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Chapter One


Hell’s Very Own Baby Shower


[image: ]


Listen carefully, because I only want to say this once.

Time travel isn’t possible.

The laws of space-time are immutable. We only get to live in this moment. There’s no jumping into the past and killing off your enemy’s great-great grandma. Conversely, there’s no jumping ahead either—viewing the future, discovering that it sucks, then vowing to change it by preventing whatever bad thing is about to happen.

Science agrees on this point. There is no doubt. It is important to understand this distinction or nothing amazing can come out of the story I’m about to relate. Plus, I don’t want to hear later that my story didn’t make any sense.

Got it?

Good.

Moving on . . .

* * *
[image: ]


I WAS IN HELL. ONE of my own making, involving slushy fruit punch and appetizers shaped like rattles and baby shoes made of Lord knew what. As the first pregnant vampire in the history of forever, I should have seen this day coming.

Even back in the day, Victorian times in my case, baby showers were a thing. And since every one of us undead started out mortal, yeah, I shouldn’t have been surprised.

Have I mentioned that I hate surprises? Surprises are like halitosis—something made up by people with agendas to create desire for products no one knows they want.

A surprise baby shower, especially when I didn’t know if the baby would survive living on Mars, didn’t exactly hit my top ten list of pre-birth priorities. My best friend, Jay, would argue that in his native country, India, a baby’s birth is celebrated through religious ritual. In my case, it was being acknowledged with a hodge-podge of presents, weird food, and good old-fashioned one-upsmanship.

“Open mine first.” Nina pushed a misshapen object toward me. It was inexpertly wrapped in discarded memo paper. “It’s the best gift here.”

“Mine’s better,” insisted Brandy, elbowing Nina aside.

Nina scoffed, disdain clear. Fangs poked from her pouty mouth. I’d witnessed Nina’s prowess, her goddess-like skill in getting her way. After a few well-positioned thrusts of her ample breasts and rounded ass, she could have a man eating out of her sweaty shoe. With a smile on his face. Lucky for me, I was immune to her charms. 

Not because she wasn’t attractive. I just didn’t ride in that rodeo. Plus, I was her Sire. She obeyed me, not the other way around.

I accepted the gift with a curt nod and ignored her “pick me” expression. Brandy flung a pointed smile at Nina.

Nina added with proud certainty, “It’s not a competition. Opening mine first is a much better choice.”

Turning to Brandy, I smiled and accepted her gift. “Thank you. I’m sure they are both thoughtful and lovely.”

At least I hoped so. With the undead, you never knew.

Mars didn’t have stores located on every corner. Hell, it didn’t have any stores at all other than the commissary we’d cobbled together. In the year since we’d landed, the colony had added a couple of bars and a burlesque club. The club mainly for those in my Family who still enjoyed the old bump and grind. 

Hey, we weren’t total savages. We enjoyed drinking and entertainment.

That said, a store or two would be nice. I missed taking leisurely strolls down a quaint main street window shopping. Maybe we could entice a chain store to open a Martian franchise. There were prominent business moguls on Earth who were of the undead variety. And judging from the reports we received when a new batch of colonists arrived, factions continued to war over which group would be dominant. So far, the vampires remained on top. The revenants and zombies weren’t as united and infighting eroded any progress they made.

I can’t say I was sad to miss any of that. My husband, Ian, who was as old as dirt, assured me that we were better off on Mars. While that may have been true, I did miss the little things. The sun warming my face, ocean waves crashing against the shore, bird songs, and honking cars.

If only Mars were a bit more like Earth, it would be perfect.

A ruckus disturbed my musings.

“Don’t be such a nerd,” Nina said, moving Brandy’s gift aside like it was a dead rat. “I have experience in this area. I know what a new mom needs.”

“I’m sure she doesn’t need a ten-speed vibrator, Nina.” Brandy’s condescending tone said what she thought of Nina’s gift-giving skills. “She’s married and gets all the action she needs.” 

Nina huffed. “Not funny, Brandy. You’re awfully sanctimonious for someone who took off her clothes and flashed her tits like the rest of us.”

Brandy’s mouth formed a tight moue before she zeroed in. “At least I provide useful services to the colony.”

“If you call giving the newcomers hand jobs, I guess so.”

“I do not!”

As entertaining as the argument was, I raised my hand. “That’s enough.”

The ladies in my vampire family had been burlesque entertainers. Not that I’m casting judgement. It was a job I relished for many decades. Our former and dearly departed Sire, Jonathan, had taken great care of us. Thanks to his business acumen and my convoluted relationship with him, he started the group to give me, his very disobedient wife, something to do.

“Ladies, please. Some decorum would be refreshing.” Harmony, our resident revenant high priestess, breezed past them, gathering their gifts. And by breezed, I mean she floated an inch off the floor like many revenants did.

Revenants are undead like vampires, only they’re a different flavor. They feed on energy rather than blood. If anyone had told me a year earlier that I’d be living on Mars with a vampire’s enemies – revenants and zombies – I’d have laughed, then asked them what drugs they were taking.

Harmony piled the gifts next to my chair. “Cherry will choose as she pleases.”

And what an assortment. I may have said I hated showers, but seeing the expectant and joyful expressions on their faces melted my resistance.

Bless their undead hearts. How could I not love that the female contingent of my vampire family decided to throw me a baby shower?

I admit that when they’d approached me on the pretense of a family meeting, I wasn’t exactly enthused about attending. There may have been some heavy sighs and a few eye rolls after they left. But as their Sire I needed to do my duty and hear them out. I’d been braced to hear complaints. I received a hearty “surprise” from them instead.

