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AWAKENING: The Origin of the Blood Curse (The Rulers of Darkness Series)

THE  AWAKENING

It took me centuries perhaps even millennia...


I was a prisoner in a time when forgetting was forbidden and loving  was terrifying.

It wasn’t a weakness, nor a flaw.

It was perhaps the purest form of a heart overgrown with mold.

This is my unchangeable fate, my absolute curse.  



Adhara Al Draconis  SAPPHİRE  
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Those who didn't know could never understand. 
Denial was indispensable. And after so much denial... 
How could anyone ever turn back?


Aslı
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Caught in limbo between fleeing and facing the truth,
my soul carried sins born of the past and yet to come.
To be trapped between two fires was a terrifying trial.
Ali   
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THE  AWAKENING
[image: ]



As his long leather coat billowed in the wind, he slowly passed a beggar. The artificial lights filtering through the dark alleyways traced the flawless contours of his body. Maybe if he had looked back, they could have followed him...
Just like a mighty angel fallen to earth.
It was beautiful. Poetic.

That striking silhouette gliding into the night was a feast for any eyes that caught it's swaying gait and regal demeanor drew every gaze, even upon that foul, decaying ground. Yet this fleeting, unfortunate encounter would change the fate of those watching eyes forever.


And it didn’t take long.


When his business with the prey was finished, he smiled down at the lifeless body cradled in his arms. This had been his first and last dance with the king of the night. A victory won in a single, reckless gamble. He was enjoying himself. These moments had amused him countless times before.
With one final mocking curtsey to the corpse he held in the darkness, he suddenly let it drop over the three-meter gap of the bridge. Once again, he watched the decline of mankind unfold.
What a pity.

Where was that so-called grandeur now? Where was the power they had devoted their lives to the very power that had stripped away their compassion and dragged them into greed and selfishness?
He smiled again.
The same scenario, the same game, the same tragedy, the same wretched cycle. It would repeat itself endlessly, right up to the promised end. Each time he witnessed the desperation of those who once claimed, “Power and dominion are mine,” only to have everything they believed in ripped from their grasp, an indescribable thrill carved itself into him.
Yet amid this absurdity, something still stirred his curiosity:
Their frantic desire to cling to life until the very last breath... That senseless, stubborn fight. How painful. How intoxicating. The thrill never faded.
The deadly creature gazed into the night,
taking in all its sins, all its secrets.
That brief moment of peace vanished once more. As the wind tossed his hair, he crouched on the bridge, one hand steadying himself, and closed his eyes to the endless twilight.

"How long would this loneliness last? How long would this body endure, as still as the beating of a heart, as old as the lifetime of a world?"

I have tasted life—its desires and its sins, its wars and its ruins, both heaven and hell...

Perhaps we once believed that pain was the most terrifying thing of all.

But it wasn’t.

How could anything be worse than the endless silence inside me? Numbness... Perhaps the only force truly capable of driving one mad.

Neither cold nor heat, neither pain nor pleasure, neither body nor soul—nothing. I was empty. And no reality could ever conceal that emptiness.

Yet one truth stood too naked to be hidden”
Who was I?
I was one of the oldest nobles.
I was the oldest enemy and the oldest ally of all created beings.
For thousands of years, I had crossed oceans as one of the most dangerous and most alluring existences...
I was neither pureblood,
nor hybrid,
nor vampire,
nor of any known lineage.
And yet I was their father, their ancestor, their king, their creator.
The third of the five Ancients...
The third son among four sons.    
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THE  EXPECTED
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“Do not place too much faith in yourself. Never dare to say, ‘I know.’
For inevitably, someone will appear in your way and tear every one of your carefully laid plans to shreds.”

Sometimes you have to set out on an unexpected journey.
The smell of exhaust fumes should come with it—it’s essential to ride that rush of excitement so you can silence all the questions swirling in your head.
Such dangerous thoughts raced through his mind right before he stepped into this ruthless struggle. His grip tightened on the clutch and the brake. How much longer would he have to put up with these teenagers? These foolish races had become the only real entertainment left in his life. And thanks to these reckless displays, the crowd of spectators just kept growing. As if that wasn’t enough.
A voice sliced through his thoughts, forcing him to turn. Her furious expression, long dark-red hair, and tightly clenched fists showed just how hard she was fighting to hold back the anger boiling inside her. There was something in her face—the same hostile fire once seen in the eyes of warrior women before they stepped into the arena. Yet when she smiled, you could sense the power to turn everything upside down all over again.
As she stormed toward him, her black trousers, brown linen jacket, and the blue scarf wrapped around her neck caught the eye of the one she was after. The boy on the motorcycle straightened up and leaned back slightly. One hand still on the clutch, the other resting casually behind him, he studied the furious yet strikingly beautiful girl without taking off his helmet.

“Ali, take off that helmet,” she said, her brows knitted together.
“So you want me to race without it?”
He paused, then slowly pulled the helmet off. His layered hair fell to his neck like the shifting sands of the Sahara. As he brushed it back with long fingers, it caught the moonlight or perhaps it was just the glow from the lights behind him. It didn’t matter anymore.

He sat there on his white motorcycle, dressed in black linen trousers and a white leather jacket, a single white glove on his right hand. His height and those piercing green eyes could pin you in place. And when he smiled, you never wanted to look away from those full lips.

My God. Some people were truly born fortunate.
“If I don’t wear the helmet, you owe me something. For example... I could take your scarf. For luck.”
“Are you making fun of me? Are you a child? Didn’t we talk about this racing thing? Are you playing with death? But listen to me no matter how you play, the winner is always the Grim Reaper.”
Then she pointed a finger at Ali: “Now. I don’t have much time. Turn around and go home.”
Smiling, he glanced first at her finger, then at Aslı’s angry face. “I didn’t know you thought about me that much.”
Aslı gave him a weary look as she took a deep breath.
“Of course I’ll think about it. You owe me...” she said, crossing her arms tightly.
“I think I love it,” he replied without looking at her face.
Suddenly the artificial lights around them flashed as loud music blasted through the air. Aslı raised an eyebrow, completely lost on what Ali was trying to say. Then a group of punks in bizarre outfits appeared around them, and she realized she didn’t recognize a single one from her school. Maybe they were from the rival school’s punk crew. She had no idea.
A man stepped forward clearly not friendly, his behavior off in every way. With a sharp brake squeal, the area filled with gas and smoke. He grinned, dirty and wide, like he’d been waiting years for this exact moment. Strangely, his target seemed to be Ali. Black leather jacket, leather pants, buzz-cut hair (number three clipper), black-and-silver wristbands. When he smirked, his reckless teeth flashed.

