but she seemed to be conscious. Her expression was serene, her cheeks rosy, as she soaked up the sun’s rays. 

      It was the first time I’d seen my sister as a human for almost five centuries. While her skin was still pale, I knew she’d be glowing with a warm tan soon enough. She opened her eyes and looked up at me, smiling. 

      “Derek,” she whispered. 

      I crouched down and examined her face more closely. Her eyes had changed. They’d lost their hint of violet and had turned to a clear sky blue. She was beautiful as ever. I smiled back, remembering how good it had felt to have warm blood flowing through my veins when I’d turned all those years ago. Part of me still missed it, and I knew Sofia did too. 

      “Are you all right?” Sofia asked. 

      Xavier nodded slowly. They both looked weak, but they were alive. The worst was over. I picked up Vivienne and carried her toward the exit, while Sofia and Xavier followed behind us. She had her arm around his waist and was helping to support his weak knees. 

      As we walked through the exit, Vivienne nestled her head against my chest and whispered, “Now I know why you stayed a human so long.”

      

      Patricia, one of our witches, helped speed up Vivienne and Xavier’s recovery immensely, and after a full day of rest, they felt ready to take off. While they’d been resting, Sofia, Aiden and I had been busy making preparations. We’d made sure that the submarine was serviced. Aiden had provided them with cash, while Sofia had prepared food for them to take on their journey. We didn’t know how long it might take for them to reach their first destination. 

      The morning of their departure, Sofia prepared a breakfast that was more like a ten-course dinner. She’d asked them what they’d wanted to eat most while they’d been vampires and cooked it all. Even with Xavier and Vivienne eating hungrily, we were left with pots of leftovers. We packed the least perishable items up for them to take with them along with the other food Sofia had organized for them.

      Vivienne and Xavier returned to their penthouse one last time to make final preparations. Then we walked with them to the Port. We’d already arranged for their belongings to be loaded into their submarine. As we stood at the end of the jetty, the hatch of the vessel open, all that was left was to say goodbye. A large crowd of other humans, vampires and werewolves alike gathered round to see them off. 

      Vivienne was close to tears as she looked around at all her well-wishers waving goodbye. Sofia hugged her, kissing her cheeks. 

      “Stay safe, Vivienne,” she said, before turning to Xavier and embracing him too. 

      Once Sofia was finished with my best friend, I gripped his shoulder… perhaps a little too hard. He winced. I wasn’t used to human Xavier. I pulled him toward me and hugged him. 

      “Take care of my sister,” I said as he drew away. 

      “Derek, you know I will. With my life.” 

      Of course I knew he would. There wasn’t a person in the world I would have preferred Vivienne to end up with than Xavier. But as her brother, I couldn’t help but say it anyway. 

      Now it was my turn to say goodbye to Vivienne. Her tears moistened my cheeks as she kissed me and held me tight. “I hate leaving you like this,” she said. 

      I looked down at her sternly. “Sofia and I have each other. We’ll make it through this. You’ve sacrificed enough for us already. Promise me that you won’t feel bad while you’re away. Enjoy yourself and don’t think about us. Can you promise me that?” She bit her lip. I brushed my hand against her warm cheek. “Please, promise me.”

      She gulped and nodded. “I promise I’ll try.” 

      She kissed me again and then climbed through the hatch with Xavier. Sofia and I walked to the end of the jetty and watched the submarine disappear into the water, its shadow getting further and further away until eventually they passed the boundary and disappeared from view. From this dark island. From all the sorrow and uncertainty. I just hoped that they’d return to a brighter scene than that which they’d left. 

      

      Chills ran down my spine as Ben, Sofia and I crossed the courtyard and entered the Sanctuary. It was empty now, since Corrine and Ibrahim were still away, and it was the most secure place for me to turn Ben. If Ben was anywhere near as strong and wild as I was, the wooden structure of our penthouse wouldn’t be secure enough. Iron would have been preferable, but granite would do. 

      We all seemed to have lost our voices as we made our way to the innermost chamber of the witch’s temple. The same chamber where I’d woken from my four-hundred-year sleep all those years ago. I swallowed hard as I looked around the room. Memories of my first meeting with Sofia washed over me. The thirst. The hunger. The sight of her standing among four other girls. The spark she’d ignited within me. The longing for a humanity I’d forgotten. Then my loss of control. The fragrance of her blood. My body crushing her against the pillar, just a few feet away from where I stood now…   

      I looked at Sofia. Now my wife. A vampire, just like me. And standing here with our son… it was uncanny. Despite all the years that had passed, this chamber still looked very much the same as it had. No electricity. As I lit the candles, their light cast dancing shadows on the walls. 

      Here in the center of the temple, the noises outside were dulled. We were surrounded by only our own uneven breathing. 

      Finally, I walked over to the stone slab upon which I had rested for four centuries. I straightened out the cloth that covered it and looked over at Ben. 

      No words were necessary. Ben walked over to me and sat on the stone. He lay on his back and stretched out. Sofia positioned herself at his feet. Her hands trembled slightly as she gripped the edges of the slab. 

      “Be careful, Derek,” she whispered. 

      I locked eyes with Ben. He nodded. “Let’s just get this over with.”

      I bent over him, intending to make this quick like I had with Jason. But as my fangs were inches away from his neck, I stopped short. A flash of memory seared through me. The reality of the situation crashed down upon me. 

      Father turning son… a Novak tradition. I’m doing to my own son exactly as my father did to me. 

      Memories of that fateful night my father had turned me into a vampire against my will flooded my mind. The sound of his heavy breathing against my throat. His fangs ripping through my flesh, forcing me against the floor into submission. The gargling sound as he drank my blood. The burning deep in the veins of my neck as he shot venom into my bloodstream. His blue eyes staring triumphantly into mine as my transformation took hold. 

      This situation is nothing like that. I’m doing this for my son’s own good. 

      But isn’t that how my father justified his actions when he turned me? 

      I jerked away from my son and staggered backward. Ben’s eyes shot toward me. “Dad?”

      “Darling, what’s wrong?” Sofia too was staring at me in alarm. 

      I gripped the edges of the slab and leaned against it, trying to steady my shaking hands. 

      I don’t know if I can do this to my own son. My own son, whom I’d fought so hard to preserve from the darkness. 

      I’d always felt uneasy about turning others into vampires. I’d felt uncomfortable about turning Jason. But now, bending over my own son in this chamber where it all began, I felt like a monster. I’d thought turning Ben would be just like turning any other. But every fiber of my being screamed out against it. Everything about this felt wrong. Even though I knew we had no other choice if we wanted to keep Ben safe. 

      What if he turns into the beast I was when the darkness first took hold of me? 

      The Elders were no longer here to influence us directly, but still, I’d be infecting him with a disease. The poisonous nature of the Elders. I was willingly dragging my own son into the struggle Sofia and I had to endure every day. 

      “Dad, what’s wrong?” 

      I kept my eyes fixed firmly on the floor, my chest heaving. 

      He sat up and placed a hand on my shoulder. 

      I need to pull myself together. 

      Ben can take the cure and become a human again once we’ve figured a way out of this danger.