They’d decorated an antechamber with paper flowers and fresh-cut greenery from the colony’s hothouse, and had draped soft fabrics on a large slab table. They’d even conjured a sheet cake.

Needless to say, the amount of effort was touching. As a whole, we undead tend not to be sentimental. It’s one of the pitfalls of longevity. 

An unexpected baby had changed everything.

“I hope we’re not too late!” Louis, my former assistant, entered the room with what I’m pretty sure was the entire male half of the Family and the rest of the settlement. 

Hard to believe, but once upon a time I was the leader of the entire colony, courtesy of the aforementioned Jonathan. When he died, I became the Sire of his vampires and sort of inherited Mars. Thankfully, the colony’s elected leader is my hubby, Ian. Next election, it will be somebody else’s job. Louis would be the perfect candidate.

“Come in, sit. Eat or sip.” Harmony had the crowd well in hand. In short order, she’d organized the gift pile which had grown exponentially. 

Where had the stuff come from? 

The colony did receive some supplies from Earth which were traded and bartered, precious as gold. Or like cigarettes in prison, take your pick.

Tears welled in my eyes. It must have taken months to amass the stuff.

“Ah, luv. No need to cry.” Ian, my gorgeous husband and love of my life, swooped over my shoulder and kissed my cheek.

“Where’d you come from?” I hadn’t noticed him arrive with the others.

“Now, that’s a loaded question, isn’t it?” 

“Don’t be fresh. You know I don’t like it when you sneak up on me.”

He dragged a chair beside me and assessed the gift pile. “Such a bounty. I wonder where we’ll put it.”

“Aren’t baby showers for women only?” I leaned against his shoulder. The baby shifted and twisted, bouncing against my organs.

“Those are mortal rules. We can do whatever we want,” he said with a touch of pride. His blue eyes, the ones I never got tired of gazing into, twinkled with merriment. He may have appeared to be a badass to everyone else. But I knew the real him. And his gushy, sentimental side. The party thrilled him.

“I like how you think, Mr. McDevitt,” I purred against his neck, happy not to have to endure the shower by my lonesome. If only we could be alone. If only I could rip his clothes off. 

Not happening. I was too far into my pregnancy to risk it.

Vampire sex can be somewhat spirited. As in, rip-roaring, furniture-breaking, wall-denting fun. We could be gentler except it was too easy to get carried away. 

We weren’t taking any chances. Plus, even if I wanted to, Ian had the control and resolve of a Benedictine monk and could out-stubborn me when it came to my and the baby’s health and well-being.

“How about some punch? It looks to be your favorite red kind.” Ian left before I could answer. He was so considerate of my condition, it was almost tiring at times. I wasn’t going to break. Geesh.

“Red is the only kind we have,” I said to the empty chair next to me.

Nina and Brandy exchanged a concerned look but kept their opinions to themselves. I was the Sire. The Big Kahuna loaded with unpredictable hormones. They didn’t want to chance annoying me.

I wouldn’t have hurt them. I’m not a brutal leader. But I could be biting in my comments, and I didn’t want to bruise feelings unnecessarily. Especially after the effort they’d put in to throwing me a baby shower. A knot tightened my throat. Sappy tears welled, but I pushed away the urge to cry. I would not be ruled by body chemistry.

I stuck my hand into the present pile and grabbed something hard and square. The wrapping was colorful, not paper but not quite fabric either. Sprigs of fresh herbs had been tied into the center with twine.

Brandy’s face brightened. Nina harrumphed but leaned closer to see what was inside.

I wiggled off the string and the wrapping came away to reveal a seamless wooden box. The box was decorated with a Japanese woman in bright paint. A coat of lacquer protected the artwork.

“Nice, Brandy. You gave our Sire a block of wood,” Nina said. “What’s the baby going to do with that? Teethe on it?”

“It’s a puzzle box. May I, Sire?” Brandy approached at my nod, then slid her fingers along the edges and pushed a corner. The lid opened and revealed another box decorated with a crashing wave, similar to the famous painting by Hokusai.

“This is incredible,” I said, retrieving the inner box.

“There’s one more inside. It opens the same way.”

I mimicked the motion. Something released because the second box revealed a third box. Beautifully decorated with a forest scene, the lid was hinged and opened with no tricks.

“Oh Brandy, this is beautiful.” I retrieved a delicate bird charm. Sheets of thin gold had been shaped and folded into an origami crane. It was exquisite.

“Thank you, Sire. I created it myself.” A touch of pink colored her cheeks, though I didn’t understand why she was embarrassed. “It is for the baby when she’s old enough.”

“She will love it. Thank you,” I said, reaching for another gift. 

Nina beamed bright as a spotlight, confirming I’d chosen her gift. The narrow, irregular shape intrigued me as I removed the memo paper. Leather and steel. It took my brain a moment to catch up.

“Wow, Nina.” It was all I could think to say as I withdrew a pair of matching daggers from a decorated leather holster.

“A girl can’t be too careful. Someday she’ll thank me.” Nina winked then strutted away, confident in her choice. Like it was normal to give infants blades.

Ian reappeared with the punch. After handing it to me, he unsheathed the daggers and gave them a twirl. “Nice heft. Good balance. A warrior’s gift.”

I sought out Nina and Brandy. They were locked in conversation elsewhere in the room. What did I really know about them? Keeping the past close to the vest was common among our kind. Who had they been as humans? Brandy, with her golden, perfectly styled hair, bore an interested expression as she listened to Lemmy, one of the oldest vampires in the Family. No doubt he was reminiscing about Jonathan or the “good ole days.” 