His brown eyes almost looked orange in the light... Were those eyes real? Maybe just an illusion from the headlights. He looked sick definitely unhinged.
Judging by that twisted expression, he was seriously disturbed. How could someone walk around in this country dressed like that and not get swarmed by police as a suspect?
Just like a monster.
“Are you ready to stick to the asphalt like a fly, kid? And you even brought your little snack. When I’m done with you, we’ll have some fun with her.”
Ali felt a flicker of nerves, but it only took a few seconds to shake it off. He was too smart to fall for cheap provocations like this. He tossed the helmet from his hand, then snatched it back with a quick, dangerous flick.
“Mind your own business,” he snapped.
Aslı’s stomach twisted when she realized what he’d said. She stared at him with a weird expression.
“Did he just call me a snack? My God.” She rolled her eyes and muttered, “Should I cry or laugh? Look at this mess.”
Ali’s gaze stayed locked on the guy. The leader couldn’t have heard her, could he? But something shifted a shadow passed through his eyes, his smile vanished, replaced by raw anger.
“Cry,” he murmured. “A lot of people are going to cry bitterly tonight.” He shot Ali a dark glare. “The expected return has come. It won’t be long before everything turns to dust and smoke...”
The engine roars around them surged louder.
“I’d draw my line if I were you,” Ali said, his face hardening as he frowned and rolled toward the starting line with a low, mocking laugh. The other man grinned wider. Ali’s usually expressionless mask cracked—he looked worried. He didn’t meet Aslı’s eyes as he pulled his helmet back on.
Aslı didn’t understand, but there was no time to ask. Ali turned his head slightly and said:
“Go home, Aslı. Don’t come back here again.”
He revved the engine and sped off after the others. Aslı stared after him, confused and frowning.
“What the hell is this now? Where are you going? Of course... go on, floor it and chase them. I’ll just figure things out on my own.”
She spun around in anger—and froze. The scene in front of her wasn’t pretty at all.
A group of six girls from her school’s troublemaker crew stood blocking her path. They did not look happy. Shit. One big reason for their mood was probably that Aslı had pissed them off earlier. But staying silent while they cornered and extorted people? That had never been her style.
Every time she acted on her sense of justice, she opened a fresh can of trouble for herself.
Now the beating she was about to take from these demons would be the price of doing the right thing. Because doing the right thing was never easy these days. Every good deed came with a cost.
One of the girls stepped forward slowly. She was tall, the first few buttons of her shirt undone, her skirt way shorter than regulation. She shrugged off her outer shirt, leaving just her blouse, and started wrapping her tie around her hand as she stared at Aslı.
“Ooo, look who’s here,” she drawled. “We were just thinking about how to find you.”

“Ah, you were here too? What luck,” Aslı shot back, taking a step or two backward.
Right then, the race was about to start. Ali tensed when he spotted Aslı surrounded by the girls he knew she’d clashed with before.
This was bad. Really bad.
“What’s wrong? Scared and holding back?” the sharp-toothed leader called out to Ali, his stupid grin stretching wider. “Come on. If you can handle us, your girlfriend can handle them too.” He let out a dominant laugh. “I mean, I think so.”
Ali tried to swallow his rising anger he was on the edge. He turned his head.
“Look, you. Can you think?” he said recklessly, staring into the darkness. He was saving everything for after the race. These idiots had no idea yet how much they’d regret thinking they knew him and pushing him this far.
He said nothing more. The signal went off, and they launched into the darkness amid clouds of smoke.
Aslı had to get out of there. Otherwise things were going to move to places she never wanted to go.
“Can you believe it? I just stepped into the crowd thinking maybe I could find someone selling a can of gasoline  but look at this place, it’s like a battlefield. Time flies so fast... They’ll be waiting for me at home. I’d better slip away quietly.”
She tried to walk away with a forced smile.
“Hopp. Where do you think you’re going? Wait, let’s see... You’re just gonna escape like that, huh?”
The girl who looked like riot police grunted and advanced toward Aslı.
But a motorcycle roaring at full speed was enough to distract them all. It drove straight through the group everyone jumped aside, two girls hitting the ground hard. Aslı was one of those who leaped out of the way in the chaos.
She thought it was Ali at first, but her hope faded when she saw a grinning girl on the bike. Apparently this stranger had just cleared an escape route for her. Aslı didn’t know who she was, but she owed her big time. She scrambled up and started running.
She felt a rush of relief but it didn’t last long.
Because the girls behind her weren’t about to let her go. Aslı could hear their shouts and curses echoing right behind her as she bolted out of breath down the streets. Ha, fuck. Fuck. This was not good. Not good at all. Damn maniacs—where the hell had they come from on a night like this? She had no idea how they’d even spotted her. She veered right onto the first side street and sprinted along it. Damn, she didn’t remember seeing these streets before. She must have gotten lost. Bars and clubs lined every corner, crowds pressing in thick it slowed her down, but at least she was pulling ahead.
She ducked into another dark alley. Graffiti covered the walls, along with faded posters from some manga group. Glancing back, she spotted two of the girls still chasing her. What the hell was with that persistence, man? Were they seriously still after her? She saw a shadowy recess up ahead and slipped into it. Stairs led downward, ending at a strange door. Muffled music throbbed from inside.
*******
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İNSİDE THE SHADOWS

Is it easier to remember or to forget?
It might be debatable which one is truly the easier path, but one truth remains inevitable:
Forgetting takes time.
Remembering happens in an instant.

