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  Prologue


  Fourteen Months After Leaving England


  It’s been more than a year since Giovanni died, but a night hasn’t passed that my first waking thoughts aren’t of him. Though, as the months have gone by, my sleep has been less punctuated by nightmares of his death and more dominated by dreams of happy times spent together. On the darkest days, I find myself seeking comfort in Eli’s arms, knowing those actions can only lead to a different kind of pain, but I am unable to stop myself. I can give to him my body, but my heart will always belong to Giovanni, no matter how many years I may exist without him. Yet, some days, Eli’s unwavering love and dedication are the only things keeping me going.


  The three of us, Eli, Charles, and I, have slipped into an acceptable rhythm in our new town. We have our difficulties and our conflicts for sure, but for the most part things are comfortable between us. We are undeniably bonded by a terrible past.


  Eli has blended with the university scene in our new town with ease. He is respected by his peers for his incredible mind and has been welcomed socially because of his charm and wit. The change has only enhanced the physical appeal he always had. The young women are attracted to his looks, and the men are good-naturedly jealous and appreciative of his strength and popularity. I suppose he could continue with this charade for any number of years, as the student body around him passes on from the world of academia to the “real world,” but, eventually, we will have to move on from here as well.


  That Charles has remained with us is a surprise. He makes no demands on either Eli or myself, quietly living a life that is both a part of and separate from ours. His power still frightens me, knowing that if he wanted to, he could crush us both like bugs under his shoe, but he has never been menacing. In fact, he is quite the opposite, like a silent, yet ever-watchful guardian over the weaker members of his flock. Will he stay indefinitely? I cannot say, but I do think that no matter what twists our lives may take, he will always be an ally.


  The evenings of waking to a pillow soaked with blood-tinged tears are growing fewer and farther between. The vise-like pain of my love’s loss against my heart grows fainter with each passing night. I have even started to smile again.


  I go on because I know you would want me to, Giovanni. I will do my best to be strong and to look after Eli as he struggles through the first trying years after his change.


  And, if ever I can, I will take revenge on those who stole you from me.


  I love you still. I love you always.


  Chapter 1


  New Beginning


  The music thundered. It was too loud and heavy for my personal taste, but Eli had asked me to accompany him tonight, so I didn’t have much say in the matter. He had developed a serious interest in the whole nightclub scene, with alternative music his current personal favourite, and, if there was a live band playing, no matter how obscure, he couldn’t be kept away. It made sense, I guess, as there were always hundreds of attractive young women at these types of places—women who would be open to spending the evening in Eli’s company. Tonight it was retro night, and a vamped-up version of “The Devil Inside” by INXS blasted through the club. I thought the song was appropriate for our purpose there.


  I sat at a ledge stretching the length of a twenty-foot banister and looked down onto the dance floor. Hundreds of young, intoxicated patrons were moving suggestively to the music. The heady mixture of sweat, blood, and sex saturated the air like fog. Eli, I thought, as my exasperation grew. I cast my preternatural sight out over the throng of milling bodies until I found him on the far side of the building, sitting at a small table in a darkened corner. He had three young women with him, all made up and dressed in what could have easily passed for lingerie. I groaned inwardly. He must have caught my thought, as he looked up and gave a brief nod in my direction.


  A few minutes later he was at my side, with two of the three girls in tow. Once they were all close, he pressed a cool kiss to my cheek. I watched the women for a reaction, and when there was none, I knew they were under Eli’s influence. Over the past year we discovered he had superb mind control, so much so that he was easily able to control and influence those around him. He could also completely block other vampires from seeing into his mind, or from projecting their own thoughts onto him—at least the vampires we’d been in contact with.


  Charles and I had stumbled across this fact accidentally. In one situation or another, we had both attempted to make contact with Eli when he was out of our sight, only to discover blankness. Charles, because of his age and strength, had a great ability to block out others, but not even he had the complete, iron shutdown that Eli possessed. I feared I was on the near opposite end of the spectrum, being a completely open book to the two of them when they wished to know my thoughts. As for the control of others, all vampires had some level of glamour to use over their victims, but Eli’s talent seemed to reach the level of complete elimination of memories. It was a powerful tool—one that could have far-reaching and frightening possibilities.