Nina, hip extended, posed sexy like it was automatic, batted her eyelashes at Jay. Her raven hair was sleek and glossy. Her curvaceous body and porcelain skin were showstoppers. She could command a room almost as well as I could. Almost.

Not that I was jealous. She had leadership qualities, but she held them back. I could tell before I became their Sire which vampires were true submissives and which were not. Nina could have her own Family if she wanted, though she’d never mentioned it to me. In fact, I’d planned to make her my second-in-command. One of these days, I’d find the time and energy to do it.

The bigger my belly grew the less motivated I was to do anything other than incubate. In fact, if I could focus only on motherhood, I would be a happy camper. 

A small insistent voice fed me a thought—why didn’t I give the Family bond to Nina?

The idea thrilled and frightened me. I’d never lived outside of the Family. Sure, Ian had been rogue forever, but I still wasn’t sure it was right for me. And Jonathan had entrusted me with the Family he’d painstakingly fostered and grown. It felt disrespectful to consider shirking my duty.

Then again, maybe—

“Have some punch, luv. You look a bit peaked,” Ian said with a grin, handing me a new cup.

I threw Ian a grateful smile to hide the guilt planted on my shoulders. Good thing he couldn’t actually read my mind. Yet the corners of his lips twitched, making me wonder.

“Thanks to you,” I teased, rubbing my gigantic belly. Under his watchful gaze, I drank the red liquid down. Delicious and nutritious.

“There, there. I seem to recall you had a hand in the business as well.” The good-natured glimmer in his eyes warmed my heart. If love could be bottled, there wasn’t a container large enough to hold my feelings for him.

“Hmm. It was very enjoyable.” I leaned against him as close as the chairs would allow. The tip of my nose nuzzled where his throat met his collarbone. Ian’s delicious clean-air scent comforted the butterflies I’d been carrying since the shower was sprung on me.

He laced his fingers through mine and drew me in for a slow, tender kiss. A promise of what was to come after the baby arrived. Breaking away, he rested his forehead against mine. “Luv, I’ll be at your side, every step of the way. No matter how well you try to hide it from me, your fear, your anxiety, hammers at my heart something fierce.”

If only it were so easy to not worry about everything. I appreciated that Ian recognized my struggle. I half-whispered, “I want to be worthy, Ian.”

“You are, darling.” He brushed his thumb under my chin, lifting my head, capturing my gaze. “Don’t ever doubt you’re worthy. Don’t worry about perfection. The babe doesn’t need saints for parents because none of us are perfect.”

A discreet cough broke the spell between us. “Pardon me. Might I have a word with Ms. Cordial?”

Prior stood before us, head bowed. 

Ugh. What could I say about him?

He was what happened when a toady got turned into a vampire. Part professor and part condescending snob, he’d driven me bananas when I had to work with him every day. And the dude loved creating as much paperwork as possible. Earth’s forests must have heaved a huge sigh of relief when I mandated that colony business go digital.

Prior waited for Ian’s nod before approaching me. It was kind of rude, but I expected nothing less from the snobby scholar and colony administrator. I wasn’t his Sire and I was no longer colony leader, so he deferred to Ian. I pretended not to care, but the half smile dancing on Ian’s lips told me he knew exactly what I was feeling.

“What’s going on?” In theory, Prior had no business with me now that I was retired.

Rooting in the pocket of his official colony jumpsuit—and, yes, he was the kind of dork who continued to wear one, when everyone else had switched to wearing whatever they wanted—he handed me a slim gift. “For the baby.”

Like I didn’t know that already.

“Thank you.” I tore away the paper, wondering if Prior could hear the tree it came from scream. “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow. How thoughtful.” 

Frankly, I was surprised he’d given me an American book. Prior was English to the core. 

“It was mine. My father read it to me in secret as Mother didn’t approve.” He stared at his toes for a moment, then looked up with a wistful expression. “I never had children of my own. I would be honored for your child to have it.”

I’m not gonna lie, I choked up a bit. And the idea there was a bit of rebel in by-the-book Prior only added to my delight. “I promise to read this to her every night.”

“Excellent,” he beamed. “Now if you will excuse me, I have packing to do.”

“Wait. What?” Had I missed something vital? “Are you leaving us?”

He glanced at Ian then at me. “Why, yes. I have some business to conduct on behalf of the colony.”

I resisted the mental tug on my neck, the one telling me to look at Ian and glare. I had no clue what he was talking about. But I also didn’t want Prior to know I was clueless.

Ian stepped forward and stared down at the much more diminutive vampire. “What business?”

A flutter of genuine surprise followed by irritation filtered through our shared mental bond. Ian was unaware of Prior’s mission too.

“The zombie council has asked me to meet with them about the benefits of Mars colonization. And since the Undead Space Initiative was started in the spirit of interracial cooperation, it was only fitting I accepted their invitation. The shuttle is scheduled to leave within the hour, so if you’ll excuse me. . .” His voice trailed off, color draining from his cheeks.

I couldn’t see Ian’s face, but judging by Prior’s wide eyes, I was sure my husband had him in a death stare.

“Well, the space dock didn’t clear an unscheduled trip with me.” Ian turned to me, regret in his eyes. “I have to deal with this.”

“No worries. Do what you have to do.” I smiled so he’d know I meant what I said, though I wished he’d stay by my side. 