He slipped quietly through the darkness and entered the section prepared just for him. He sank back into his seat and closed his eyes. If he focused on the music, he could relax. While draining the blood from the bum he’d just fed on, the police had watched with quiet pleasure. Now awake again, he was certain he’d repeated the same meaningless acts over and over. Nothing in his life had changed. Perhaps he no longer cared about change not since losing Shara. All he knew was that he couldn’t mend his fractured feelings, and life was growing more and more tedious.
He had been alive for a very long time. Maybe he was trapped in what mortals called the crisis of old age. He had just awakened from a sleep far too long for any human to comprehend, yet the revival of an immortal with no clear purpose felt meaningless even to himself. Opening his eyes to the same endless cycle was exhausting. He felt mentally worn thin. Perhaps this process should never have happened at all. What if every awakening consumed him a little more? The rapid passage of time, the growing insolence of people... If that were true, could he still afford to sleep? He was wasting away, too tired to confront the loneliness anymore. Perhaps that was the root of their anger, their hatred, their indifference. He had been alone for centuries.
If he wanted to die, he couldn’t but he couldn’t truly live like this either. Who knows? Maybe he was paying for his sins. As memories stirred back to life, boredom overwhelmed him, and he opened his eyes with a weary expression.
“It will not take long for you to adapt to the new world, sir,” came a melodic voice.
She approached and placed her hand gently on his face. A stunning woman—red lips, a tunic that clung to every curve. She leaned down to offer him a drink. From his seat, he began to watch the people around him. Once they noticed him, they couldn’t look away. It pleased him at times, but more often it irritated him. Crowded places made him want to fade into the background. Still, even here, he could smell each one of them: mint, sugar, whiskey... chocolate. Sex, sweat, liquor, women, sadness, joy, blood. He could even taste their emotions. Every person carried a story.
And every story ended one day.
His own fate was different—both reward and curse. They didn’t even know how they had come into this world. Their existence stretched back before Christ. Where did they belong? Where had they come from? Above all, there was the thirst. It had taken them ages to suppress the craving for blood that they could never fully explain. Perhaps that suppression had lasted too long. They didn’t burn, drown, or age. Yet each possessed terrifying abilities an intangible power. The fact that they could influence anyone at any moment made them indispensable. Men and women alike were drawn to them.
If there was one thing they knew for certain, it was this: they were the oldest queen and four kings of the Lower World, rulers from the most ancient ruins in history—places humanity had yet to discover. They were the five Ancients.
Four sons and one daughter. They inhabited another world within the world, known as the shadow world. Neighbors to the fairy-dynasty folk, they ruled over ghouls, vampires, hybrids, purebloods, and those who dwelled in the shadows or between darkness and light—beings almost never spoken of. Yet their feelings and reluctance amid the chaos had set them apart. Their dissatisfaction and disagreements had driven them to step down from the thrones they once held. They had abandoned their children and retreated into silence for a long time. 
Now the shadow world had new kings and queens.
As he turned his head and continued scanning the room, he saw the hall beginning to fill: fresh prey, dancers. This night would be like so many thousands of years before sleep claimed him. He glanced behind him. Standing there was a strong, handsome man—hair cropped short on one side, falling to his chest on the other, with one eye half-hidden by strands. Tattoos covered the shaved side of his head, stretching down his neck and across his chest. Dressed in a short brown leather jacket, he watched the crowd intently. When their eyes met—perhaps his oldest friend—he bowed his head in salute.
In the 1680s, wandering the streets of Dublin in Ireland—where the music was lively and the dances pulsed with new rhythms he had found this man on the verge of death right outside his own house. His life energy was fading fast. He could smell the sins on him. The man had been wealthy. In that moment between dying and living, they struck a cursed bargain. He hadn’t turned anyone in a hundred years since his last pureblood transformation  but he did then. He needed a strong vessel to carry the mark that would be etched into the body. And he succeeded. That pureblood had changed from the very first night they met. Sometimes they crossed paths in different cities and countries.
He was his ancestor, his maker, his father, his brother, his eternal companion—the source of life that never ended. Together they had reveled: women, drink, bloodlust, the same rhythm he had known for centuries.
“My sir,” the man said, placing his right hand over his chest and bowing. “I think we have one or two problems to deal with. I’ll give you the details when I return.”
He maintained all his dignity in the presence of the Ancient, bowing his head as he brushed back the short hair falling over his forehead with his right hand. Neal smiled and vanished.

**************
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THE ENCOUNTER
She hurried down the stairs and knocked three times on the intricately carved wooden door. When she saw someone peering through the small sliding panel at the top, she had to stretch up onto her tiptoes to make eye contact. She climbed two more steps.
“Hey,” she said with a wide, hopeful smile. But the second she met his sharp, unimpressed gaze, the smile slipped. She straightened her posture, tried to deepen her voice to sound older. “Friend, open the door so I can come in.”
The man snapped the panel shut. Aslı panicked and knocked again. Even over the thumping music, he must have heard.
“Tell me the password.”
“Password?” She paused, thinking. Was this some kind of old-school thug party with actual passwords? Did people still take that seriously? “Is it ‘no entry without a date’ or something?”
The man growled from the other side. “Go home, kid.”
Was he serious? All she wanted was to get the hell out of here, but she couldn’t go back out there. Would he even care if she told him what was waiting for her? She kept talking anyway.
“War and Peace. Ghostbusters. That one too, right? Best movie of the eighties. Alright, I’ll keep guessing until you open up. Just so you know, I can hear you breathing back there.”
She could feel his patience evaporating, but turning around meant running straight into those psycho girls. No way she was ending the night in a police station or worse.
She waited. Silence. She took a deep breath, leaned out to check the street empty. She was about to step forward again when she spotted one of the shorter ones lurking at the corner. She jerked back inside the stairwell, grateful she didn’t trip. Damnhad they seen her? She flew back down the steps and hammered on the door.
“Come on, open up! If this wasn’t literally life or death, I’d already be gone!”
A dwarf carrying a tray of weird, glowing drinks approached the guard.
“What’s going on?”
“Uninvited guest. A kid.”
“A kid?” The dwarf’s teeth sharpened into points as he grinned. “Let her in. Extra food never hurts.” He chuckled darkly and disappeared into the shadows.
The guard glanced at the door, sighed, and wearily pulled it open. Aslı bolted inside.
“Thanks,” she panted.
The guard raised one eyebrow, arms crossed over his massive chest.
“For what?”
“For opening the door,” she said, like it was obvious.
The huge creature burst out laughing. “You’re thanking me for opening the gates of Hell? Don’t waste time, kid. Enjoy yourself.”
Aslı stared at him like, Are you the crazy one here? but kept her mouth shut. She started walking deeper inside and immediately noticed the strange reliefs carved into the walls—half-human, half-something else.
The place was huge: the right side darker and quieter, the left side pulsing with life. Half-naked dancers moved in perfect sync to the pounding bass, the dim lights making everything feel otherworldly. She knew she didn’t belong here. She wasn’t old enough, but no one needed to know that. If she stayed low-key, maybe her pursuers would get bored and leave.