      There is no other way. There is no other way…

      I was terrified by the uncertainty. Not knowing what my son could wake up as. Whether he’d be a shadow of his former self. It was a fact that some people changed irreversibly after becoming vampires. Some got seduced into the dark and never crawled out. Vampirism equipped one with the tools and mentality to explore the depths of darkness, the limits of depravity, everything that was opposite to what Sofia had tried to instill in him since birth. Neither Sofia nor I had any way of telling whether Ben would retain any of that training, or whether he might allow the darkness to take hold of him, just as I had for centuries. 

      Every scenario I could think of replayed over and over in my mind like a broken record. All the pros we’d seen in this decision before suddenly seemed trivial compared to the cons. It was as if I’d become blind to them completely. 

      Sofia twisted me around to face her, holding my head in her hands. I thought she was going to ask me again what the matter was. But I could see from her eyes that she’d realized now. 

      She turned to our son. “Just wait here, okay? I need to have a word with your father.”

      She tugged on my arm and pulled me toward the exit, closing the door to the chamber behind us. I leaned my forearm against the wall and rested my head against it, still trying to regulate my breathing. 

      I thought Sofia was going to start trying to persuade me why we were making the right decision. Why we had to go through with this. She didn’t. She just wrapped her arms around me and held me close, our cold heartbeats thudding against each other as we stood in silence. I buried my face in her hair, breathing her in and clutching her tight, hoping she could ground me. Perhaps she too was waging her own war with the decision we were about to make. 

      We stood in silence for the next half hour before she finally looked up at me. “For all I know,” she whispered, “this could be a mistake. Any number of things could go wrong…” She wet her lower lip before looking me in the eye. “We may take away Ben’s warmth by turning him. But there’s one thing we will never be able to take from him. Choice. He can choose whether to become a monster, or whether to follow the path we’ve taken. Whatever the case, it’s his decision. We just have to hope our boy will make the right choice. Just as you did. You changed. You climbed out of the pit you thought you were stuck in because you realized you didn’t have to be that way. You stopped making excuses for yourself. You made a choice.”

      I didn’t think that I could love my wife more than I did at that moment. Her words had lifted the suffocating weight from my chest. Because she was right. 

      I took a deep breath as I walked with Sofia back into the chamber. And as I dug my fangs into my son’s neck, as he squirmed beneath me and groaned, I kept remembering Sofia’s words. I chanted them over and over in my head like a prayer.

      This is not a perfect situation. We think turning him is the best we can do for our son in these dire circumstances. 

      Whatever it may end up being, curse or cure, our choice is to give him this. His choice will be what he decides to do with it. But he will always have a choice. 

      Our job as parents will be to remind and guide. Then we’ll have to watch him do with our advice as he may…

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 26: Sofia

        

      

    
    
      I couldn’t begin to imagine how hard this was for Derek. He’d given me glimpses into his past before I’d met him, but even now I didn’t fully understand the trauma he’d been through in having his own father attack him and turn him into a monster. The very monster Derek used to hunt. 

      I was relieved that my words had gotten through to Derek. Because we had to turn Ben. 

      As Derek finished inserting his venom into our son’s bloodstream, Ben’s shaking became more violent. I helped Derek hold him down. I found it hard to look at my son’s face. It was scrunched up in agony, a film of sweat on his forehead. And when the blood started coming, I had to avert my eyes to the floor. I knew exactly what it felt like to turn into a vampire. It was almost as painful as taking the cure. 

      I believed what I’d told Derek about Ben always having a choice. How could I not? It was only by convincing Derek that he’d had one that I even stood here alive today. But still, I hoped with all my heart that Ben wouldn’t wake up a different person. I hoped he’d wake up the gentleman he’d been growing up to be as a human. I’d put so much effort into my children, trying to treat them the exact opposite way my mother had treated me. I hoped that the love I’d given him would be enough for him to pull through this, even if he did wake in a spell of darkness. 

      I couldn’t relate to the vampires who struggled with their nature. I’d woken up thirsting for blood, yes. But it hadn’t taken long before I’d felt myself again. Ben, on the other hand, was Derek’s son too, not just mine. And the Novaks were known for their penchant for darkness. 

      My thoughts were interrupted by a banging at the door of the chamber. I looked up in alarm at Derek. His expression turned from surprise to irritation. 

      “Not now,” he shouted. “Go away.”

      The door swung open and to our shock, Mona appeared in the chamber. Her face was pale and ashen as she looked at us seriously. 

      “It’s urgent,” she said. She looked down at Ben writhing on the slab, blood beginning to spill from his mouth. “At least one of you needs to come.”

      “Mona,” I said, “can’t it wait a few hours? What in the world—”

      “Just come with me. You need to see this.”

      “You go, Sofia,” Derek said. “I’ll stay here with Ben.”

      The last thing I wanted to do was leave Ben like this, before he’d resurfaced. Before the transformation was complete and I could see for myself what state he was in. But Mona wouldn’t disturb us at a time like this if she didn’t have a damn good reason. So I left the chamber with her. As we entered the corridor outside, she touched my hand and we vanished. 

      I didn’t know where I was expecting to reappear with Mona. But it certainly wasn’t the Black Heights. We stood at the foot of one of the mountain cabins the witches had built. Mona caught my hand and pulled me up the steps. She stopped before she opened the door. 

      “Mona, what—” 

      “Witches from The Sanctuary, Sofia,” she said. “They called my attention outside the boundaries. I went to talk with them. They claim they have a way to help us that will be just as beneficial to us as them. They want to speak with you and Derek. I allowed them in on the basis that I would keep them here in this house until you’d come to a decision. Truth be told, I’m not sure we should ever allow them to walk freely on this island.”

      Before I could even process her words, she gripped my arm and opened the door, pulling me inside. My heart pounded as I entered after her. 

      We crossed the living room and walked toward a bedroom. I gasped as Mona pushed the door open. Sitting on a bed were two beautiful women. They looked like Scandinavian angels. Their hair was light as blonde hair got. They had crystal-blue eyes and wore long chiffon gowns, accentuating curves that would lure in any man. Heck, I even found myself ogling them. Their hands rested on their laps, bound together by what appeared to be steel bracelets. Their feet were also bound. 

      The older of the two women smiled. “Thank you for granting us reception, your highness,” she said, bowing her head. 

      “What is going on?” I breathed. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Brisalia Adrius. I am a witch of The Sanctuary, and I’ve come to talk with you, and hopefully your husband.” She pointed to the younger girl. “This is my daughter, Csilla. I am the sister of the late Odelia Adrius.”

      Odelia… the name rang a bell. Mona’s face seemed to be growing paler by the moment. “Who’s Odelia?” I asked. 

      “She was once the ruler of The Sanctuary,” Brisalia said. “Also known as the Ageless. She passed away tragically, only recently.”

      I couldn’t suppress a gasp. I looked again at Mona. Her eyes were still fixed to the floorboards.

      “I hope you will hear us out,” Brisalia said. 

      “Go on.”  