  I followed him and the women out to his car. We drove to a secluded area up in the hills, which overlooked the dark ocean below. It was a place that at night attracted teenagers wanting somewhere to make out and smoke dope, and in the day was frequented by nature lovers, hikers, and the like. Eli parked the car, and we all made our way into a small clearing. There was only one other car nearby. I hesitated for a moment, but the sounds coming from it indicated the occupants were too busy to have noticed our arrival.


  As he took the hand of one of the women, he gave me a sly smile then led her a little ways away. Almost immediately they lowered themselves to the ground and embraced passionately. He winked at me over her shoulder, giving a brief flash of fangs. The other woman turned herself toward me with an expression so blank it was disturbing. I went to her, using one hand to cup her chin and the other to pull at her long hair until her head was forced over to the side far enough to allow perfect access to her throat. She was very pretty and couldn’t have reached her twenty-fifth birthday yet.


  Her vein throbbed, and I drank in her warmth and softness against my body. I pressed my mouth to her throat, savouring the moment. Her demeanor was perfectly compliant to my needs, and the rush of her blood called to me. As my fangs sank into her flesh, she gave a small murmur of surprise. Her heartbeat quickened, and the blood flowed easily into my waiting mouth. As the liquid slid down my throat to my stomach, to be absorbed into the rest of my body, I swooned with a satisfaction beyond reason. Soon I felt her legs begin to buckle, and I withdrew my mouth, easing her gently to the ground.


  Eli was already finished and waiting back at the car. He leaned with lazy nonchalance against the hood, and I smiled at how wonderful he looked under the moonlight. His long legs stretched out before him, and his cobalt blue eyes pierced the unforgiving darkness. A twinge of unexpected sadness gripped me as I realised all traces of the little boy I had loved as my own were gone.


  Yet I couldn’t deny that becoming a vampire agreed with him. He had always been an attractive man, but the change seemed to enhance the best of what he already possessed in life. He smiled as he caught me looking with appreciation in his direction. In a blur he was at my side, holding me in an intimate embrace.


  “You look lovely tonight,” he murmured in my ear.


  I pressed my palm to his solid chest. “Save it for your conquests.”


  He relented with a shrug and moved to open the car door for me. “Whatever you say.” The door had just closed and he was already seated in the driver’s side. “Where to now?”


  I looked out over the dark landscape. “Are you just going to leave them here?”


  “They’ll be all right in a few hours. They’ll be a little weak, but there will be no lasting effects and no memory of how they got here.”


  “Okay. I don’t care where we go, but maybe somewhere a little less frantic?”


  “What about your place? What’s going on there?” He swung the car onto the road with a soft purr of the engine and headed back in the direction of downtown.


  I looked over to his profile. “I didn’t think you liked my place.”


  “I didn’t say I didn’t like it. I said it was a little tame.”


  I rolled my eyes at his easygoing tone. The last time he had accompanied me to Carmilla’s, he looked as if sticking pins in his eyes would be more enjoyable. My establishment was a far cry from the huge, crowded nightspots he usually frequented. It was a discrete, subdued type of club, which couldn’t hold more than three hundred patrons at a time. Most of the time, the nights passed with less than half that number of paying customers. We did get quality performers, though I tended to book them in the blues, jazz, and rock-type categories.


  “I have a new act tonight. She’s a local girl, and she kind of reminds me of Amy Winehouse before all the drugs.”


  “Why not?” he responded easily, steering the car in the direction of my club. It was in the downtown entertainment district, just a little off the beaten path. About fifteen minutes later, he pulled in behind the building to my private parking spot, and I let us in the back entrance.


  The door opened inward onto a narrow hallway with blood-red carpet. Openings led to the storage area, my office, a small dressing area for live acts, and an employee break room with washroom. I only employed three bartenders and a handful of wait staff. I kept the books myself, and an outside cleaning agency came through during the day when the place was closed.


  We followed the hallway to its end, where a door led out into the space behind the bar. I nodded at Jared, my only full-time employee and de facto second-in-command, as we came through. I knew if I didn’t manage to make it in one night, the place would be in capable hands. He smiled as I passed and nodded in Eli’s direction.


  We took a table against the wall, near the back of the dimly lit club, which was essentially one long oval-shaped space, with a small stage at one end and the bar and washrooms at the other. A series of booths and tables extended from the bar to about three-quarters of the way to the stage. Off to one side of the stage, on a slightly raised platform, was the DJ area, but tonight there was no DJ. All eyes were on the stage.