Her hair caught the lights and glowed like fire. To her right, a roped-off VIP section drew her eye neon-lit, plush seats, definitely exclusive. When she felt a few strangers staring, she hurried to the bar and slid onto a stool, flashing a quick smile.
“Water, please?”
The bartender gave her a long, skeptical look. He was built like a wall broad shoulders, cold eyes, long black hair spilling over a tight white T-shirt. His face was long and sharp, the kind that looked like it had seen too much and cared about none of it.
Aslı grinned wider, trying to play it cool. From her spot at the bar, she could scan the room more easily. Her eyes landed on one of the VIP booths.
A bizarre group sat there:
A towering man draped in a leopard-print robe like he owned the jungle
A stunning woman dressed head-to-toe in blood-red
A purple-haired kid, maybe eight or ten years old, clutching a stuffed bear
The child’s gaze was pure sadism—cold, calculating, the kind that froze your blood. And when he smiled... it sent a real shiver racing down Aslı’s spine.
The other faces melted into shadows, leaving only the man, the woman, and the child clearly visible.
At the center, someone commanded everyone’s attention. They leaned forward, hanging on his every word. But the shadows swallowed his face down to his chest, hiding every feature. For a split second, Aslı swore he was staring straight at her—but she couldn’t be sure.
Two people approached her: a woman with loose, messy hair, wearing a cropped top and a ripped mini skirt straight out of the 80s, and a taller guy with spiked hair and a white sweatshirt. He caught her staring, furrowed his brows, then gave a soft smile.
“Hello, sweetie,” he said gently. “Alone? No one with you?”
Owner? Did he just say “owner”? Or was that some weird code?
Aslı played it cool. “Owner? Look, over there,” she said, nodding vaguely toward the shadowy center.
When he pointed right and asked again, she shrugged.
“Yeah, the one in the middle,” she said with a smile, hoping it sounded like she was pointing at someone scary. Even though she was bluffing, the pair glanced sideways in surprise and backed off without bothering her further.
She turned and froze. The girls chasing her had strolled right in. Damn it! She’d barely made it inside, and they’d waltzed through like they owned the place.
Aslı’s eyes went wide. She spun to the bartender. “Do you want help? I can handle this. Seriously—I can manipulate them. Someone just needs to hold my hand, and I learn fast.”
The bartender raised one eyebrow.
“This is mine,” he said flatly.
Aslı froze for a beat, then threw her hands up. “I’m not here to steal your job!” She rolled her eyes. “Is there a back door?”
“No,” he replied, leaning on the counter like he couldn’t care less.
Despite his intimidating vibe, Aslı stayed calm. She exhaled slowly, lips pressed tight, ready to bolt if she had to.
“You don’t like me, do you?” she asked, standing up.
He raised one brow and gave the faintest smile before turning back to his drink.
She slipped toward the dance floor, trying to disappear into the crowd. Everyone else was lost in the music. She moved slowly, matching the rhythm. The right side looked emptier but rule number four: avoid the scary corners.
Suddenly a young guy appeared in front of her—blonde streaks, collar around his neck, kohl-lined eyes, dark skin. He smiled and moved to the beat. Another joined him.
“What are you doing here?” she asked, turning carefully. His look was weird, but his voice was surprisingly friendly.
“I’m thinking how to end the evening before it even begins,” he said, loud enough to cut through the music.
Aslı focused. One of the chasing girls spotted her, dropped low, and started crawling away on hands and knees. Aslı copied her creeping across the floor without touching anyone.
When she glanced back, the guy was doing the same, grinning at her.
“So, where are we going?” she whispered.
“To a place you won’t follow. Stop trailing me,” he shot back.
She looked around too many eyes on her. She squeezed her eyes shut, kept crawling until she reached the edge of the dance floor, then stood and quickly fixed her clothes.
While scanning for escape routes, she noticed two men with faintly glowing eyes and a woman casually showing bite marks on her chest and neck. Aslı averted her gaze fast she didn’t want to attract attention.
Backing up, she bumped into something soft. Red curtains. Her eyes widened as she peered through the tulle. In the shadows sat someone holding a single black rose. Light broke across his chest, but his face stayed mostly hidden. Tall. Unmistakably.
A strange calm rolled off him, yet his gaze felt... invasive. If a look could undress someone, she’d be standing there naked. She tried to turn away quickly, but he furrowed his brows expressionless, arrogant and shifted his eyes elsewhere.
A thin mist curled around the seated group, drifting down to their legs.
“Who are you, and what are you doing here?” she demanded.
Nearby, a blonde guy with a collar nodded slowly.
“Hmm, I...” He hesitated, rolled his eyes. “I was looking for the door.”
“Move along. You shouldn’t be here.”
He tried to grab her arm. Aslı frowned and yanked back. “Stop pushing! I’ll leave in a second.”
Even as she struggled, the man in the leopard robe called them over. The small child dragged Aslı forward until she stood in front of the tall blonde. She tried to pull free, but the kid’s grip was freakishly strong.
“What’s happening here?” the robed man asked, eyes fixed on Aslı.
The child bowed respectfully. “Sir, we have an uninvited guest. I told her to leave, but she’s about to test my patience...”
“Did you notice? Earlier things went wrong... did we talk like this? I said I’d leave, so why are you still complaining?” Aslı whispered to the child.
“How did you get in here?” The tall blonde’s voice was soft, clear like a fallen angel speaking.
Standing in the darkness, Aslı finally saw one of the most striking faces she’d ever encountered. It was as if God had started sculpting an angel... then got distracted and dropped him into the wrong world.
His gaze carried a wild, unwilling charm. Blue-green eyes peered from under long, thick lashes, edges sharpened with black kohl. Right beside them, a strange tattoo drew the eye. A dark, long feather earring dangled from his right ear. Beneath the open buttons of his black silk shirt, there was a calm yet unmistakably threatening presence. Noble... and completely alien.
Feeling his eyes roam over her, Aslı shivered. She tried to look away.
“I’m just at the front door. I won’t stay long.”
He raised one eyebrow. “Oh? That’s your confidence?”
“My choices surprise even me,” she shot back.
The others frowned. The small child let out a soft chuckle.
When she realized his gaze was still drifting over her body, Aslı shivered again. She tried to break free from those hypnotic eyes and speak clearly. “Through the front door. I won’t be long.”
He leaned back, raising a single eyebrow. “Hmm. So this is how confident you are?”
“Where did that bright voice go, and what’s with the mocking tone now?” she thought but kept it to herself.
“My choices even surprise me,” she repeated.
The group frowned harder. The small child chuckled again, softer this time.
At that moment, Aslı found herself staring at the small child in front of her in pure astonishment—without even realizing it. Seriously, how old is this kid? How the hell did he get in here? “Ayshh...” she muttered under her breath, rolling her eyes dramatically. That lousy guard had made her beg and plead just to get inside, but apparently he’d let this little newbie stroll right in. And the other girls chasing her? They’d walked in like they owned the place too. What was this bullshit? Why was she the only one being treated like a second-class citizen? Did they think she was some kind of drug dealer or something?
When Ancient noticed Aslı staring so intently at the child, he tried to probe her mind and came up empty. He squinted, refocused, pushed harder... nothing. Not a single thought. Was it possible his telepathy simply didn’t work on this strange mortal? Or was her head actually that empty?
Right then, someone approached the man in the center, bowed low, and whispered something in his ear  too quiet for Aslı to catch. The frightening young man’s eyes slid back to the girl standing in front of him. As soon as Aslı clocked those looks again, she knew she needed to get out. Fast. She flashed her best fake smile and decided it was time to deploy charm + acting skills.
“Okay, fine. Let’s do it this way,” she said brightly. 
“I’ll slowly back away now and see if I can find the door on my own. If I can’t, I’ll just ask one of the nice locals further down the road. Please don’t trouble yourself on my account.” She started edging backward, but the child still had her arm in a vice grip. No intention of letting go.
Aslı took a deep breath, rolled her eyes again, and turned to the blonde.
“Come on. You tell me to leave, but you’re literally holding me hostage. Do you also have a personality disorder or is this just a Tuesday thing for you?”
After a short, heavy silence, the strange man in front of her spoke.
“Are you close with Ali?”
Aslı blinked, startled. “Ali? How do you even know Ali?”
The blonde woman next to him narrowed her eyes. “What a total ignoramus. How dare you speak to our master like that, you food bag.” She shot to her feet, furious, grabbed Aslı’s other arm—and at that exact second, the blonde child finally released the one he’d been holding.
Aslı’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. Then she burst out laughing.
––––––––
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“Food bag? I’ve never heard that insult before. That’s actually kind of creative.”
She kept laughing while everyone seated around the table frowned harder. Oops. Wrong move. The atmosphere flipped like a switch  thick, dangerous, and suddenly very quiet.
After a quick, fearful glance around, Aslı took a shaky breath and stepped back. She couldn’t read what the others were silently deciding, but the young man in front of her never took his eyes off her. She yanked her arm free with a sudden jerk and bolted accidentally stomping hard on the foot of the collared kid beside her. She almost made it to the dance floor.
Then the world went black.