      “As you are aware, the black witches are gaining power. We believe that they plan to start causing more trouble in this human realm, as well as in our own, in the very near future… We would like to form an alliance with The Shade. Members of our realm are already living here among you, including Ibrahim, who was once Odelia’s right-hand man. We believe that forming an official bond will make all of us stronger in dealing with these beasts. If you will give me some time with both you and your husband, I will explain how we might go about this.”

      I stared at her in disbelief. After all we’d been through at the hands of these witches, led by her late sister, I couldn’t believe that she had the gall to even suggest this. 

      I had neither trust in nor patience for this woman. “If you think you can fool us into thinking you’re here for some benefit of ours, you should leave right now. We’ve had more than our fair share of dealings with you people. The only reason you’re here now is that you need us.”

      Brisalia’s face flushed red, and anger sparked in her eyes. I assumed that as royalty back in the Sanctuary, she wasn’t used to being spoken to in such a harsh manner. But I didn’t care who she was. She could be empress of the universe for all I cared and I’d still treat her for what she was—a heartless, backstabbing narcissist, like they all were back in The Sanctuary. 

      Although it was a shock to learn about the Ageless’ death, and I wondered how she’d died, I couldn’t honestly say I felt even a moment of sorrow over the news. After all, it had been the Ageless who had separated me from my husband and twins at birth—all in the name of keeping their own realm safe, keeping their precious balance.

      I turned to Mona and gripped her arm, forcing her to face me. “I don’t care what these witches say they can offer us. I want them off this island.”

      I stormed toward the exit and was about to leave when Brisalia called after me. 

      “What about the return of your daughter?” 

      That stopped me cold. I turned slowly to face her, barely breathing. 

      “We have better intelligence than you could ever have about the black witches,” she continued. “We could search out your daughter and bring her back to you, in exchange for your cooperation.”

      My mouth felt dry as I stared at her. As much as I distrusted the witch, I wasn’t sure I had it in me to refuse such an offer. I was so desperate, I was beginning to believe I’d do anything to get Rose back. 

      “And perhaps,” Brisalia continued, “we can shed light on why they decided to target Rose. We can clear up your confusion, tell you what’s really going on with these witches.” She brushed her hand over Csilla’s shoulder. “I’d take the offer, if it was my daughter.”

      I knew how treacherous these witches were. Yet another part of me—the part of me that was closer to desperation—argued that perhaps we could use their help without putting ourselves at risk. Mona was here to keep control of them, after all. 

      This desperate part of me wondered if perhaps I shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. The problem was, this horse felt too much like a Trojan horse…

      My lips opened, but no words came out. Finally, I said, “Give me some time. My son is turning into a vampire… I need to speak to my husband.” I gripped Mona’s shoulder and looked at her sternly. “Make sure these witches don’t take a step out of here in the meantime.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 27: Rose

        

      

    
    
      I woke to banging. My eyes shot open. My bare form still entwined with Caleb, I shook his shoulder. “Caleb, wake up.” 

      His eyes opened slowly. I was about to call out not to come in, but Caleb leaned over me and caught my lips in his. His kiss was strong, intense, demanding. He held my head in his hands, not allowing me to break free to gasp for breath. Although I could have stayed in bed kissing him all morning, the urgency of the knocking was beginning to worry me. 

      “Caleb,” I managed, when he finally allowed me to resurface. “The door… Micah?” I called out. “What do you want? Wait—”

      But it was too late. The door swung open and Micah entered. I was surprised to see that he was soaking wet, his long hair dripping onto the fluffy cream carpet. He raised his brows and took a few steps back.

      “Uh,” he said, pulling his eyes away from us and looking down at the floor. “I need to show you something.”

      “What?” Caleb grabbed one of the sheets to cover himself and got out of bed. 

      “Just follow me.”

      I picked up my bathrobe from the floor and wrapped it around me before following the two men down the corridor. Micah stepped out on the deck and beckoned. Caleb went into one of the bathrooms and grabbed a thick bath towel. Holding it over his head, he stepped outside with us, squinting. 

      Micah walked to the edge of the boat and pointed down at the waves. “One of you needs to jump in to see what I’m talking about.”

      “I’ll go,” I said, tightening my robe around me. “Caleb will get burnt if he does.” 

      I gripped Micah’s shoulder and used him as support as I swung my legs over the barrier and dipped into the water. The waves were crystal clear and warm as they lapped against my skin. I swam forward a few meters, then looked back. 

      My heart leapt into my throat. The boat had vanished. In its place, nothing but empty waves. 

      “What’s wrong?” Caleb’s voice came from a few meters away. I looked up wildly toward his voice. 

      “Caleb?” I gasped. 

      “Rose, what’s wrong?” His voice was beginning to sound anxious, and a second later, I heard a loud splash and saw him surface in the waves a few feet away. He was wincing as the sun beat into his flesh. I pointed toward where the boat had been. His face contorted with shock as he looked at it.

      “I told you, you needed to see this,” Micah called out. 

      I looked at Caleb, his skin beginning to dry out in the sun. Pushing my shock aside, I swam up to him and tugged at his arm. “Come on, let’s get back to the boat.”

      I climbed onto his back and he quickly swam back toward the boat. 

      “I’m throwing down a rope for you,” Micah called. 

      A rope dropped into the water from nowhere. Caleb gripped the end of it as Micah pulled us back into the boat. Micah’s face came into view as soon as Caleb climbed over the railing. We retreated into the control cabin. 

      “What was that?” I breathed, staring back out at the waves.

      “Somehow, overnight, someone put an invisibility spell over this boat,” Micah said.

      “Who?” Caleb looked just as confused as me. “Could it have been Mona? Or one of the other witches from The Shade?” 

      I paused, considering the idea. “If any of The Shade’s witches knew our exact location, they wouldn’t have left us here.” 

      “Then who?” Caleb said.

      I looked from him to Micah. 

      “Someone who wants to keep us safe.” Micah shrugged.

      My stomach flipped as a sense of unease filled me.  

      “Someone was on this boat overnight,” Caleb said softly. He turned to Micah. “Have you checked all the cabins?” 

      “First thing I did,” Micah said. 

      I shuddered at the thought of this strange witch being so close to us during the night without us even realizing it. 

      “I guess this is a good thing,” Micah continued, running a hand through his long blond hair. “I mean, for now it suits us, doesn’t it? It can only make our journey back to The Shade easier…”

      Neither Caleb nor I answered. If I could have been sure that this was the doing of one of The Shade’s witches, I’d be sighing in relief. But I didn’t see how it could be them.  

      “Why would someone do this though? If it wasn’t one of our well-wishers back in The Shade, what would their motivation be?” 

      Micah shrugged. “I’m no more comfortable about this than you. But I mean, if this witch or warlock wished us harm, she or he could have taken you already overnight. Maybe you have more well-wishers than you’re aware of, Rose… What’s the saying you humans have? Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.” 

      Micah’s words did little to calm my nerves. I couldn’t stifle the feeling that this was a gift horse we should conduct a full-on oral examination of. 