  There, under a soft light, stood a delicate young woman, with waves of medium-brown hair hanging nearly to her waist. She was dressed part hippie flower child, part 1940s glamour, and wore almost no makeup, except for a dark-pink lipstick. Her features were child-like, and she couldn’t have stood more than five feet tall, but her voice was larger than life, deep and soulful, and powerful enough to fill the space. The soft caress of her voice crawled along my skin, and I could see the other listeners were equally affected. Wordlessly, Eli placed his hand on top of mine.


  We sat there through the remainder of her set, feelings of joy and heartbreak invoked by the caliber of her performance. Mary-Jane’s time on stage meandered its way through everything from Nina Simone to Pat Benatar. She performed a particularly gut-wrenching rendition of “Total Eclipse of the Heart” that had the hairs on my arms standing on end. When finished, she gave a simple bow and left the stage to thunderous applause. I made a mental note to book her for a regular gig, before her talent received so much notice she would no longer play at small venues like Carmilla’s.


  “Wow, she was great! You don’t hear singing like that much anymore. She’s a real throwback.” Eli’s words were full of enthusiasm and appreciation, and I was in complete agreement. She was just what the place needed. “What’s her name again?”


  “Mary-Jane Stillwater.”


  He gave me an incredulous look. “You’re kidding?”


  “Nope. I even saw her driver’s license. That’s her real name.”


  “Sweet. You’re going to have to introduce us.” His blue eyes twinkled at the suggestion.


  I raised my eyebrow and frowned at the implication of his words. “Let’s go try to catch her before she leaves, but listen to me, hands off. She’s working here, and I’d like to keep it that way. She could be the catch this club needs.”


  Eli looked back at me with mock innocence. I couldn’t help but smile at the puppy dog eyes he gave me. “Oh, course. I only meant that I’d like to express my appreciation of her singing talent.”


  “Uh-huh.” I walked away, leaving the conversation at that. Eli followed at my heels as we made our way back around the bar to the employees’ hallway. Jared’s gaze tracked our progress, and I wondered fleetingly if he was picking up on something from us. He was one of the few humans I interacted with regularly, and being in close contact like that was bound to have some effects. Even the most closed-minded of people got some “vibes” from being in the presence of vampires. God forbid if he might be attracted to me, or Eli, for that matter. It was San Francisco, after all. I gave him a small smile, and he returned to the customers sitting at the bar.


  Just as we were about to pass through the doorway, I caught the peripheral image of a young woman sitting near the far end of the bar. Her profile was to me as she sipped at a drink in her hand. Her attention was directed at two other women standing by her side. I didn’t have a clear view, but she looked startlingly familiar. Something about her jaw line and the high cheekbones reminded me of a member of my family I hadn’t seen in almost twenty-five years. I shook my head at my own silliness and realised Eli was regarding me quizzically. I continued, but the incident buried itself somewhere in my mind.


  We found ourselves back in the narrow hallway, and I could see that the door from the adjoining hallway connected to the stage was open. I heard movement in the small dressing room and knew the songstress was packing her things to leave. I tapped lightly on the closed door and waited for her to answer. When she opened, I had one of those rare moments as a short, adult woman where I got to look down on someone. God, she was tiny, even more so up close than she had appeared on stage.


  “Oh, Rachel, hi. Come on in.” Her voice was surprisingly deep for such a delicate-looking creature and had a wonderful raspy quality to it. The door opened a bit wider, and the two of us entered the small room.


  Mary-Jane’s eyes quickly flicked to Eli, and as I looked back in his direction, I found him smiling. “This is my cousin Eli. He helps me around the club.” It was the latest story we had developed to explain our connection and living arrangements.


  “Nice to meet you, Eli. Did you enjoy the show?” She took a few steps back into the room and lowered herself onto a chair covered in red crushed velvet. With the lacquered furniture, the hazy lighting and splashes of red, the room reminded me of an Asian-themed bordello.


  “Loved it,” he said and flopped down on a black leather sofa close to the door. His attractiveness didn’t fail to register with me or Mary-Jane.


  I remained standing. “It’s why we’re here, actually. We were wondering if you would be interested in some type of regular performance here. I’m not sure what your schedule is like, but I’d love to see you here weekly, or at least a couple of times a month.”