****
[image: ]


THE  FEAR

Cold. What was this shiver running through her?
Her body rested on something firm, but she couldn’t make sense of anything. A strange melody drifted in from far away—tibial notes blending with faint laughter... She tried to open her eyes, unsure if this was real or a dream, but her lids refused to lift.
Strangely, fear wrapped around her like a blanket. No... wait. Why would a place filled with such a magnificent melody feel frightening? As she stretched her arm forward, the music cut off abruptly—and her eyes snapped open.
Aslı was lying face-down on the floor.
Her fingers curled into a fist. Memories rushed back. The floor—yes, the floor was freezing. She looked around and realized she’d woken up in a strange space: black-and-white marble floors, towering columns. High above, gothic-style windows let in thin slivers of dim light.
She clutched her head. Long hair spilled over both sides as she pushed herself up onto her elbows. It was shadowy, almost dark. Where the hell was this? Not a warehouse. Definitely not the bar.
Pulling one knee under her, she looked up—and froze. A man sat directly in front of her on a single throne, one leg crossed over the other. Strange fog rolled from behind the throne, drifting forward until it almost touched his legs. How could she forget this face... God, that angelic face?
She shoved herself backward and sat hard. Her eyes widened as she stared at his arrogant expression.
This time, he wasn’t hiding in shadows. His face was fully visible.
The shiver she’d felt earlier now sank straight into her bones.
He was close.
She had no idea how long he’d been watching her, but his gaze was locked  inescapable. Not aggressive. Not gentle. Just... examining.
“You haven’t lost consciousness,” Kadim said calmly.
“I just allowed it.”
Aslı tried to clear her throat, but no sound came. An invisible weight pressed on her chest not enough to stop her breathing, but enough to control its rhythm. As if he decided exactly how much air she could take.
“You? What’s going on here? Where am I?” she managed, secretly relieved that her words came out coherent.
“Unfortunately,” he replied in a weary tone, eyes still on her. “Do you know us?”
Aslı squinted and rolled her eyes, slowly rising to her feet while clutching one arm for support.
“No. I...” She trailed off, finally coming to her senses. Could this guy be a human trafficker? What kind of mess had she stumbled into in the middle of the night? Her aunt was going to lose it.
“This is called kidnapping,” he said at last.
A faint expression flickered at the corner of Kadim’s lips. Not quite a smile. Not mockery. More like... a reflex.
“No,” he corrected himself.
“Kidnapping is done for things of value.”
The words stung, but oddly, her anger peaked and then simply... faded. Like her emotions were being filtered through glass.
“What do you want from me?” she asked.
“Wrong question.” He tilted his head slightly, eyes never leaving her face. “You—what do you want from me?”
Aslı blinked, stunned by the reversal.
At that moment, a small boy giggled softly.
Just behind the throne, the strange child from the bar appeared, toy bear in his lap, staring at the angelic man with pure possessiveness in his eyes.
When the strange angel smiled and opened his arms, the boy lit up with a matching smile and rushed forward.
That single moment was devastating. Watching it felt like witnessing a slow-motion disaster.
As the young man lifted the boy into his arms, the child closed his eyes and pressed his head tightly against him. The stuffed bear slipped from his lap and fell to the floor.
A tall man in a black suit, long hair framing his face, stepped forward immediately. He picked up the toy without a word, held it in one hand, and stood waiting with an utterly blank expression.
While gently stroking the hair of the boy in his arms, the Ancient turned his eyes back to Aslı. She stared at him in total confusion, frozen like a statue. Who the hell was this kid? She swallowed hard and tried to stand straighter.
“Should I ask again?” he said in that smooth, melodic voice.
Aslı snapped back to herself, nodding quickly.
“I don’t want anything,” she said, her expression blank and bewildered. Then she suddenly shook her head. “Look, what’s going on here? I don’t understand a single thing. There’s a misunderstanding a huge misunderstanding...” She raised one hand, pressed her fingers to her brow, and closed her eyes for a second.
“Hmm... So you don’t want anything,” the man said, tilting his head as if considering it. “Then why did you introduce yourself to the others as my property?”
Aslı’s eyes snapped open. The little boy opened his too and fixed her with a stare that felt like walking straight into destruction. What was he talking about? He couldn’t possibly have heard her bluff to that couple at the bar... right?
Fuck. It was officially time to learn to keep her damn mouth shut.
“I didn’t mean it like that...” she said, frowning as she met his gaze. “Wait I didn’t introduce myself as anyone’s commodity.”
“Am I lying?”
“I don’t know what you heard. You must have heard it wrong.”
In the blink of an eye, the Ancient was suddenly right in front of her—close enough that her breath caught. He’d left the boy on the throne without a sound. The child now sat there, legs crossed, glaring at Aslı with clear displeasure.
The Ancient leaned down until his face was inches from hers. How dare this mortal speak to him like an equal? Her face was pale, fragile mortal. Yet here she was, talking back with that same arrogant tone.
“You,” he said softly. “How dare you speak to me like that?”
Aslı froze, fear flooding her. Yeah fear. It would be stupid not to feel it around him. His aura leaked power; the kind that belonged to someone who could kill without blinking and walk away unbothered. It felt that way... and maybe it was true. Fear swallowed her anger and hatred whole, drowning everything else.
“I-I answered your question,” she stammered, taking a shaky step back.
He grabbed her arm in an instant. Aslı looked up at him, confused and wide-eyed.
“You’re hurting my arm. If you keep squeezing like that, my blood flow’s gonna stop. Then how are you gonna explain that?”
The Ancient raised one eyebrow. Behind him, the little boy burst out laughing.
“Funny. I like her. Can I keep her, My Sir?”
Aslı raised an eyebrow right back and stared at the smiling child on the throne. She couldn’t believe the selfish little request. Strangely, the beautiful creature in front of her smiled too—slowly, almost warmly. For a brief second, that smile lit up everything. It was enough to make her stare... right up until his next words.
“Of course you can have her,” he said casually. “But she’s a bit too old for you.”
Aslı felt like she’d just been slapped with the biggest insult of her life. She was eighteen. Eighteen didn’t make her “old.”
“What? Who’s old?”
Are you hypermetropic or something? she almost shouted.
The Ancient smiled wider when he saw her cheeks flush with anger. The dimples in his cheeks appeared clear and unexpectedly charming.
“Go ahead,” he said, the open mockery dripping from every word. “You looked brave enough back at the club. Or is it the fear I can feel in your marrow that’s finally shutting you up?”
When the Ancient looked at her like that, he already knew exactly who—or what—she was running from. Still, seeing her down on her knees in this ridiculous situation... he could think of far more entertaining things for her to do on her knees.