      But there wasn’t much we could do other than accept the situation. We were in the middle of the ocean. It wasn’t like there was an abundance of vessels we could swap ours with. Whoever had done this, we had to try to make the best of it and return to the safety of The Shade as soon as possible.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 28: Rose

        

      

    
    
      I stood at the front of the boat with Micah, watching the Panamanian shore come into view as Caleb navigated the boat. The day had been overcast, which had been a boon for him. 

      It was early evening now, and the protective shield was still upon us. We’d stopped every few hours to check. 

      I’d hoped that we could have avoided stopping for fuel, but it was too risky, even with the extra tanks we had on board. If we got lost on our way back to The Shade, or delayed for some reason, we had to be sure we wouldn’t get stranded. 

      As we entered the Gulf of Panama, we drifted along, trying to decide where to stop. Since we were invisible, it shouldn’t be too difficult mooring up somewhere without drawing attention.  

      “Over there,” Micah said, pointing toward a cluster of masts rising into the sky a few miles ahead of us. 

      “It will have to be good enough,” Caleb said. He sped up the boat and navigated toward the marina. We couldn’t occupy a regular berth in case another boat tried to moor up while we were stopped there and smashed into us. 

      “I might as well go looking for fuel,” Micah offered, once we’d found somewhere to stop. 

      “Okay,” Caleb said, before turning to me. “We need to find you something to eat.”

      I hadn’t thought about food since the morning. My mind had been too preoccupied with what had happened to our boat overnight to think much of food. But now that Caleb mentioned it, I realized I was famished. There were some dried snacks on the yacht and plenty of bottled water, but I couldn’t deny that I yearned for something more substantial to eat. The last proper meal I’d had was more than a week ago—and I’d vomited most of that out in the rainforest soon after Caleb had rescued me. 

      Not waiting for my answer, Caleb turned to Micah. “If you’re going to sort out the fuel, I’m going to go with Rose and look for food. Do you want us to bring something back to you?” 

      “Yes,” Micah said. “I’ll be grateful for anything that’s not packaged in plastic and overly salted.”

      “We’ll do our best,” Caleb said. “I suggest we meet back here in an hour.”

      “Can we make that two?” Micah said. “I’d like to have time to stretch my legs a bit too once I’ve tanked up.”

      Caleb looked down at me. When I didn’t protest, he said, “All right. We’ll meet back here in two hours. But not a minute later.”

      Two hours seemed like a long time to delay our journey back, but the thought of taking a break from the water and walking around on solid ground for a while was too appealing for me to object. 

      Caleb scooped me up in his arms and jumped off the boat. We landed on the jetty and looked back toward our boat, invisible as ever. I looked around at the ships moored next to us, trying to commit their details into my memory. 

      Caleb set me down on my feet and pulled me forward. “Don’t worry. I’ll remember where it is.”

      I was glad that Caleb had put me down. I could stretch my legs for the first time in days. I’d barely walked at all—I’d spent most of the time being carried by Caleb, cooped up by South American thugs, or stuck on a boat. 

      We exited the port and headed toward the town center. It was a beautiful evening. A warm breeze kissed my skin as we walked, the smell of fresh food wafting out from the outdoor cafes we passed by. The smells made my stomach grumble. The streets were teeming with people—tourists mostly, it seemed. 

      My heart sank as I remembered that we had no money. I didn’t think I could stand watching Caleb steal for my sake yet again. 

      “How are we going to get food?” I asked, dreading his answer. 

      Caleb pulled out a handful of notes from his pocket. “I found these in the control room.”

      This hardly made me feel better about the situation. We’d already stolen that family’s boat and now we were spending their money. I swore to myself that we would find a way to pay them back anonymously once we were back in The Shade.

      “Okay,” I sighed. “Let’s just get this over with.” I pointed to a pizza joint at the other side of the square. “That place doesn’t look too busy. Let’s try there. I’m sure Micah won’t mind pizza.”

      As we approached, I realized that the place was busier than I’d thought. There were three different lines leading up to the order counter. They were all the same length. I pointed to the line in the far corner. “We should both stand in separate lines and see which one goes down fastest. You go stand in that one. I’ll wait in this one.”

      We split and took our positions in the line. I kept looking at him from across the room while we waited to be served. Five minutes passed, and the lines had hardly shrunk at all. But I didn’t mind too much. I was quite happy to have this view of Caleb. We hadn’t talked about last night, but my skin tingled at the prospect of sleeping in his arms again tonight, feeling his lips against my skin, keeping me cool throughout the night… 

      My daydream was interrupted by a snort of laughter. I turned around to see two tan boys wearing shorts and tank tops standing behind me. They were clutching bottles of beer and looked about my age. They winked at me as I looked them over. I rolled my eyes and turned my back on the boys. I looked across the room to see Caleb glaring daggers at them. 

      “It’s okay,” I mouthed. The look in his eyes made me worried that he might come over. 

      I craned my neck over the line in front of me. There were still about five customers to serve before me, and Caleb’s line still wasn’t looking any shorter.

      I sighed, trying to return to my daydream. But the boys’ sniggering kept disturbing me. And then they began talking to each other in Spanish. They must have realized I was a foreigner and thought I couldn’t understand what they were saying. 

      But oh, I understood. Every vulgar word. 

      They were daring each other to slap my backside. 

      I turned back around slowly to face them again. I looked at them witheringly. 

      “Donkeys have more charm than you,” I said in Spanish.  

      It wasn’t the most satisfying of comebacks, but I didn’t know many Spanish insults, and the ones I had discovered while browsing through my dictionary were far too strong for me to dare use.

      Their faces dropped as they realized I’d understood their every word. But then they started guffawing even more loudly. 

      “And my dead grandmother is warmer than you.”

      “What’s stuck up your ass, bitch?” 

      I stared at them in disgust. 

      “Desgraciados,” was all I could think to mutter as I faced forward again. 

      My eyes shot once again toward Caleb. He was on the verge of walking over to me. I held up my hands and mouthed again, “It’s okay.” I pointed to the line in front of me—now only three people. “We’ll be out of here soon.”

      The rest of the orders went quickly and I had to endure the boys’ vulgarity for only five more minutes. Once I’d reached the counter, Caleb walked over to join me. We ordered two extra large margherita pizzas and two large salads. 

      We were lucky that we didn’t have to wait more than a few minutes before they handed the boxes over the counter. I took the money from Caleb’s hand and paid for them. “Gracias.” 

      Caleb took the boxes and we headed toward the exit. 

      I should have thought to swerve away from the boys as I walked past. I felt two sharp slaps against my backside. Barely a second later, Caleb had placed the boxes on the ground and was hurtling toward the boys. I threw myself against his chest before he could reach out and grab them. Holding his head between my hands, I forced him to look down at me. 

      “Don’t do this. They’re not worth it.”

      Caleb’s nostrils flared as he forced his eyes away from me and glared back at the boys. The fools had jerked back in terror as Caleb had launched at them, but now that I’d restrained him, they were laughing and jeering again.

      “Hey, friend. Relax. We just wanted to know if your bitch feels as cold as she acts.” 

      Their jeers continued as we left through the door. 

      The boys were lucky that Caleb didn’t understand Spanish. If he had, I doubted they would have made it out of that pizzeria with their throats intact.

      “Dogs,” Caleb growled. 