  A soft blush spread across her face, and her heartbeat quickened. “Really? I can’t believe it. Um, this is great. I’m pretty flexible. I mean I play at a couple of other places, but nothing regular. What are you thinking?” I could see a sprinkling of tiny freckles across the bridge of her nose.


  “What about Saturday nights?” I suggested.


  She didn’t hesitate a second before answering. “Perfect. Shouldn’t interfere with school or my job.”


  “What are you taking?” Eli interjected from the couch.


  “I’m a liberal arts major, part-time for now, and I work at a delivery service. I’m trying to save up to be able to afford full-time schooling next year, you know if the music thing doesn’t work out well enough to keep the bills paid.”


  “Aren’t your parents helping out with your tuition?” I asked.


  A tight look crossed her face. “They’re not really in the picture.”


  I decided to let it slide. It really wasn’t any of my business. “Well, we should settle on a price then.”


  We spent a few minutes working out the details, including her fee and the use of back-up musicians. Eli even offered to fill in on the piano if needed, something that he had become skilled at under Giovanni’s tutelage. Mary-Jane seemed impressed, both with the fact he could play and that he offered his services. With a shake of hands, the deal was sealed, and we left the girl to pack her belongings.


  Eli gave one last lingering look then followed me back out to the car. “She smells wonderful,” he said once we were inside.


  “Remember what I said.”


  He smiled slyly. “Of course. Where to, my lady?”


  By then it was nearly one in the morning, and I had had enough of the club scene for one night. “Why don’t we just head home?”


  He nodded in agreement and revved the engine to life. As we pulled out of the parking lot and around the corner of the building onto the main street, I caught another glimpse of the woman who had been seated at the bar.


  This time I saw her full on, since she turned in our direction as the car neared. It felt like time slowed down; our movement stretched out from the actual mere seconds it took to pass her. I knew the windows were too darkly tinted for her to be able to see me, but I had a clear, unobstructed view of her. A cold shiver ran down my spine as I looked at a face that was so much like the young niece I’d left behind all those years before. I pressed my hand against the dark glass, seeing but not quite believing.


  Eli immediately noticed my reaction. “What’s wrong?”


  I snapped my head back at the sound of his voice. I blinked, and Giovanni’s blue eyes appeared in my mind. My eyes flew open again. “Nothing, I think. Just the weirdest sense of déjà vu.”


  “What do you mean?” The tiniest note of concern had crept into his voice.


  “That woman we just passed, she looks just like I imagine my niece Danica would look now. She was seven when I left almost twenty-five years ago. She has the same features. It’s just a coincidence, I’m sure.” Though to myself I didn’t sound so sure.


  “Do you want to go back, maybe talk to her?”


  Did I? “No, forget about it. I’m just being silly. The resemblance just sort of spooked me out. It can’t be her. She’s back in Canada somewhere. Let’s go home. I got a new book in that I wanted to show you.” I knew the mention of new information would distract him, as he was almost as obsessed with the pursuit of knowledge as I was. How many countless hours had we spent pouring over books, taking private audiences with top academics, and searching the internet?


  Minutes later, the road to our house came into view. We lived just outside the city, in an area populated by business moguls, movie stars, and other well-to-dos. Our home was hidden from view by a naturally occurring hillside common to the local geography. The almost two-mile drive to the house cut through the hillside toward an electric fence running the perimeter of the ten-acre property. We stopped at the console, where Eli punched in the current code, and the gates swung inward. Once inside, we punched in another code and waited until the gates closed again. The funds allocated to our security was money well spent. It was nearly impossible to approach the property without detection. Sheer walls of rock over two hundred feet high and electric fences surrounded the house, with cameras, motion detectors, and a regular patrol by our security service providers.


  Eli parked the car in the garage, and together we entered the main house. Inside the front doors was a grand foyer with double, curved staircases rising to the second floor. The walls of the main hallway were adorned with precious pieces of Giovanni’s art, a link to keep us close to the loved one we had so tragically lost. I stopped, as I often did, at the portrait of Eli and myself, which Giovanni had drawn on the first night we took him into our lives as a boy. I saw the features of the garden in the background and was reminded of a house and a country I loved so dearly. The sight of Eli’s sweet boyish face was a stark reminder of all that had been sacrificed for our current moment in time.