Aslı turned her head again, desperate to escape the intensity radiating off him. This man facing her carried a predatory, striking aura that went beyond mere danger. She froze when she noticed several men and women gathering beside the columns. Everyone here had that same strange atmosphere, but he was different. It was obvious from his aura alone—he wasn’t polite, and he didn’t pretend to be.
Aslı knew he was still watching her every move as she took a cautious step back, but she was too angry to be intimidated anymore. She had someone to call, and that someone was probably furious with her right now.
“Look, please—I’m telling you again, there has to be a misunderstanding,” she said. “Whatever’s going on here is none of my business. I don’t want to know. I really just need to go home.”
“You can’t go,” he replied calmly. “If my predictions are correct, you’re staying here for now.”
Aslı’s head snapped up. This time she actually looked shocked—then rolled her eyes and let out a hysterical little laugh.
“A joke? Is this some kind of joke?” Her eyes went wide and confused. “What do you think? What? Look, whatever you’re imagining, I’m not one of them. I swear. It was an unfortunate entrance, okay? I accidentally walked into that club on my way home. That’s literally all.”
Seeing that the Ancient wasn’t even reacting, she frowned harder. “Hey! Are you even listening? What’s your problem? What... what do you want from me? Look—this is called kidnapping. Do you even know how long this has been going on? My God... what did I do to end up in this hell?”
Silence fell.
As Aslı glanced around, she felt dozens of curious eyes locked on her. Many of the onlookers were wondering what this disrespectful little mortal would do next. As they watched the Ancient closely, some furrowed their brows, ready to strike at the slightest signal. A single gesture from him was all it took to hold them back—but what courage! Who was this girl to speak so foolishly to one of the Ancients? The best thing that could happen to her now would be a quick death.
For he was the oldest, the strongest, the most dangerous being she had ever encountered—one who had made kings kneel, toppled sultans, built and destroyed kingdoms. One of the expected had finally arrived.
Then he did the one thing no one expected.
The Ancient turned his back to the crowd... and smiled.
“Ignorance!”
Aslı stumbled backward in fear and fell to the ground. This time he bent down gently onto one knee, studying the young girl like a specimen. He tilted his head slowly to the left, long strands of hair falling over his eyes. He placed both hands on either side of her caging her without touching. His face moved closer, like a wild beast approaching hardened prey it intended to kill.
He held her chin gently but firmly, forcing her to meet his gaze.
“Pity?” he murmured. “What would you know? How would you know what hell is like?” His eyes glowed faintly as he continued. “Why don’t they ever learn? Neither their ancestors nor their descendants... So proud and so flawed. Innocent and murderous. Arrogant and powerful. What have you seen? In your life which is barely the span of a butterfly what do you think you’ve truly seen? Tell me: what can I ask of you? What can you give? What can you promise me? I am not patient. When I want something, it is done. I say ‘be,’ and it is. Death and life hang between my two lips. Those who cannot comprehend this never go beyond death...”
When the Ancient finally released her chin, Aslı turned her head away in shock. Was this man insane and probably very dangerous?
Oh my God, how could she have been so foolish? How could she have ever compared him to anything as transparent and gentle as an angel?
This man could only be a demon.
It was as if the Ancient had sensed exactly what she was thinking because his gaze shifted.
When Aslı dared to look into his eyes again, the arrogance had vanished. In its place was something else entirely: curiosity.
His brows were sharply arched, his face expressive and alive with subtle movement.
What was he?
An alien?
Wasn’t he human?
If he wasn’t insane, then what was he?
Unable to stop the whirlwind in her head, Aslı found herself whispering,
“Who are you?”
The question startled even her the second it left her lips.
But the man in front of her didn’t look surprised at all.
“Someone you would not wish to meet,” he replied, his eyes locked on her frightened face.
Then Aslı’s phone rang.
Her hands started shaking from the adrenaline spike. Holding her breath, she lifted her head.
“Look... they’re calling me,” she said, glancing at the screen.
It was Naz. She was already half an hour late for their check-in.
The moment her thumb hovered over the answer button, the Ancient snatched the phone from her hand with an almost elegant flick.
At first she couldn’t even process it.
Then she blinked and watched in horror as he slowly closed his fingers around the device. The screen cracked. Metal bent. Glass shattered. The phone crumpled like tinfoil in his palm.
“Didn’t you understand where you are?” he asked, arrogance thick in his voice.
Aslı was in shock.
She literally couldn’t believe it.
He had just destroyed the phone her aunt had bought her for her birthday last year.
While she stared at the broken pieces in disbelief, mouth still open, the Ancient had already turned away.
He walked calmly back toward the throne where the child sat waiting.
The boy looked up at him with eager, expectant eyes and smiled.
That was the exact moment Aslı lost it.
Fury took over. She did the one thing she should never have done.
She charged at the Ancient and swung at him.
He caught her wrist mid-air without even flinching still smiling and spun her toward him in one smooth motion.
Before she could register what was happening, he was behind her.
Now her back was pressed tight against his chest.
Her wrist burned where he held it. She thrashed, trying to break free, not even noticing that her eyes had started to sting and redden.
As she struggled, the sharp, sweet scent of oranges surrounding him grew stronger overwhelming, intoxicating.
Then the Immortal leaned down to her ear.
“Don’t move,” he whispered.
Aslı’s eyes flew wide.
Her heartbeat slammed against her ribs.
Blood roared in her ears.
The smile vanished from the child’s face, replaced by raw anger.
What the hell was happening?
If she died here, no one would ever know.
Was this it? Was this where she would die?
Maybe provoking beings in their own domain hadn’t been the smartest move after all.
Aslı’s scent was driving the Ancient to the edge.
He was fighting every instinct just to taste her.
His nails lengthened for a split second, then snapped back to normal.
His eyes flickered changing.
She was right there, trapped in his arms.
He could bite her.
He could drain her completely before she even realized what was happening.
What could a fragile mortal possibly do to stop him?
As the unbearable hunger and desire surged through him, his teeth ached and began to extend on their own while the poor girl struggled uselessly against him.
And to his own surprise...
He was enjoying it.
Some dark, sadomasochistic thrill stirred deep 
inside.
No.
It wasn’t just that.
This mortal was thrilling him.
Her furious glare, her helpless but defiant struggle in his grip she amused him.
But the words she’d spoken earlier were unacceptable.
They had challenged his authority.
He would punish her.
And when he did, both of them would feel it.
At that moment, a figure stepped out from the shadows.