As the elected colony leader, Ian had final say about how things were run on planet, including the frequency of Earth trips. And if anyone else was allowed to join us. The last thing we wanted was a repeat of the Undead wars that had plagued Earth over the centuries. When the vampire queen was murdered on Earth, she’d left a power void. A civil war erupted with each faction vying for supremacy. Her will had held the other races—zombie and revenant—at bay through a combination of respect and fear. Queen Victoria had kept the peace for almost two centuries. She was a forward thinker. She’d been the one to fund the Martian space colony under Prior’s direction.

So, while Prior’s duties didn’t land directly under Ian’s jurisdiction and he could leave as he pleased, Ian did control the spaceport. I didn’t envy the pilot who’d agreed to shuttle Prior to the sentient ship orbiting the planet. As irritating as I found Prior, I know he had provided valuable services to the colony, and I understood why Ian would balk at his leaving.

Ian kissed me goodbye then guided a disgruntled, protesting Prior away from the celebration.

Not my monkeys. Not my circus. Not anymore.

Harmony descended into the seat next to mine. “Might we speak upon an important matter?”

“Sure.” The corners of my mouth lifted into a smile. It seemed most all matters were important to Harmony. Don’t get me wrong—while we were friends, in many ways, she remained a bit of an enigma to me.

“I’d like to hold a naming ceremony for your child.”

I smiled like I understood what she meant because, frankly, I knew she’d tell me.

“It’s customary for revenants to welcome new members into the tribe. Because your child will be the first of her kind, I thought it might be nice to do something similar involving the three clans.”

I loved how Harmony spoke. She never discussed her past, but the cadence of her speech told an interesting story. Her accent was a bit posh but not exactly British. She reminded me of Ian and Jonathan, someone who’d lived many lives.

“We’d be honored,” I said, knowing Ian would agree. The former druid in him wouldn’t be able to resist. Whatever Harmony had planned, it sounded nice. “What do we need to do?”

“Not a thing, other than show up at the dome.”

“Hey, listen, can I ask you something? What’s the deal with Herne and his merry band?” I wanted so badly to call them space ghosts but didn’t want to offend Harmony. Her sense of humor was nowhere near as flexible as mine.

Harmony’s gaze shifted to Herne, who was lingering besides the food table. His hand hovered over the food, uncertain. I didn’t blame him. There were some strange offerings.

“Herne is unknown to me.” She watched, eyes tracking his movements. His followers hovered around the edges of the room. It was more awkward then an eighth-grade dance. “The story he told me . . .”

“Yes?” Now I was curious. Ian had said something similar to me after they’d first landed weeks earlier.

“Remember the day they arrived?”

“How could I forget? Talk about a shock,” I said.

“I’d hoped the Lost Ship had returned.” With a wounded sigh, she twisted her hands in her lap.

According to undead lore, there were three ships. One crashed on Earth, one headed into deep space, and the third, well, no one knows.

“I think a lot of us did,” I said. I wasn’t one of those people. I hadn’t known about the Lost Ship until we’d settled on Mars. The revenants cherished the legend more than anyone else.

“Herne would not share where he had been. Or where his ship came from. I believe he doesn’t know.”

“And that’s disturbing.” I could understand why the space revenants vexed Ian. It bugged me too. How could you not know why you were traveling in space?

“He seems to like you. Have you tried to speak to him?”

When the ship first landed, there was a “take me to your leader” moment. The vampires told them I was the leader. Which was true. I was their Sire, but Ian was the elected colony leader.

“I think I intimidate him. But I’ll try again.”

“Thank you. Please, give him a chance. There’s something about him. A conflict brewing inside him. I can’t quite put my finger on it.” She stood. “See you at ladies’ night. You haven’t forgotten, right?”

“Of course not.” I called to her receding form. We both knew I’d forgotten because that’s what I did these days. Nap, drink our specially fortified, homegrown juice, forget stuff.

I located Herne where I’d last seen him, staring at the food table. Everyone was giving him wide berth. Or was it the scary food? Vampires generally don’t eat solids. Zombies could and did eat things. What kinds of things? I never could bring myself to ask. Revenants stuck to juice pouches like the vampires.

Anyway, we were still in the getting-to-know-you phase of communal living. Some things were impolite to ask. I know we’d have to learn to get over it. Just because things were handled a certain way on Earth didn’t mean we had to behave the same way. Living together in relative harmony was a major accomplishment. One I didn’t want to see disappear because of Herne and his newcomers.

“Hi there,” I said. “The food looks interesting.” I couldn’t make myself call it pretty. One plate reminded me of actual fingers.

Herne startled. “Forgive me. I sometimes lose track of time.”

Have I mentioned the space revenants often float around like ghosts? Herne is the exception. He remains solid, but he also has no discernible facial features other than his eyes. He reminds me of a department store mannequin that walks and talks. It’s a bit unnerving. 

“How are you adjusting to the Martian surface?” Sure, the question was akin to discussing the state of the roads or the weather. Since we didn’t have roads or remarkable weather other than dust storms and the occasional puffy cloud, I chose something safe. Gravity.

“It has been difficult. But we persevere.” He pointed to the plate of fingers. “Those do not look appetizing.”

I stifled a snicker. While his was a true statement, whoever had brought them had taken the time and effort to make my day special, which I did appreciate. “How about a cup of punch? It’s yummy and full of nutrients.” 

Gah. I sounded like a PSA.

“Thank you, but I require no sustenance at this time.”

Enough dancing around him. “What do you want with us?”

Herne looked into my eyes. For a moment, his gaze caught mine. A soul-deep wound gaped back at me, painful and forlorn. Then it vanished. “Apologies. I need to return to my ship.”