  “I’m going to have bath, and then we can take a look at that book,” I called back over my shoulder as I headed to my bedroom at the back of the house. We all had rooms on the ground floor, which had underground access to the garage and another outbuilding on the far reaches of the property. The upstairs ones were really just for show. We had even converted two of them into a home office and library.


  I punched in the code to open the door to my bedroom, and began to pull off my clothing as soon as I entered. I smelled of blood and smoke from the club, and I felt the irrational tickling of being “unclean.” A hot bath would certainly get rid of the lingering aromas and help to soothe my tender psyche. Even after these months since Giovanni’s death, I still felt raw, as if there was something broken inside of me that could never be fixed. Some days I could push further than others, but today was not one of them. I was drained.


  My bathroom was one of my favourite things about the whole property. It was larger than many homes’ entire floor space and verged on being a work of art. The previous owners had spared no expense or effort. They had used the best marbles and travertine and installed faucets made of gold. An enormous vanity took up an entire wall, and mirrors rose to the top of the ten-foot ceiling. I took a moment to look at my naked body before filling the tub with near scalding water. I added luxurious oils that smelled of rose petals and vanilla.


  An appreciative sigh escaped my lips as I lowered myself into the heavenly comfort of the hot water. I closed my eyes and let my mind wander to pleasant memories and fantasies that couldn’t possibly come true. I let myself experience his kisses and his smile, not wanting to open my eyes to a world where they no longer existed. Then, as something dark began to edge its way into my thoughts of our time in England, I forced myself to the present. I grabbed a sea sponge from where it rested on the tub’s edge and began to scrub at my skin, which the heated water had tinged with pink.


  “Why don’t you let me get your back?” Eli’s husky voice sounded from the doorway.


  I turned to find him clad only in jeans, his hard, pale upper body exposed to the soft lighting. His hair had grown out—something that does actually happen to vampires, and it just brushed the top of his shoulders. A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth, and his eyes smoldered.


  “Eli, this has to stop…” I turned away, a lump of shame catching in my throat.


  I had barely moved when Eli’s hands slid down my arm, reaching for the sponge clenched in my hand. I let him pluck it from my grasp then felt him rubbing it across my shoulders. I moved forward to allow him access to my back.


  There were so many things about our relationship that bothered me, yet I was weak in putting a stop to what I knew was inappropriate, and I was conflicted because of my own need. I knew I did and would love him as much as I always had. I just couldn’t give him the part of me he was so desperate to have. That part had died with Giovanni.


  His fingers brushed aside the long, wet tendrils of my hair, causing them to spill forward over my shoulder. He pressed his still-warm lips to the spot where my shoulder met the base of my neck, lingering there. His mouth softly pulled away, and I heard clothing hit the floor. He eased his lanky body into the tub, and a small lap of waves washed over me as his weight displaced the water. I found his smiling face across from me in the hot and sweet-smelling tub.


  “Why do you keep pursuing this, Eli?” My voice was heavy with emotion.


  He shrugged one shoulder and gave me a wistful look. “Because I love you, and because I know you’re still hurting and that you need comfort. I don’t want you to continue with your life in misery when the chance for happiness is right in front of you.”


  “You know I love you, too, that you are a part of me. It kills me to think of not having you in my life, and of not being close to you, but no matter what, my heart will always belong to Giovanni.”


  For the first time since any of this had come up between us, real anger flickered across his face. “Giovanni is gone, Rachel, but you’re still here.”


  “I can’t help how I feel.” I echoed the words he said to me after Giovanni’s death.


  Silence settled between us for a long time, and I could feel his struggle to gain control of his anger and frustration.


  “I could make you happy,” he said very quietly.


  “You do make me very happy, but it’s not the same thing as love, not the kind of love that you want anyway. Jesus, Eli, you could have any woman you want, and I don’t mean by using your power over them. You’re beautiful, kind, and intelligent. You’re fiercely loyal. Any woman would be lucky to have you.”


  “You’re the only one I ever wanted.” He was looking at me with that savage, unabashed longing I knew all too well. His body moved with fluid grace as he closed the space between us. His hand slid up my waist to my breast, and his thumb rubbed over my nipple until it was hard and erect. Looking directly into my eyes, he focused on me while his other hand found its way between my legs. His fingers slipped inside my body. “Tell me you don’t want it,” he said with a husky, seductive voice.