*******
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THE DARKEST KiSS

Time is a secret.

A ticking bomb you can never predict will explode when.

Have you ever stopped to wonder:

When that secret finally detonates, will you regret the things you did...

or the things you didn’t?

As night stretched over the Ancient’s kingdom, another hunt had begun in the city.
Naz was on the verge of losing her mind inside the car. If she ever got her hands on Aslı, she was going to tear her apart... She glanced around, but nothing looked familiar. Where the hell even was she?
The streets were packed. She drove past walls covered in bizarre graffiti, then further down an avenue buzzing with people. She shook her head and took a deep breath. Why had she hung up the phone? If Aslı was really heading home alone, why had Naz dragged herself all the way out here? In frustration, she pulled the red lipstick from the glove compartment, flipped down the mirror, and quickly touched up her makeup. While waiting at a light, she drummed her fingers on the steering wheel, trying to figure out her next turn.
She scanned the area, then steered into a dark side street across the road. She drove a little farther and stopped again.
Ten more minutes passed. Still no sign of Aslı. Fear was starting to creep in. She called again—straight to voicemail. Her eyes flicked to the phone screen, heart racing. What if something had happened? Should she call Ali?
Just as she turned her head and pressed the gas with a tired sigh, a silhouette flashed by—moving impossibly fast. Then another. Suddenly a sharp crack split the night sky. Fear clamped down so hard her hands locked around the steering wheel. What the hell was that?
A man in a long black leather coat appeared out of nowhere, dropping to one knee right in front of her car. Naz jolted. Had he just... cracked the asphalt beneath him? She tried to convince herself that was the worst of it—until she saw what came next.
Worse: the same man had someone by the throat. With one hand, he lifted the guy off the ground and slammed him back down onto the shattered pavement. The strangest part? The man’s head should have been crushed, but it wasn’t. He should have been screaming, but he was laughing. Maybe he’d lost his mind. Even in the dim streetlight, his face was twisted with pure rage.
Naz glanced in the rearview mirror no one else seemed to notice. Someone was killing a man strong enough to crack concrete, and the city carried on like nothing was happening.
“Who sent you?” Neal growled in a hoarse voice.
The man, choking on thick black blood, gave half-hearted, mocking answers.
“Mind your own business, Pureblood slave,” he rasped.
Neal’s veins bulged as he squeezed tighter. His eyes looked ready to burst from their sockets. But he wasn’t going to end it that quickly.
“You’re breaking the rules, Hybrid,” Neal said. “I’ll throw you into a pit so deep you won’t see the bottom. You’ll melt there forever.” He leaned closer. “Slowly.”
His eyes shifted color changing as he hissed, “Tell me. Who sent you?”
The Hybrid cursed in an old, guttural language and spat at him.
Neal closed his eyes for a moment. Then, unable to hold back any longer, he gripped with both hands and tore the Hybrid’s head clean off his neck.
At that instant he sensed two more Hybrids leaping across rooftops, watching him. He turned his now-fluorescent orange eyes upward, opened his mouth to reveal long, sharp teeth, and let out a low, threatening growl. They hissed back but didn’t approach.
Neal glanced down at the body he’d just killed. In the coming sunlight it would melt into a sticky, black sludge.
The others hadn’t seen but Naz had.
Her green eyes were wide open, frozen in trauma as she watched the entire scene unfold. When Neal slowly turned his head toward her car, he squinted. He’d known she was watching the whole time. Now she had his full attention.
Neal was imposing black boots and pants beneath the long leather coat, muscles clearly defined even in the low light. Half his head was shaved clean, the other half covered in long hair. A strange tattoo black and red, intricate ran from his chest up his neck and across the shaved side of his scalp, adding to the eerie mystery. For a second Naz froze.
Then he vanished.
She slammed the car into gear and floored it. She had to get out of there—now. Her own death could look just like that guy melting on the pavement. She couldn’t even glance at the body as she sped away. She’d call the police once she was safe. But where had the killer gone?
At that moment, something heavy like a sledgehammer landed on the roof of her car.
Naz’s scream caught in her throat.
Neal was on top of the car now. He’d jumped up and dropped to one knee, denting the metal inward in a deep oval crater.
“My father is going to kill me...” Naz whispered.
Unless, of course, this killer got to her first.
She could hear his boots creaking slowly as he walked in circles on the roof.
That was her chance. While he was still on the roof, she could start the car and floor it—get the hell out of there.
Naz slammed her foot on the gas. The engine roared, tires screeched... and then she heard a heavy thud behind her.
Yes he’d fallen. Finally.
Or so she thought.
Because Neal flipped backward in a perfect somersault, landing lightly on one foot. And he was laughing loud, amused, like this was the funniest thing that had happened to him all night.
But that wasn’t the terrifying part.