      His chest was still heaving. I couldn’t help but smile at his agitation. I supposed that he came from a time when men behaved more conservatively around women. 

      I slid my arm around his waist and reached up to kiss his cheek. “Thank you,” I whispered.

      He glanced down at me and frowned. I thought he was about to respond when Micah’s voice sounded out from the other side of the square. 

      “Rose. Caleb.”

      He ran over to us. Too fast. I winced, looking around the square and hoping nobody had noticed his speed. 

      “What did you get?” he asked, staring at the boxes Caleb was carrying. 

      “Pizza,” I said. 

      “What?” He flipped open the boxes. 

      “Pizza. It’s a type of bread covered with cheese and other tasty things. Just try it. I think you’ll like it. Oh, and also some salad.”

      “Hm. All right. Thanks.” He walked away with the two boxes—I assumed he was heading back to the ship to eat. 

      I supposed that we could have followed him, but we still had more than an hour left, and I wanted to spend this time outside, alone with Caleb. 

      I pointed to an empty bench opposite a guitar player who had set up in front of the fountain in the center of the square. Caleb and I walked over to it and sat down. I began munching on a slice of pizza. I’d almost forgotten what real food tasted like. 

      I looked up to see Caleb watching me eat. I felt bad that he couldn’t try some. As I continued munching through the pizza, I was reminded of a prank my mother had once pulled on my father, involving a piece of toast. Smiling, I lifted my eyes to Caleb. He’d stopped watching me and was now looking out across the square at the guitarist.  

      “Caleb,” I said, finishing my mouthful. “When was the last time you tried real food?” 

      “I don’t remember.”

      I was half tempted to try out my mother’s prank and feed him a piece of pizza, but I didn’t. It would just taste like sawdust to him. 

      “Why are you smiling?” he asked. 

      “I just remembered a joke my mother once played on my father.”

      Caleb looked away, his jaw tensing.  

      There was an awkward silence as I began munching on my salad. We still hadn’t talked much about him returning to The Shade. 

      “You’re worried about my parents.”

      “Well, your father and I didn’t exactly part on the best of terms,” he said bitterly. 

      Caleb still hadn’t answered my question whether he even wanted to return to The Shade with me. I had assumed he would, to get his curse removed. But even then I hadn’t known for sure that he would want to stay with us. Perhaps now his curse was no longer on him, he was only returning to The Shade to drop me off. I sensed he’d been deliberately avoiding the question. My mouth felt dry at the thought of him not wanting to stay with us. 

      Having finished my meal, I moved the empty boxes aside and reached out to touch his hand. “Caleb, you don’t need to worry about my parents. It will be awkward at first, but I promise you they will understand. The real doubt I have in my mind is, do you even want to live with us in The Shade? You haven’t exactly been enthusiastic about it.”

      He breathed out slowly, the sunset reflecting in his deep brown eyes. 

      “Because if you don’t,” I continued, “I understand. I… I mean, I want you to stay with us. With me. I just don’t want to pressure you into something you don’t want to do. If you don’t, I’m not sure where you’ll go. B-but I hope I’ll still be able to see you—”

      Reaching forward, he laid a finger over my lips. 

      “You talk too much sometimes.”

      “And you talk too little.”

      He stood up. Hands in his pockets, he paced the ground in front of me, kicking at stones with his feet.  

      “I can’t pretend that I’m not uncomfortable about it,” he said. “I can’t help but think I’ll feel out of place there. But if your parents invite me in… I’ll try it.” 

      I smiled, tears brimming in my eyes. He didn’t know how happy he’d just made me. 

      He reached down and held my head in his hands, placing a gentle kiss over my forehead. Then he looked up at the clock in the middle of the square. 

      “We should return to the boat now.”

      I couldn’t have been more enthusiastic to agree. Caleb’s decision ringing in my ears, we couldn’t return to The Shade fast enough. 

      We left the square and headed back toward the marina. Walking hand in hand, I could barely contain my excitement any more. 

      “The first thing we’ll do when we arrive back is go to visit Mona,” I said. “We’ll convince my parents together about what happened. My brother’s always been on your side. He saw how you first rescued us from Stellan’s people… We’ll need to find you a home on the island. I’m not sure my parents will allow you to stay in my room. But we have plenty of spare rooms in our apartment. And I’m sure we can ask the witches to create a home of your own, so you have your own space…” My voice trailed off. 

      Caleb was being disconcertingly silent again, and I began to grow worried again that I might be overwhelming him with my ramblings. I realized he might not have lived anywhere but that frozen island and in that bleak castle for centuries. It would be a shock to his system coming to live with us rowdy lot in The Shade. 

      I reined myself in and stopped bombarding him with so many thoughts at once. We reached our boat and climbed on board. Micah was resting in a corner, an empty salad and pizza box by his side. Night had fallen, and he was back in his wolf form.  

      “How did you like the food?” I asked. 

      “I finished it before I transformed, so it was all right. I wouldn’t enjoy it as a werewolf though. Not after Rhys fed me human flesh. I don’t think anything will be able to beat that.”

      I gasped. “He fed you human flesh?”

      “Yes. To give me strength for the journey.” 

      I gulped, feeling wary of Micah for the first time. I hoped that once we got back to The Shade he wouldn’t be craving to satisfy this newfound taste. Rhys had told me the moment they tried human flesh, they craved it nonstop. Micah must have noticed my discomfort. 

      “Don’t worry, it’s not the type of urge Caleb would get if he drank your blood. It won’t be too much of a struggle to control. I’ll just have to suck it up.”

      “Good,” I said, exhaling in relief. “Because I was beginning to like you.”

      Micah chuckled and retreated to his room. 

      Caleb was already sitting in the control cabin, navigating the boat out of the harbor. While he was busy, I went to the bathroom and brushed my teeth and hair, changing out of the shirt and shorts I’d found in one of the closets and back into the night robe I’d worn the night before. 

      I returned to the control room. 

      “How long do you think it will take us?” I asked.   

      “If nothing goes wrong, maybe eight hours,” Caleb said. “I’ll have to keep checking our course throughout the night. The waters around The Shade can be particularly rough at this time of year…” His voice trailed off as he breathed out, running a hand through his hair. 

      It pained me to see how nervous he was. I wasn’t sure if there was anything more I could say to ease his discomfort. 

      “I don’t want you to feel pressured—”

      He stopped gazing out at the sea and fixed his eyes on me, his expression resolute.

      “No,” he said. “I’ll try this.”

      He stood up, closing the distance between us and running his hands down my arms. I shivered as his mouth found my neck. Leaving a trail of soft kisses, he raised his mouth to my ear. 

      “I’ll try this for you, Rose.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 29: Rose

        

      

    
    
      “I’ll try this for you, Rose.”

      It was Caleb’s way of letting me know that he wanted me. That he was willing to walk down my path, and see where our story might end up. 

      He didn’t know how much those few words meant to me. He’d given me the reassurance every part of me had been craving since I’d reunited with him again. The rush that ran through me was overwhelming. The doubts that I’d been harboring ever since I’d reunited with him had lifted from my chest, allowing me to breathe freely for the first time. 