“Sure.” Sadness filled me. I wiped a tear away, quickly.

He turned and looked back at me. “Come visit me sometime.” 

He seemed to want to say more. Instead, he disappeared.

I gripped the edge of the table. What the hell had just happened? It was like I’d dived into his mind for the briefest of seconds and the only thing there was pain and regret.

As I released the table, a metallic object caught my eye. A tin soldier. The paint was worn from use, but patches of red, yellow, and blue still clung to spots. When the cool metal touched my palm, I couldn’t help giving a sad sigh. 

It reminded me of my brother Edwin’s favorite toy, the Duke of Wellington. I turned the soldier upside down and squinted at the base. The initials E.B. were faintly legible in black paint.

How was this here? I’d lost it in the same fire that destroyed my lakeside house in Austin.

“Hey. How do you feel?” Jay approached the table.

“A bit tired.” I dropped the soldier into my pocket. I’d deal with the mystery later.

“You shouldn’t be overdoing it.” Jay cupped my elbow and led me to my chair. It was the one decorated with gaudy paper cutouts, makeshift bows, and a “Red Hot Mama” sign.

“Don’t fuss over me. I won’t break.” I shushed him away. Much as I loved Jay, I didn’t need him to mother me. He’d fretted over me plenty when he was my thrall. I wanted him to be free of worry and have his own life. I’d taken enough from him. 

A new crowd of well-wishers formed around me.

Settling against the hard plastic, I tackled the gift pile, taking the time to appreciate each present and the person who’d given it to the baby. After I opened each gift, everyone moved away to socialize or dance.

Finally alone, I retrieved the tin soldier. I touched the tiny figure, wishing I could see Edwin again. Melancholy served no purpose and I shouldn’t indulge it. That way lay madness, as they say. I pocketed the toy with a sigh.

Suddenly, shivers crawled over my skin. I’d felt the sensation before. Like I was being watched.

Shuddering, I searched the room. Nothing. I leaned back in my chair, relieved.

“Cherry. We need to talk.”

I swear I left the chair and levitated for a moment before my butt landed firmly against the seat. 

Jonathan, my former husband and Sire, sat next to me, real as day. He raised his chin, daring me to defy his existence. Have I mentioned that he’s really, truly dead?

“No, you’re not here.” I turned away and counted to twenty. 

Chatter continued. Music played from a sound system somewhere across the room. Nina and Brandy tossed a crumpled bow between them. Jay’s laugh reached my ears. He and Louis were probably telling each other goofy nerd jokes.

Situation normal.

Nope. Jonathan wasn’t there. I blame the hormones. 

Confidant I wasn’t having a psychotic break with reality, I checked the chair beside me.

Grim and resolved, Jonathan nodded. “Yup. I’m still here.”

Crap on a cracker.
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Chapter Two


Family Is Another Word For Crazy
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I’m not going to sugarcoat it. Seeing ghosts wasn’t normal, even for the undead. 

Needing space to think, I left the party and hightailed it to my favorite place, the hydroponic greenhouse.

The faint hiss of moisture traveling to the plants’ roots interrupted the silence. Otherwise, it was quiet and empty. Just the way I liked it.

I needed time to regroup. Seeing a literal ghost from the past, plus the toy soldier, was a bit much.

And this wasn’t the first time I’d seen Jonathan. He’d appeared at the foot of the bed when my child was conceived. That by itself was disturbing enough. The fact that’d I’d convinced myself it was my imagination didn’t help me.

I hadn’t told Ian because it was too mortifying.

Then why did I feel so guilty?

You know why, said my conscience. Only its voice took on the posh accent of my Aunt Cassandra. The cray-cray one. The relative brushed under the rug.

Crap.

I didn’t want her voice in my head. Thinking about my past wasn’t particularly helpful, given the situation. Everyone has secrets they don’t admit to their friends or spouse. I was brought up in a time when many things remained private. Especially family matters. Everyone has one relative relegated to the family time-out corner. 

Mine was Aunt Cassandra. 

She was crazy as a loon. Madder than a hatter. Nuttier than a squirrel. In fact, she was plain insane, insisting she saw the future, foretelling our doom with the precision of a train schedule. 

Everyone knew about her “episodes,” as they were referred to. Though no one in the family would comment about her condition in polite society. It just wasn’t done. Brows would furrow over cups of tea. Tuts of pity for the beleaguered family were hinted at but never explicitly expressed.

Of course, without having to say it, everyone knew one day she would go too far. Unfortunately for me, I was the impetus for the men with white coats. Well, in those days, they didn’t have white coats, but that’s how I remember it.

The afternoon they came to take her away, the sun shone with crisp sharpness only seen on a summer day. 

My mother’s prized Japanese irises had bloomed a purplish blue, the shade mimicking the fresh bruises on my arms. I’d been hiding outside, creeping behind an unruly hedgerow, staring at the façade of Belmont Manor. Trepidation pulsed through my veins with enough force that my heart seemed to race ahead of my body. I watched the windows, expecting her to appear at any moment. I imagined the fanatical gleam in her glassy eyes as she sought me out for another round of madness. The phantom sensation of her pincer-like grip throbbed against my battered skin. I shrank down behind the hedge, choking down quiet sobs. 

I didn’t want her to find me again. My absence from my morning lessons would be discovered at any moment, I was sure of it. A steady clip-clop of hooves roused me. The carriage was unlike any I’d ever seen before. Box-shaped with dark windows. A heavy iron padlock secured the passenger door.