The real terror was that the car wasn’t moving anymore.
Fuck. What the hell was wrong with it?
She glanced in the rearview mirror and froze in pure horror.
Oh my God. He was smiling... and holding the car from behind? With one hand? The entire vehicle wasn’t budging, no matter how hard she pressed the accelerator.
This was impossible. Things like this only happened in movies.
Even when she floored it with everything she had, Neal kept the car pinned in place like it weighed nothing. Then, suddenly, he lifted the rear end clean off the ground. The front tires spun uselessly in the air. Naz screamed and clung to the steering wheel as the car tilted forward, almost smashing her face into the windshield.
He dropped it back down with a bone-jarring thud. Naz bounced in her seat again.
Oh my God he was going to flip the whole car. How was she supposed to get out? How was she supposed to escape? Who was this man?
Through the mirror she watched him approach slowly, deliberately. Her heart hammered so hard it felt like it would burst out of her chest. She was breathing in short, panicked gasps—like prey watching a predator close in for the kill.
Was she going to die now?
She didn’t even know what “death” really meant. Would it be quick? Would it cram every emotion, every unfinished dream, every regret into one single, mocking instant then vanish, leaving only emptiness? Was that what they meant by the cold truth? Everything she’d ever worried about suddenly felt so temporary, so small.
And now she was about to face her executioner.
She could hear the footsteps of death getting louder in her ears.
Neal yanked the driver’s door open in one swift motion, grabbed her arm, and pulled her out into the night.
In the moonlight, Naz could finally see his features clearly: long, sharp lines, full lips, honey-colored eyes that burned with intensity. That strange tattoo black and red seemed to shift colors under the silver light, almost alive. He was terrifyingly handsome... and furious.
He frowned deeper, yanked her closer, and pinned her body between himself and the side of the car.
“Who are you?” he demanded. “Who sent you?”
“I—I don’t understand,” Naz managed, her voice hoarse and shaking.
“Who sent you here, woman? Whose servant are you?”
He tightened his grip on her arm. Pain shot through her like fire. Naz’s vision blurred for a second.
“What are you talking about? Servant? Get off me!”
Neal paused. He eased the pressure just a fraction. Naz moaned softly, eyes fluttering open.
“You... you also ruined my car,” she whispered. “What am I supposed to tell them at home now?”
He closed the distance again, lifted her chin with one finger, and forced her to meet his gaze. His eyes glowed like fluorescent fire unnatural, hypnotic.
“Answer the questions I asked you,” he said quietly.
Naz felt her mind go strangely blank. Like a robot.  
Those glowing eyes pressed into her skull, pulling  her under. She almost felt like she was falling asleep standing up.
Neal smiled faintly when she shook her head, trying to clear it.
“Good girl. Now tell me who sent you? Who do you serve?”
“Aslı,” she answered automatically. “She was in trouble. She called me to pick her up. So I came here.”
“Who’s Aslı?”
“My friend.”
Neal stepped back. The spell broke. Naz blinked hard, suddenly fully aware again. She stared at him with wide, horrified eyes.
He took two more steps back and bowed his head slightly.
“Excuse me, young lady,” he said, voice calm now. “I’m sorry about your car.”
Naz’s fear spiked again. Sensing the shift, she stammered, “What do you want from me? Are you going to kill me?”
Neal didn’t answer right away.
His silence made her panic even more.
“Please, I didn’t see anything, okay? I won’t say a word to anyone. And honestly? Whatever you do cutting people’s heads off, whatever that’s your problem, not mine. Let’s just pretend we never met tonight.”
Naz looked up at Neal with red-rimmed eyes. He smiled slow, almost amused then studied her properly.
She had large, slightly slanted eyes, lips neither too full nor thin. Curly blonde hair pulled into a messy ponytail, with shorter strands falling across her face. She was petite, barely five feet tall, but her curves were noticeable even under the fear. Her chubby chest rose and fell rapidly. She was on the verge of tears, barely holding it together. Those situations always broke her composure. Her eyes were bloodshot, yet Neal seemed to be enjoying every second of it.
“Well,” he said casually, “should I just let you go call the cops?”
Naz shook her head frantically.
Her gaze flicked for a split second to the corpse on the ground. Nausea hit her hard. She turned away quickly. A dozen thoughts raced through her mind: If this man killed her right here, no one would ever know. And even if someone saw, would they call the police? Would anyone be held accountable in the hereafter? After all, she believed in that kind of thing.
“Why did you kill that man?” she asked quietly.
Neal glanced at what she called a “man” and smiled faintly.
“Some deserve to die.”
“Will you let me go?”
A single tear slipped down her cheek as she spoke.
Neal stepped closer and leaned in.
“I can’t leave it like this,” he whispered.
Naz couldn’t move. She stared into his honey-colored eyes—deep, strange, hypnotic. He was exotic. Dangerous. A killer. She should have run screaming.  
But she couldn’t look away.
“Hey,” she blurted suddenly, turning her face aside. “Don’t look at me like that. I
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