      I wanted nothing more than for him to hold me in that moment. Hold me and never let me go. He seemed to sense my need as he picked me up in his arms and walked with me to our bedroom. Locking the door, he laid me down on the bed. I knelt as he held my waist and balanced me against him. Closing my eyes, I kissed his lips. Softly, then fully. I wanted to lose myself in him. 

      As I started unbuttoning his shirt, he held my hands and shook his head. “I need to stay in the control room. I don’t want to risk getting lost… But you should get some sleep.”

      He kissed me deeply again and pushed me back until my head rested on the pillows, his weight pressing me down against the mattress. He tucked me beneath the sheets before heading toward the door. 

      I closed my eyes and tried to fall asleep, but after an hour of tossing and turning, I gave up. My mind was far too alive to have any hope of sleeping. I climbed out of bed and left the room. 

      “I can’t sleep,” I said, as I approached Caleb behind the controls. 

      “Why not?” 

      “Because you’re not there.”

      “You’re going to be tired tomorrow,” he said, pulling me onto his lap. One arm supporting my back, the other resting over my abdomen, he began rocking gently from side to side.   

      Nestling my head against his chest, I looked out at the dark waters. I wished I could disappear into him. Become one. Never part. The idea of him leaving me now was so painful I didn’t want to think about it. 

      I hoped everything would work out in The Shade and he’d want to stay with us. 

      The next few hours passed in mostly silence. Caleb continued holding me, and every so often I’d reach up to kiss him, hold him closer, but most of the time I was busy playing scenes over and over in my mind, fantasizing how our return would work out. More than anything, I realized, I wanted to see my parents accept Caleb. Approve of him. 

      It had been painful keeping my feelings for him a secret for so long. I wanted him to stop being my dirty little secret. I wanted to tell my parents, and my brother, what I felt for him. What I hoped he felt for me. My heart was bursting just thinking about it. 

      As the horizon began to lighten, I looked down at the clock. Five fifteen AM. 

      “How much longer?” I asked. 

      “Perhaps an hour.”

      I lifted his hands away from me and stood up, walking out onto the deck and placing my hands over the railing. Mom. Dad. Ben. Grandpa. Auntie. Uncle. My heartbeat quickened, excitement coursing through me in anticipation of seeing them again. I felt like an impatient child, walking back to the control room to check on the clock every five minutes, as though hoping time would speed up. 

      There was a yawn. I turned round to see Micah padding over to me on the deck. He joined me in staring out at the ocean. 

      “How did you sleep?” I asked.

      “Very well. What about you?” 

      “I haven’t slept at all. Wha—what happened to your tail?” It was the first time I’d examined him closely in his wolf form. There was a dark stump where his tail should have been. 

      Micah growled. “Rhys sliced it off.”

      “Oh my God.”

      “He healed it. Doesn’t hurt any more.” Micah shook his head. “Anyway, who are you most looking forward to seeing when we return?” 

      Still eyeing his wound, I said, “My family. What about you?”   

      “Kira,” he said, without a moment’s hesitation.  

      “Who’s Kira?”

      “She’s one of the wolves who came with us to The Shade, and a friend of mine… but I’m trying to gather the courage to ask her to be my mate.”

      “Ohh.” So my suspicions were correct. Rhys had fed me a pack of lies. “Why haven’t you already?” 

      “She doesn’t know that I’m in love with her. I suppose I’m worried how she’ll take it.”

      I felt a pang of guilt as his words reminded me of my best friend. Griff. I missed him so much. I hoped he’d been doing okay in my absence. I still couldn’t shake the pain I felt for having turned him down. I hoped that he would find someone else so he could stop thinking about me. 

      I hoped that Kira wouldn’t friendzone Micah the way I’d done Griff.

      “You should ask her as soon as we get back,” I said. “I don’t think you should delay it any longer. You’re a great guy, Micah. You’ve nothing to be afraid of. Just tell her how you feel and she’ll either say yes or no. At least you’ll have done your part.”

      “Thank you, princess. You know, I think I will.” He paused. “By the way, I still haven’t asked you. Do you know what Rhys used me for?”

      I gave him a grim smile. I was about to answer when Caleb swore behind us. Micah and I whirled around to see him gripping the wheel so hard his arm muscles bulged beneath his shirt. 

      We hurried over to him. “What?” 

      “Something has gone wrong,” he said through gritted teeth. “The boat is swerving off course. Way off course.”

      “What do you mean?” Micah asked. 

      “It’s stuck on starboard.”

      My heartbeat doubled as I tried to help Caleb—as if my help would make a difference. Micah was still in his wolf form since the sun still hadn’t emerged from the horizon, so without his grip, there was nothing he could do to help. 

      Caleb stared at the two of us, his face lined with worry. 

      “Something very strange is going on,” he breathed.

      No sooner had he said the words than footsteps climbed the wooden stairs behind us. A tall woman with long light blonde hair emerged from the dark staircase, wearing a flowing green gown. 

      She smiled faintly at us, her blue eyes sparkling. “It’s not all that strange,” she said.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 30: Caleb

        

      

    
    
      I had a split second to make a decision. Trust this witch enough to hear her out, or flee while we could. But trust and witch weren’t two words that belonged together in a sentence. At least, not in my world. 

      I threw myself at Rose, scooping her up as I raced across the deck and dove into the sea. I hoped that Micah would follow my lead. I held Rose close as I kicked down hard. But I couldn’t risk staying under water for long. Her human lungs weren’t capable of holding in oxygen for a tenth as long as mine could. 

      When Rose’s arms tightened around me, I surfaced for her to gasp for breath. I threw a glance back over my shoulder. We were still in close proximity to the boat, the witch still standing on the deck. I was relieved to see Micah’s shadow swimming beneath the water alongside us, a few meters away. I allowed Rose five seconds to recover before I dipped under again. 

      But this time, as I tried to push us deeper, my legs froze. As much as I tried to kick, they wouldn’t budge an inch. When Rose began to grow restless again, I had no choice but to surface. This time when I raised my head above the water, we were but three feet away from the hull of the ship. The beautiful witch looked down at us. My heart raced and I struggled to kick down again, but it was useless. I looked around for Micah, hoping he could take Rose, but I couldn’t see him. Perhaps he too had been paralyzed somewhere, engulfed by the rough waves. 

      Rose’s grip around my neck tightened, her whole body trembling. I held her tighter, trying to let her draw strength from me even though I was barren of it myself. 

      Chills ran down my spine as the witch began to speak. Her voice was calm and smooth, almost melodious. 

      “After all the trouble I went to trying to keep you two safe—first diverting the warlock, then protecting you on your journey back—I would have thought you’d at least have the courtesy to hear me out. Don’t you want to know who I am and why I’ve done all this?”

      I glared up at her, though I kept my mouth sealed.  

      “My name is Hermia Adrius, sister of Thalia Adrius, present ruler and Ageless of The Sanctuary. I’m here to guide you to safety. You cannot return to The Shade.”

      “Why not?” I growled. 

      “It’s no longer safe. The island’s protective spell collapsed under pressure of the black witches. They’ve now taken over. You must come with me if you want to survive.”