  I was powerless against his touch. My body betrayed me, responding with eagerness to his hands on my flesh. Slipping his fingers out of me, he moved my hand over to his own body, where I found him hard and ready. His lips pressed down onto my own before I could respond. I loathed myself for my weakness, but I needed some kind of pleasure, however fleeting, to take me away from the everyday emptiness that filled me. His strong arms lifted me up and out of the tub. He carried me to my bed with a trail of water dripping from our naked bodies onto the floor.


  He dropped me onto my back, his body landing firmly on top. I wrapped my legs around him, making myself open and available to his penetration, and when it came, I could not suppress a satisfied moan. His mouth and tongue moved hungrily over my neck up to my lips. He pounded into me as I said his name over and over again.


  “Tell me this isn’t what you need?” Eli’s voice in my ear was tight with arousal.


  “Eli, please,” I managed, despite the incessant throbbing need that rocked my body. He brought me up to and over the edge of fulfillment twice before letting go. He stayed tightly pressed against my body, hands running through my hair.


  “This isn’t right. This isn’t the way things were supposed to be.” A tear slipped out of the corner of my eye.


  He pulled himself up onto one elbow. “Maybe not, but this is reality. This is how things are, and there’s no reason we can’t make the best of it, make each other happy.” He pressed a soft kiss to my cheek and as he pulled away wiped the tear from my face.


  “But sex isn’t love.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, regret bit me.


  He leapt from the bed with lightning speed to disappear into the bathroom. When he returned, he was redressed in the jeans he had worn in earlier. He leaned against the doorframe, and it pained me to see such hostility on the face of someone I cared so much for.


  “I’m not a child anymore, Rachel, and I certainly know the difference between sex and love. Sex is what I get from the women I pick in the clubs or at school, and love is what I feel for you. You love me, too, at least part of you does. You just won’t let yourself be open to it. You feel like you’ll betray Giovanni if you let anyone else into your heart, and it’s not true. I know that he will always be your true love, but I could happily settle for second best! If you would give just a little, I would drop everything else…. I want to be your one and only.” His voice dropped from a thunderous outburst to a chilling quiet. Without question I was hurting him terribly.


  “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to hurt you. I just can’t give you what you want, and I don’t know if I will ever be able to. How can I ask you to hold out for something that may never happen?” I started to sob in earnest, and his face softened in reaction to my pain. “And I know that I lean on you and expect you to be there when I need you. I know that it’s wrong to let you into my bed, but the times with you are the only ones where I feel something other than grief or emptiness.”


  He returned to my side on the bed and pulled me into his strong arms. “I’m sorry, too. I shouldn’t have pushed you. I know you’re still hurting. I can wait. Let’s face it, if there was ever someone who has the time to wait, it’s me.”


  I cried quietly against his chest for a few minutes before I was able to pull myself together enough to speak again. “You really are the most important thing in the world to me, and I’m honored to have your love. Right now, I’m just not deserving of it.”


  “It is what it is.” He squeezed me tightly to him then stood to leave. “I think you need some time to yourself. I’ll be in the library if you want to join me later.”


  I watched him walk from my bedroom and knew, despite his kind words, he was both hurt and completely frustrated with me. I curled into a ball on my enormous bed, pulling the silk comforter in around my naked body. But I didn’t break down completely, a first in the many similar moments since Giovanni’s death. The tears I spilled during my conversation with Eli did not continue.


  I felt irritable and impossibly alone, even though there was a man upstairs willing to pledge his eternal life to me. I stared up at the incomplete portrait of myself Giovanni had been working on when he was killed. It hung over my bed as a constant reminder of everything that had happened, and could never be again. I let my eyes slip shut, and in my mind saw the beauty of Giovanni’s face.


  I sighed, and tried to push away the painful past for the present. Just as I made the decision to dress and join Eli upstairs, a sickening wave of unease washed over my body. A strange, achy prickling raced along my spine. An incredible pressure flared in my brain, pushing phantom tendrils outward against my eyes and ears. A horrible, shrill keening filled my mind, and I fell over the edge of the bed to the floor from the suddenness of the attack.


  Rachel!


  In seconds both Charles and Eli were at my side, and the pain abruptly vanished. I found myself sprawled across the gold carpet of my bedroom floor. They both knelt—Charles wearing his ever-present mask of blankness, with only the slightest touch of tightness to his emerald eyes, and Eli obviously concerned, all signs of the anger that had been there only moments before now gone.