Shrinking further into the shrubs, I watched through a break in the branches. My dress would be filthy. I’d be punished, but I didn’t fear the sting of a spanking as much as my Aunt Cassandra.

A horrible thought had rattled in my young brain. What if they were here for me?

I flattened, wishing I could burrow into the ground like a mole. Quiet as I could, I breathed shallowly through my noise, hand covering my mouth.

The carriage stopped. A man stepped down from next to the driver’s seat, dressed in a somber black suit. White wisps of hair drifted under the brim of his battered top hat, haloing it like milkweed down. The pale man headed toward the manor’s great oaken door, his shoulders slumped as if he’d been given a sad duty. Before he could knock, the front door opened. Shrieks, sudden and violent, escaped from the foyer—the pitiful sound of a wretched animal caught in a trap.

“You can’t do this to me! I’m your sister!” Cassandra shouted. She’d been dressed for an outing. Sturdy shoes, a dark skirt, and plain coat. Her hairdo lopsided. Tendrils had escaped one side, indicating she hadn’t willingly agreed to leave.

My mother stepped forward and spoke to her in low tones. I couldn’t make out most of the words, but I caught snippets of phrases such as “for the good of the family” and “maintain decorum.”

“Charity! Charity! You must run. I tried to hide you from the devil for your own good!” Her words were targeted, biting me with the force of multiple wasp stings.

“No! No! You can’t take me. I won’t let you!” My aunt lunged, evading the grasps of my father and two underbutlers. For a moment, she stopped, sighting me in the hedge. I don’t know how she did it, but she always had an uncanny knack for finding me.

A sob escaped before I pushed my face into the damp grass and played dead like a possum I’d once seen in America.

Her long finger pointed at me. “Heed my words, girl. Run now. Run!”

There was a soft oomph. Fabric tore with a sharp rip. Gravel shifted under heavy-booted feet. My aunt’s cries muffled then stopped. I opened my eyes in time to witness the pale man remove a white cloth from her nose and mouth. They quickly bundled Aunt Cassandra into the carriage, the driver whipping the horses into a gallop as they disappeared down the drive. My mother entered the house without a backward glance, a line of grim servants following behind her. 

Cold to the core, she didn’t bother to check if I was there. I didn’t exist in her world. My father must have pitied me. He located me and trundled me into his arms, not caring that fathers didn’t handle their children. Without a word, he brought me to the greenhouse and handed me an embroidered handkerchief. The unspoken message was clear: Pull yourself together.

I sorted through events while mopping my tears. My terrified mind refused to relive what she had done. But I knew the basic facts. Aunt Cassandra was in big trouble. She’d done something bad. And because I’d been involved, I felt I was to blame.

I shook the memories away and faced the more immediate issue. The very real ghost haunting me. 

Unless . . .

Hope darted through me.

Before coming to Mars, I used to become trapped in visions. Jonathan once told me he could feel my consciousness leave my body. How weird is that?

I touched the gold cuff on my right wrist. A so-called gift from Queen Victoria, our now dead queen of vampires. Enkil’s cuff—yes, it had a name—had belonged to another ancient queen. Queen Azaral of the Eliade, to be precise. The race that once inhabited Mars long before humans dominated the earth.

Was it too much to hope that Jonathan was another vision?

“I wished it worked that way.”

My heart leapt into my throat. I refused to turn around and see Jonathan standing there. “Nope. No. No. You do not get to do this to me.”

“Charity. I am truly sorry.”

“Says the man who won’t stay dead.” I rubbed my baby bump, the gesture settling my nerves.

The sound of fingers scraping over stubble reverberated up my spine. In life, he’d rubbed his chin when he didn’t know what to say to me. Unable to stand it, I turned around to face him. If I still had breath, it would have caught in my throat. In another time and place, I would have described him as jaw-droppingly handsome. Dark full hair, strong jaw, deep blue eyes, and full lips. He had a face that stopped conversations and garnered every ounce of attention. And he knew it too. He’d wielded his beauty like a weapon, when it served his purposes.

Too bad his gorgeous head was tucked under his arm like a basketball. The stump of his neck, cleanly sliced, glistened with scarlet blood and bleached white bone.

I leaned over and vomited fruit punch into the nearest plants. Wiping my mouth with my hand, I forced myself to look again. “You could have warned me.”

“I cannot help how I appear to you. I take the opportunities given to me. I regret that you must see me like this. My message is dire. You must listen.”

“Trust me. You have my full attention.” It was hard to see him headless. The manner of his death haunted me. He had chosen execution to save his Family. To save me. The baby wiggled in my belly as if sharing the same thought.

He dropped to his knees, his body replaying its death moment. “You can’t stop what’s coming, but you don’t have to go along with it either. Be brave, Charity. Take help wherever you may find it.”

“How about you just tell me what is going to happen?” Riddles piss me off. Be direct, I always say.

“Not how it works,” he panted. Spasms quaked his arms. The severed head fell to the ground with a stomach-turning squish. His eyes rolled upward. Phantom blood spurted from his neck. “Time will have its way.”

“What the hell does that mean?” I squeezed my eyes shut, fighting back tears. I couldn’t watch him die again.

Footsteps shuffled somewhere among the plants. I spun around. Bad things had happened to me before when I was alone in the greenhouse. Not that I expected to be attacked, but a girl could never be too careful.

Something approached on two legs, body obscured by leafy greens.

“Had enough of the party?” Louis said, words muffled by stacked planting trays.

“Yup.” If Jonathan had been there, he was gone. If he showed again, maybe I’d remember to use the cuff to analyze him. If I could keep my wits about me for a change. “You on duty today?”