      Rose stopped breathing, every last drop of blood draining from her face. 

      “Even if your words are true, why would you want to help us?” I spat. “You owe us nothing. Why should I trust a word that comes out of your lips?” 

      “Because it’s in our interest to protect Rose Novak. We don’t want the black witches getting hold of her… Just come with me, there’s no time for talk. There’s a hidden gate to The Sanctuary only a few miles away. We’ll go there now.”

      Before I could even realize what was happening, an invisible force jerked Rose and me away from each other. Our bodies levitated in the air, as if controlled by puppet strings.   

      “No,” I shouted, struggling even as I was raised higher into the air.  

      Hermia drew us both back onto the deck. As soon as we both landed on the floor, I crawled over to Rose and held her. I glared back at the witch. 

      “You just need to trust me on this,” she said. “It’s for your own good.”

      She began to walk up to us. I was sure she was about to touch our shoulders and vanish us to their hidden gate. 

      But I wasn’t going to give up this easily. As she raised her palms, I extended my claws and slashed at her. She vanished, but not fast enough to avoid my claw cutting a deep gash in her right palm. I felt her blood on my hand as I picked up Rose and ran back into the interior of the boat, along the corridor and through to the other side of the deck. 

      We weren’t far away from The Shade now. If we managed to make enough noise, maybe, just maybe, one of those vampires or werewolves would detect us. I wasn’t willing to jump in the sea in case my legs became paralyzed again the moment we hit the water. 

      “Mona!” I yelled at the top of my lungs. “Anyone! I have Rose Novak! Help!” I opened my mouth to yell again, but choked as hands closed around my neck, crushing my larynx. I forced my head backward, expecting to see the blonde witch. But while I saw a witch, she wasn’t blonde. 

      Two witches with pale skin and dark curly hair stood over us, both dressed in black. They looked alike enough to be sisters. The witch gripping me by the neck was a few inches taller than the other.  

      I could tell just by looking at them that these were a different breed of witches to Hermia. The breed of witches I’d spent most of my life with. These were black witches. The same witches who’d stolen Annora away from me were now attempting to steal Rose. 

      Gasping, I lashed out again and managed to graze one witch’s chest. She let go and jerked backward. I crouched down in front of Rose, shielding her. 

      Two black witches against a vampire. I had no chance. They knew it. I knew it. 

      They drew closer again, like hyenas closing in on prey.

      “You’ll rue the day the two of you injured our brother,” the taller witch hissed.

      Julisse and Arielle. The two remaining sisters of Rhys. I’d heard talk around the castle that they were two of the most formidable female witches of our time, but I’d never met them before. 

      As they both held out their palms, a burst of light blinded me. It was so bright, it seared through my brain. I staggered back against Rose, clutching my eyes. I forced them open even as they burned. 

      Through a veil of shimmering light, I caught sight of Hermia standing on the roof of the boat. Her uninjured palm was outstretched as she glared down at Julisse and Arielle, who appeared to have been blinded by the light as well.  

      I grabbed Rose once again. I had no time to contemplate whether my legs would still be paralyzed. We had to flee while Hermia distracted them. I dove into the water, thanking God when I found I was able to kick down. 

      I didn’t know how far I’d get with Rose now. It wouldn’t be long until those two black witches finished off the white witch. Even though she was from the Ageless’ lineage, she would be no match for them. 

      We managed to get about a mile away when the black witches approached the boat’s railing, scanning the waves for us. I ducked down quickly, hoping they hadn’t spotted us. But they would soon. The brilliant flashes of light had stopped. That meant they’d killed Hermia or she had fled for her life. I actually had expected her to fold before now—I knew how much it took out of a white witch to launch an attack on a black witch like Rhys or his siblings, the most advanced witches of our time. 

      We weren’t far away enough for them to miss us, especially now that they were moving the boat toward us. 

      I tried not to think about getting caught. I just focused on protecting Rose. If they were going to pry Rose from me, it would be from my dead hands.  

      I ducked down, daring to swim a little deeper this time, and stayed there until Rose once again struggled against me. But this time, as I tried to surface, I couldn’t. And it wasn’t because my legs were paralyzed. Far from it. A powerful suction began pulling me downward. It happened so fast I couldn’t react. 

      The next thing I knew, my body dropped through what felt like a hole, my elbows banging against a hard metal surface.

      There was a grinding sound of metal. I sat up in a pool of water, realizing that I could breathe normally. Fluorescent lighting surrounded us. My eyes were still sensitive from Hermia’s spell, and the bright lights clouded my vision again. I squinted, and turned to Rose next to me. She’d sat up too, coughing and gasping for breath as she rubbed her eyes. 

      Once my pupils adjusted, I thought I might have finally discovered what lay in wait for the undead after death.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 31: Rose

        

      

    
    
      I thought I was hallucinating. That I was suffering from shock. That I’d swallowed too much sea water, or was oxygen-deprived. But when Caleb said her name, the cold truth sank in. 

      “Annora?”  

      She stood over us. The water in the metal chamber we found ourselves in came halfway up her legs. Her long dark hair hung damp down her shoulders, her eyes wide and glassy as she stared at Caleb. There was something different about her eyes. They seemed warmer in color somehow, no longer the harsh grey they used to be. And her skin was a little less pale. 

      Caleb stood up, the top of his head grazing the metal ceiling. His hands were shaking. 

      “I-I thought you were dead.”  

      Her lower lip trembled as she looked up at him, tears filling her bloodshot eyes. “Annora is dead, Caleb,” she whispered. “At least, the one you’ve known for the past century.”

      “What?” 

      “I don’t know how it happened. But Lilith… she did this to me. When I woke up, I was without powers. No stronger than a human, the way I was before I first turned into a vampire. And I felt—” Her voice broke and she began sobbing. Annora hadn’t looked me in the eye once yet. She was so consumed with Caleb, I might as well have not existed. “I felt you,” she continued, gasping for breath. “I felt nothing but you. And what a fool I was to let you go. How blind I’ve been all these years to not see that all I’ve ever wanted was right in front of me… you, my love. I felt that I might die when I realized you’d gone. I didn’t understand—” She was rambling like a crazy person.  

      “H-how are you here?” Caleb asked, cutting her off.

      “Isolde told me she suspected you were heading back to The Shade. I packed some supplies and slipped away from the island in one of the subs. I was hoping to chase you down and catch you before you reached The Shade’s port. I-I’ve been waiting days for you to show up.”

      A lioness awaiting her prey. 

      Unable to contain herself any longer, she threw herself at him. My heart skipped a beat as she ran her hands through his hair, and reached up to press her lips against his in a slow, lingering kiss. With Caleb’s back turned to me, I couldn’t see the expression on his face. Whether he was resistant, or welcomed her advance.

      I looked away, my chest burning. I didn’t know how much more despair I could handle in such a short space of time. I’d just been told that I’d lost my family. And now, as Annora moaned in Caleb’s arms, I feared that I might have just lost him too.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 32: Mona

        

      

    
    
      Once Sofia had left the cabin, I lost no time in hurrying out of there myself. I didn’t want to spend any more time alone with those two witches. 