  “What’s going on? You were screaming like a banshee!”


  Charles handed me a throw from a nearby chair as I pulled myself into a seated position.


  Dizziness and confusion gripped me. “I don’t really know what happened. I was just getting up to dress, and then there was this terrible pain in my head…I guess I fell off the bed.”


  Eli helped me to my feet, and I felt like a complete fool with the two of them standing there staring at me. “Well, you scared the crap out of me,” Eli said.


  “Sorry, I’m okay. Give me a sec and I’ll be up to the library.”


  Eli nodded and left the room. Charles lingered by the door, eyeing me with concern.


  “Seriously, Charles, I’m okay. I was just thinking about Giovanni, and I was really upset…”


  “Yes, of course. Giovanni.” He paused, thin lips pursed in thought. “You know I could not help but hear the conversation you just had with Eli.” I cringed inwardly. Of course he heard. His hearing was even better than ours. “And I do not mean to rub salt in the wound, as they say, but he has a point. I do not think for one minute that Giovanni would expect you to carry on with the remainder of your existence in misery. He would want you to find happiness again.”


  “What can I say, Charles? I’m doing the best I can.” It was the absolute, unrestrained truth.


  “Maybe some night soon we could have a talk, just the two of us?” His eyes were bright, but his expression frustratingly unreadable.


  Before I could even open my mouth to answer, he was gone from my room. I didn’t know what to make of his request. He had never been one for conversation. Though I knew he was making the effort, expressing himself and sharing concern were not his strengths. Yet, he had a point. If the three of us were going to continue to live under the same roof, then Eli and I would have to learn some discretion.


  I joined Eli in the library, and aside from an awkward first few minutes, it seemed the incident was behind us. We spent the remaining hours of darkness reviewing an ancient text I acquired through the black market. It dealt with an obscure legend from an Indus Valley Civilization about a woman, who conquered death after ingesting the blood of a dying “great cat.” The details were vague, and the particular translation I purchased, though genuine and extremely old, was many generations from the events in question—another tale that may or may not mean anything.


  Chapter 2


  The next few weeks passed by without incident. Some strain remained between Eli and me, as evidenced by the increased amount of time that he spent away from me. I didn’t begrudge him that. If anything, I was pleased he was being more independent and proactive with the course of his own existence, and we still saw each other every day, and sometimes spent time together like we used to. I needed to not rely on him as much as I had been, and he needed to let go of his fantasy.


  Charles and Eli were both correct in their own right. Giovanni was gone, had been for more than a year. I was still here, and being miserable wasn’t going to help anyone, and it certainly wasn’t going to bring him back. I made an internal decision to focus on my club, write, and to pick up where I had left off in the search for the origins of our kind. It was something Eli and I could work on together, something to focus on that was more than just our relationship.


  When I awoke, I bathed and dressed for a night at the club. I came out into the main house and discovered, as I did most recent nights, that the men were already gone. I made my way to the spotless kitchen and into the pantry, where there was an additional hidden section to store our personal type of sustenance. Charles had secured a provider for freshly taken blood donations—I didn’t ask how, and he didn’t share—and we kept enough on hand to feed us all for several weeks, if needed. I tried to use it several times a week, leaving my feedings from humans few and far between. I could have taken my nourishment this way exclusively, but my predatory nature tended to come to the surface even when I didn’t want it to. I needed the control and dominance, and yes, sometimes I needed to feel another’s fear. The fear I invoked in others, and Eli’s touch, were the only things allowing me to feel anything deeply. Everything else passed in shades of grey.


  I arrived early enough that the club was not yet open. Inside, Jared was in the stockroom taking his weekly count, which I knew I would find on my desk by the end of the night, along with an order for whatever we might be low on. Business had seen a decided upswing since the introduction of Mary-Jane as Carmilla’s house act. Through word of mouth, I was approached by other local bands wanting to audition, and even landed a well-known comic for a series of appearances. Things were definitely looking up on the business end.


  I stepped in behind Jared in the cramped storage room, enjoying how singularly focused he seemed on the task at hand. “Hey, Jared, how’s it going?”