Trays banged against a metalwork bench. Puffs of Martian dust floated upward despite the humidity in the greenhouse. Dust was perpetual and plentiful here. 

“Someone needs to tend the plants. It’s my turn.” He smiled with the same doofus grin that zombies always sported when talking about plants. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

I shrugged, not wanting to get into the whole ghost thing.

“You can’t fool me. Let me guess, you’re bummed because Prior is leaving.” Louis grinned again, flashing his adorable dimples.

“Yeah, that’s totally it.” I rolled my eyes.

His smile fell flat. “Seriously. Something has you spooked. I could go find one of the Rogues. Or Ian. I’m sure he’d be happy to investigate.” The Rogues were a band of renegade vampires that lived independent of Families. Ian was their freely appointed leader but not blood bonded to them like a traditional Sire. They’d saved my bacon more than once in the war against Thalia.

I frowned. “Playing hardball, are we?” 

Irritating as it was, I had to admire Louis’ use of blackmail. He knew me well enough to know that if I hadn’t called Ian, I was hiding something. And believe me, it’s not easy to hide strong emotions from a bonded mate.

“Whatever works. I’m just going to attach these trays while you find your words.” He clicked the trays in the growing racks.

I paced the floor, fingers brushing the greenery. It was remarkable how we managed to grow food. It used to gross me out when I thought about the special ingredient feeding the soil—molted zombie skin. I’ve since gotten over it. Mostly.

The last tray snapped into place, signaling time was up. Louis turned and folded his arms. I was thankful he didn’t impatiently tap his foot. Yet.

“I’m done. Now give.” Louis stepped near enough to hear me over the machines.

I swallowed hard. The words lodged in my throat. I knew I could confide in Louis. I trusted him and I knew he wouldn’t laugh—much. I also knew he would keep my secret.

“Did I ever mention I have visions?”

He shook his head. I continued before I lost my nerve and bolted. There was nothing inherently wrong with visions, but, given my family history, thoughts of men in white coats were never far behind. “They went away after we came to Mars. Now they’re back.”

And more interactive. Yup, that was the lie I was telling myself.

A strange brightness glimmered in Louis’ eyes. Wonderment flashed across his face. His mouth opened in awe. Or maybe surprise because he thought I was insane. “You must be Founder touched.”

Or just touched. In the head. To stop the comment, I bit down on my lip. “Founder?”

“First-kind. Only those who are direct descendants of the First-kind are blessed with extra gifts.”

“Like being a Blue Blood isn’t gift enough?” I grumbled. Having a special blood type had made me a virtual prisoner. Especially in the early decades. Jonathan had never let me stray far out of his sight for fear I’d be captured and used in the blood trade.

Louis continued to stare at me as though I’d sprouted wings and a halo. His expression hardened. “Some things should not be joked about.”

“Believe me. I don’t think it’s funny.” Subtle pangs rippled up my spine. I’d been standing too long. I shifted from foot to foot. Louis watched me before darting away. A moment later, he reappeared, wheeling an office chair in my direction.

I sunk into the chair, relieved to be off my feet. “Are Founders so rare?”

Louis picked up a spray bottled and spritzed a row of plants. “Yes. I’ve never met a zombie First-kind.”

Was Jonathan one of them? He had been much older than he’d let on. But Ian dated back several thousand years. He once told me his village had seen a star fall from the sky. I’d have to find a way to ask him without arousing suspicions. I know it didn’t make any sense, but I didn’t want Ian thinking I’d lost my mind. Or worrying about me. He had enough on his plate with running the colony and managing the space revenants.

Something else pricked my memory. Something about the Eliade, the ancients. . .

“Have you had a terrible vision?” he asked from another row over. I’d been so distracted, I hadn’t noticed him move away.

“Not exactly,” I said, rubbing my belly. The baby must have been sleeping because she’d stopped jumping around.

“I saw—”

“Sire? Are you in here?” Nina called from the airlock.

“Over here!” Louis waved. “Another time?”

“Yes. Thank you,” I said. Talking with Louis reminded me to stop spending so much time alone.

One of the best parts of being in a vampire family is that you’re never alone if you don’t want to be.

Nina joined me among the plants. “Are you ready? We wondered where you’d disappeared to.”

“I needed some me time.”

“Harmony sent us looking. She mentioned you might have forgotten.”

“Never,” I said, summoning the energy to smile.

Part two of the day’s extravaganza—a ladies-only sleepover in my quarters. We’d started holding them once a month. This month it was my turn and the ladies had scheduled the shower to coincide.

I’d been trying to convince the women in my Family that we could be friends too. We’d formed a tighter bond since coming to Mars. Sure, we’d spent decades together working as entertainers, but because I was the Sire’s wife and confidante, the others had kept their distance.

Call me crazy, but I wasn’t going to live on Mars speaking only to Ian, Jay, Louis, and Harmony. I didn’t believe in “hands off” as a management style. We were in this together. And in such a small group, we couldn’t afford to let resentment, elitist attitudes, or plain old bitchiness divide us. Plus, as their Sire, I could sense when morale dipped. Sad to say, I’d been sensing loneliness more often these days.

Festering emotions can be fatal to us undead types. Better to deal with it before it became a serious issue. And what better way than having some girls’ nights in my apartment?

Ian had taken the news that I was kicking him out of our home like a champ. He’d overnight with the Rogues. He’d be fine.

“The baby’s room is adorable,” Brandy said, rejoining the group in the main room. 

The turnout so far, five females. Three vampires and two revenants. I didn’t discriminate. Any flavor of the undead was welcome.