      When I’d sensed someone calling to me and hurried to the island’s boundary, I never could have imagined that I would find myself standing face to face with the Ageless’ sister. I recognized Brisalia from all those years ago, before I’d been banished from The Sanctuary. How could I have forgotten her? She’d been my mother’s best friend, and my own godmother. After my family died and I’d been blamed, Brisalia had been the only one in all of The Sanctuary to speak out against her sister’s decision to banish me. She’d been ignored, but to this day I couldn’t forget the gratitude I’d felt to her for being the only soft face among a sea of frowns. 

      I’d expected that it would be just as much a shock for Brisalia on seeing me as it was for me on seeing her. I’d thought that she must have intended to come for Corrine. Or Ibrahim. But she’d looked as if she’d been expecting me. Guilt had burned within me as she’d smiled and reached out to touch my shoulder.

      “Mona,” she said, her voice gentle as silk. “It’s been a long time…”

      I was speechless, my body rigid beneath her touch. I wished that she wouldn’t look at me that way. With fondness. With empathy. 

      She didn’t know the monster that I was. She didn’t know what I’d done. 

      “Do you remember Csilla?” She pointed to her daughter. 

      Of course I did. Csilla was younger than me, but I remembered we used to collect gems down by the river near my parents’ house. 

      I nodded. 

      “We heard rumors that you left Rhys and his people. I see now that it’s true.”

      “Yes,” I managed. 

      I supposed I should have been grateful that Brisalia didn’t seem to know what I’d done. But somehow, her ignorance made me feel even worse. 

      “B-Brisalia, why are you here?” 

      She looked at me steadily. “I want to talk to the king and queen of The Shade. I come here on behalf of our people in The Sanctuary, in a mood of cooperation.”

      My heart sank. Part of me just wanted to vanish and ignore her. Hope she’d go away and the Novaks would never find out she’d come. But an overwhelming sense of guilt was already ripping at my heart. I wasn’t sure that my nerves could handle walking away after she’d gone to the trouble of coming all the way here. 

      So I agreed to take them both in. I took them to a spare cabin, and locked them in with a spell I knew even the two of them combined wouldn’t be able to break. I told them to wait while I fetched The Shade’s rulers. I wished that Sofia had just told them outright that we weren’t interested. But I could hardly blame her for reconsidering her stance when Brisalia had mentioned Rose. 

      Now, we had to wait for the king and queen to come to a decision. 

      As I returned to Kiev’s and my home later that evening, my mind was whirring. I staggered into the living room and sank down on the couch, burying my head in my hands. 

      “Mona?” Kiev walked into the room and sat down next to me, clutching the back of my neck and forcing me to look at him. “What’s wrong?” 

      “I killed her,” I breathed, tears spilling down my cheeks. “I killed Odelia. The Ageless.”

      Even after all this time, I’d never told anybody. I supposed I’d thought, if I never spoke about it to anyone, it would almost seem less real. More like a nightmare, a bad dream. But seeing Odelia’s sister standing before me, in her likeness, memories of that horrifying night flooded back. The night I’d swept through the streets of The Sanctuary like a shadow and slit their leader’s throat in her sleep. 

      Even Kiev seemed speechless as he picked me up and carried me upstairs to our bed. I was glad that he didn’t say anything. That he didn’t try to comfort me as I wept in his arms. Because I didn’t deserve to be comforted. I deserved to feel this pain. 

      I smiled bitterly as I realized that only a short while ago, I would have done anything to be accepted back into the fold of my people. To be welcomed back home, no longer seen as a traitor. Now, even if they invited me back, I’d have to bear this guilt on my shoulders each and every day that I lived there. I supposed they might even forgive me if I’d explained the circumstances in which I’d found myself. They might still allow me to live with them in exchange for lending my powers to them as a Channeler… 

      I stopped myself short. 

      What am I thinking? 

      How can I even imagine returning home? 

      I was getting carried away with the fantasy I’d had for so long. 

      But it was out of the question. 

      The safety of this whole island depended on me. I couldn’t abandon the people here. And I couldn’t do that to Kiev, not after all he’d been through to get here. I knew what his place on this island with his family meant to him, how hard he’d fought for redemption. I couldn’t bring it all crashing down. 

      I had to stay strong not just for Kiev, but for everyone here. Because as much as my heart ached to visit home, even if only briefly, I’d come to love The Shade’s people far too much to risk breaking them.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 33: Csilla

        

      

    
    
      “Love. It’s a flickering flame. So easily swayed by doubt…” 

      As I stood by the window of the cabin, taking in the magnificent view, I recalled the words my mother had spoken to me when we’d first arrived outside the island’s boundary. 

      We didn’t know how long it would take for Derek and Sofia Novak to come to a decision. But the longer we spent in The Shade, the better. 

      Our pitch to the queen had been that we sought an alliance between their people and ours. But really, we were only here for one purpose and one purpose only. To reclaim Mona as our own. 

      I guessed that Sofia and Derek might even suspect this. But it didn’t matter, as long as we were able to drag out our stay long enough to complete our assignment. It helped that their son had just turned, and they had lost their daughter. We couldn’t have arrived at a better time. They were distracted and desperate.

      Now that Mona had left Rhys, we needed her. The power of the black witches only grew day by day, and without a Channeler on our side, we had little hope of defending our freedom. We needed one of their own to help us navigate their dark minds. 

      Of course, Mona couldn’t be forced to come with us. She was far too powerful for that. That was why my mother and I had been chosen for this task. We were the two witches in The Sanctuary whom Mona held the greatest weakness for.

      And we were off to a good start, it seemed. My mother was pleased by our initial encounter with Mona. She’d already sensed a weakness in her. A leaning toward what we were planning to propose to her, once we’d set all our pieces in place.

      “Doubt. Such an easy seed to sow. So troublesome to dig out…”

      

      Ready for the next part of Derek, Sofia and the twins’ story? 

      A Shade of Vampire 12: A Shade of Doubt is available now to order from Amazon!:  

      Click here now to grab your copy!

      Here’s a preview of the cover (you may need to turn to the next page for it to be visible): 
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      I’m excited for what’s next and can’t wait to see you there. :)

      Love,

      Bella x

      P.S. Join my VIP email list and I’ll send you an email reminder as soon as it’s out! Click here to sign up:  www.forrestbooks.com

      P.P.S. I want to invite you to join The Shade’s private group on Facebook. It’s for fans of the series who want to chat about the books with others. I also hang out there whenever I have time away from writing. You can find it here: www.facebook.com/groups/shaddicts  

      It’s a super friendly group and I’d love to meet you personally!

      (You can also say hi to me on Twitter: @ashadeofvampire )

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          An Important Note About Kiev Novalic

        

      

    
    
      Dear Shaddict,

      If you’re curious about what happened to Kiev during his time away, how he met Mona, and how he came upon Anna, I suggest you check out his completed trilogy: A Shade of Kiev. 

      Kiev’s story will also give you a deeper understanding of the Shade books and the kind of threat Derek, Sofia and the twins are now up against.

      The trilogy is available from Amazon. Click here to grab the first book!
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