  A bottle he had been holding slipped from his hand and crashed on the bare stone floor. “Jesus, Rachel, you shouldn’t sneak up on a guy like that.” He bent down to retrieve the broken pieces, and the fumes from the spirits filled the space between us. “Look at what I did.”


  “Don’t worry about it. It was an accident.” I lowered to help him and noticed for the first time how long and nimble his fingers were, like a pianist’s.


  He snatched up a large chunk of the glass, slicing the edge of his outermost finger in the process. A line of blood welled up from the wound, and its scent erased all of the liquor from my notice. He pressed the wound to his mouth, sucking at the cut lightly. He gave me a strange look, and I realised I was staring at him with a fierce intensity. “You should make sure to get that cleaned properly.”


  “I will. I think I’ll use the broom to get the rest of the mess.” He moved away from me to grab the broom from the rack where all the cleaning instruments hung. As he returned and started to sweep, he asked, “Was there something you wanted to talk to me about?”


  I shook my head. “No, not really, I just don’t often make it here this early, and I thought we might take the opportunity to talk. I mean you’ve been here almost a year now, and I don’t really know much about you.”


  He bent down to move the pile of glass onto the dustpan. “What did you want to know?”


  I couldn’t be sure, but it sounded like the tiniest bit of unease had crept into his voice. I laughed softly. “Don’t worry, it isn’t an interrogation. I just thought since we work together, that it would be a good idea to get to know one another better.”


  The tinkling of broken glass falling into the waste basket could be heard before he spoke again. “Okay.”


  I was picking up on some strange images from his mind. A series of emotions, suspicion, annoyance, and interest, overlapped with disjointed and seemingly random images of various people and places. His mind was often closed off or completely focused on what he was doing moment by moment. He was a very unique individual, who gave me neither good nor bad “vibes.” A lot of the time, the things I did pick up on didn’t make any sense, at least not to me.


  I couldn’t actually read minds, nor tune into people’s internal dialogues. Some people were very open, but most were available only to varying degrees. Strong emotions like lust, anger, and fear were easiest to pick up on, and some people possessed different levels of psychic awareness, from clairvoyance to empathy.


  I gained the impression that Jared picked up on others’ emotions, and more importantly intentions, quite easily.


  “Why don’t I let you finish up here, and we can talk in my office when you drop off the forms,” I said.


  He met my eyes then, and I noticed his were such a light brown, they verged on being yellow. I had been expecting blue, I think, to match the pale colour of his hair. He was one of those rare people who retained their blond hair into their adulthood. Jared was a nice-looking guy, in an understated, California surfer-boy kind of way. He was of average height, well-defined muscles in his arms and a nice smile with a slightly chipped front tooth. “Okay, I should be done in about fifteen.”


  I tried one last tug at his mind and received a cold mental flutter in return. I saw an image of what appeared to be Jared as a small boy and a woman with the same odd-coloured eyes. He flinched, and his one eye twitched ever so slightly. “See you then.”


  After entering my office, I closed the door behind me and settled down to the paperwork Jared had piled in my inbox—bills, bookings, deposit slips, and a few weeks’ worth of daily receipts. I decided to start with the latter, as I knew the books did not accurately reflect the club’s current financial status. I worked through them quickly and was just starting on reconciliation with the bank statement when Jared knocked at the door.


  “Come in,” I called out and pushed the pile of papers off to the side.


  Jared entered and closed the door behind him. He moved to the chair opposite the desk from where I sat and lowered himself into it with a fluid movement. Strange, I had never noticed how graceful his movements were before―not that he didn’t project a masculine front, because he did. He just had a nice way about him, no overly-done machismo or strutting about.


  He took a moment to look around the small space before giving me his full attention. “Oh, so here are the counts and an order for next week.” He handed over the sheets of paper, and his fingers brushed the side of my hand. He recoiled as if he had received a nasty shock.


  I decided not to comment on his reaction. “Thanks. I’ll look at them after I get through all this other stuff.” I waved to indicate the piles of paper. “Thank you also for keeping everything so organised for me, it really makes the bookkeeping much easier.”


  “No problem.”


  He was making it clear that it was not going to be easy to get information out of him with his short, concise answers. I leaned back in my chair. “Well, I guess we could start off by me telling you a little about myself. I think you’re aware that I just moved back to the States last year, from Europe, where I had been living for several years. I came over with my cousin, Eli.” Jared gave the
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