“Thanks to you.” I may have a killer sense of stripper style, but my decorating skills are severely lacking. I’ve been told, “too much grandma, not enough flair.” Ouch. “The baby shower was a wonderful surprise.”

“Our pleasure.” Brandy leaned in. “Nina said you hated surprises. I guess she was wrong.”

Nina snorted. “Brandy, sit down. The dip is getting cold.”

Obviously, she’d heard. No matter. I lowered myself into a chair. Brandy found a spot wedged in on the floor near the low coffee table.

Nina had been experimenting with creating “food” like kale chips with mushy fruit dip. She cited fatigue from drinking juice pouches. “We’re not toddlers. I refuse to eat like one,” had been her exact words.

“Looks yummy,” I said, trying to mean it. The undead and solid food didn’t usually mix well.

Nina chuckled but didn’t call me out on my skepticism. A perk of my being Sire— no one wanted to contradict me. It was also a limitation, in my book. Nothing good ever comes from telling a person only what they want to hear. As Jonathan could have attested to. I’d never let him get away with much.

“Yeah, keep telling yourself that,” Harmony said from the doorway. “I don’t hold much regard for kale. It gives me a stomachache. But I did bring these.” She set down a tray of long, narrow, orange things.

“Fingers?” I hoped not.

Brandy tittered. “I was going to say the world’s smallest dingies.”

“You mean dicks,” Nina corrected.

Muriel, one of the revenants, chimed in, “The bigger the better, I say.”

“And they’re off,” muttered Joan, resident anthropologist and one of the few vampires not in my Family. She took a kale chip and nibbled the corner like a rabbit testing a patch of clover.

Hey, we women can be just as crude as men. Don’t judge.

Harmony wasn’t amused. “They’re canapés. Made from carrots and lime gelatin.”

“Waste of perfectly good gelatin shots, if you ask me,” said someone in the corner of the room.

I laughed. The “what happens in the room, stays in the room” rule was in effect.

“I will pleasure, for a full year, whoever creates an alcohol that gets me drunk.” Nina meant every word. About the pleasure and the drinking. It wasn’t the first time she’d suggested it. That explained why Jay was actively working on concoctions in his lab. Sex with Nina for a year was motivational.

“Who gets to pick the game tonight?” I asked. My pregnancy brain couldn’t remember.

“It’s Cherry’s turn,” said Nina. “Brandy picked last time. The next letter is C.”

That’s right. We played the latest card game from Earth, the one with the black and white cards. I’m sure you know which one I mean. There aren’t a lot of rules to our gatherings, besides the aforementioned silence, but we have to rotate our fun so things don’t get stale.

I cursed myself for that rule. I hadn’t thought one iota about the game. I know some of the girls spent weeks planning. Not me. I was lucky to remember to match my socks.

After some robust suggestions, Nina held up her hand. The silence in the room was aimed at me.

I said the first thing that came to mind. “Truth or Dare.”

There were a few gasps. I wished I had thought of Go Fish first. Why? Because the undead generally don’t like to talk about the past. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I must have been thinking of a way to get everyone to talk. Go me. Except I’d have to talk too.

“Ladies. A reminder. You must answer truthfully.” Nina cracked her knuckles. She was always up for anything.

“And you can’t choose a dare or the truth every time either,” Joan added. Of everyone in the room, she appeared most concerned. I could only imagine what she wanted to keep secret.

“This ought to be interesting,” Harmony said over my shoulder in between nibbling a canapé.

“Yup,” was all I would commit to. “Lucky you. You’re on my right so you get the first question.”

Harmony coughed and banged her chest. “Ugh. That went down funny. Go ahead. I can handle the truth.”

Everyone’s eyes gleamed with excitement. Harmony was so dignified and proper most of the time. It would be fun seeing if she could be rattled into a dare. No pressure on me or anything.

Pressure could explain the question I asked. “Truth or Dare. Have you ever slept with one of the Rogues?”

“Dare.” She didn’t skip a beat. The look she gave me promised serious payback.

“Curse like a sailor for twenty seconds straight.”

I won’t bore you with the details. Let’s just say despite her calm demeanor, Harmony can cuss like a boss.

That was the icebreaker everyone needed. The game took off at a feverish pace, finally circling around to me. Luckily, Nina was the one to ask my question. Harmony’s payback would come some other time, some other place.

I braced myself, hands rubbing my belly. The baby kicked like a boss too. Like she was eager to hear the question.

Nina faced me. “If you could, would you turn back time and change your past?”

My brows furrowed. I’d been ready to answer a raunchy question like everyone else had. What choice did I have? I was extremely pregnant and physical antics were off limits. The tone in the room deflated too. “Time travel isn’t possible.”

“Quit stalling,” said Harmony.

An answer lodged in my brain. One I couldn’t make myself answer out loud. “Dare.”

Whoops and hollers went around the room. I think I’d shocked everyone. Nina probably thought she’d delivered me a softball question, but like everything when you’re undead, it wasn’t so easy to answer.

Nina bit her bottom lip, unsure of what to dare me. Harmony circled around and whispered something in her ear. Nina’s expression lit up. “You have to play a song slapping your butt cheeks until someone guesses what it is.”

“You’re welcome,” Harmony said with an evil grin.

Yeah, payback was a bitch. My butt hurt for a solid hour afterward. No one could guess my damn song. I should have picked something more obvious.

But the spirit of the question lingered into the next round of the night like Jonathan’s unwanted shade. I half expected him to reappear. Thankfully, he hadn’t.

The slumber
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