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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Snatched

          

          CLARITY

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t wait much longer,” Baron says in my head.

      “Me neither,” I whisper.

      “Where are you?”

      “I’m in a cab.”

      “Why did you take a cab? Traffic is horrendous.”

      “I don’t know,” I say with a sigh. Thank goodness he can’t read my mind or else he’d discover that I do know why.

      I’d walked out of the building with Douglas Lennon, one of the product development specialists. He asked where I was going, and I told him downtown to meet up with Baron at Delphi. I felt a pinch of resentment emanating from him, then he hailed a cab for me before I could wish him a nice evening. Instinctually, I wanted to say no thank you, but getting into the cab made me look normal.

      Baron and his team are across town celebrating beating our company, the Cork Group, to market with the Stork Chip. The Stork Chip is revolutionary technology that cleanses the body of environmental toxins. It has been one hundred and sixty-three days since Baron last sank his teeth into the sweet veins of my body, which is the most erotic part of our lovemaking. When he consumes my blood, we get to know each other’s thoughts and experience the other’s emotions. Since we were in competition, we decided to refrain from the most vital part of our bond until the race was won.

      “How is Felix taking it?” Baron asks.

      We both know my father doesn’t like to lose. I pause. About an hour ago, my father called me into his office. I expected to hear that I had lost because I didn’t try hard enough and that I let my love for Baron cloud my judgment. Neither is true, but I’ve been racking my brain trying to figure out how we lost when we were so close to winning, and all I can come up with is that I wasn’t aggressive enough. Or perhaps Baron is better at lying and scheming and manipulating than I am. Or—I sigh dreadfully at the thought—maybe he’s just better at business than I am.

      I’d sat down in the chair across from my father and smoothed out my skirt, which didn’t need flattening. I braced myself for one confidence-crushing tongue-lashing, delivered with unnerving calm and composure. He waited silently for me to look away from the window and at him.

      “Today in Calamity Bluffs, California, three hundred twenty-nine people lost sight in their right eye. Tomorrow, they will lose sight in the left. In three days, they won’t be able to speak. What do you think caused their condition?” he asked.

      I tilted my head, wondering whether or not that was a trick question. “I have no idea,” I said.

      “Should you be worried about the humans that I speak of?”

      My frown deepened. “Yes.” I sounded unsure of my answer.

      Felix rested his chin on top of the steeple he made with his hands. “Three months from the day they become mute, their sight and voice will return, but they’ll have bad dreams, suggestive dreams.”

      He studied me with a look I’d seen many times. It was lesson time, and he would be indirect.

      “Lario Exgesis,” he said.

      I wanted to ask what he meant about Lario, but I knew to speak only when asked.

      “He’s troubled but smart,” Felix says. “God, the first artist…”

      “The seminar,” I said, remembering the first time I saw Lario. I had decided to drop in on a seminar he was holding at Harvard University called “God, the First Artist.” I didn’t get a chance to hear what Lario had to say because Baron was there, and the scent of my lifeblood made him want to drink me dry.

      Recently, Baron and I had figured out that that was a test. Lario knew that a regular vampire couldn’t smell blood under the veil of protection that had been spread across campus unless he was my bond. Lario must’ve known I would be interested in the subject matter. Or maybe he used magic to compel me to attend that seminar. But he struck gold the moment Baron had a reaction to me.

      My father nodded once. “Humans search for complex answers to their questions—the answers are always simple, too simple for a being that sets themselves in lofty or low seats. You see, Cl’auta, there once was a Creator who made a universe. Then millions of Earth years later, he reformed it from out of the water. So he was the first artist. His canvas was rock and water. Then he coated it with grasses, herbs, fruits, and trees. Then he divided the day from the night. Why?”

      My heart rate sped up like it did whenever he quizzed me on the spot. “Vegetation is dependent on light and dark for growth.” I breathed again after he nodded.

      “Dependency. Building blocks. The Artist created more life, filling the earth with animals, insects, fowl, and sea creatures. This newly painted green earth, rich with fruit and herbs, was part of the generations of the earth. It was the present.”

      Suddenly, I was struck by illumination. “He made humans to tend to the earth.”

      He sat back in his seat and stared at me. “Are you a human being?”

      It took a moment, but I said, “No.” The fact that I’m not human makes more sense to me today than when I first learned of my origins.

      “Then why have you been tending to the earth?”

      I was rendered speechless.

      He stood and rolled the sleeves of his crisp, cream-colored shirt to his elbows. “Mad moths.”

      I stood to face him. “They’re causing the nightmares in Calamity Brooks, California?”

      He loosened the top three buttons of his shirt, displaying skin as bronze, smooth, and shiny as a brand-new penny. “Are mad moth creatures made for the earth?”

      “No,” I said without pause. “Mad moths are native to Skee, but we destroyed that universe.”

      He narrowed one eye curiously. “And how does that make you feel?”

      “Do you mean the mad moths finding their way to Earth?”

      He nodded once. I assessed myself. Deep down inside me lived an emotion I could not grasp. I met my father’s gaze. He had followed my moment of internal conflict. After all, he too is an encaser. He can hear my thoughts and feel my emotions, but I’m unable to sense him.

      “Baron Ze Feldis is formed from the generation of man and transformed from the ambitions of evil. You are his tree of life, his branches of restoration, yet you want to meet his fate. Cl’auta, you have been circling the cyclone, and it’s sucking you in. Save yourself—and him. Regarding beating us to market, good for him. He couldn’t lose against you. I’ll oversee production of the Sense Patch from this point on.” He gave me a tiny smile. “I’m more human than you are, my daughter.”

      My daughter. I was thrown off; he had never called me that before. I was still digesting it when he announced that he was going home for a while and walked through the wall. That was the abrupt end of our conversation.

      “So how is Felix taking it?” I imagine Baron is asking because he knows my father is someone you can’t beat; you have to obliterate him or else.

      “He took the project out of my hands,” I reply.

      “Is that so?” After a pause, Baron says, “I need you to hurry up and get here, my love.” The desperation is back in his tone.

      His worry about having my father as an opponent doesn’t trump his deep, seething desire to have his way with me. Our yearning for one another has reached its peak. He must drink my blood. I must experience every yearning and elation that making love to me brings him and vice versa.

      There’s clapping.

      “I’m on,” Baron says to me. He’s about to address his employees. “Clarity, get out of that cab and get here fast.”

      “I’ll see you soon,” I say as he goes into a spiel about how revolutionary their new development is. It’s going to save millions of lives around the world. I’ve heard enough. I disconnect from Baron. There’s no need to listen to the competition celebrate.

      Traffic is moving at a crawl. It’s raining so hard that visibility is low, making it extra dangerous for everyone on the ground, pedestrians and drivers alike. I’ve been stuck at the same traffic light since Baron and I started our conversation.

      “Let me out here,” I tell the driver.

      “Twenty dollars,” the cabbie says.

      I give him forty for the attempt and slide out into the rain. It’s coming down so hard that people are running to their destinations. All the mayhem makes it easy for me to make myself invisible and then shield myself from wetness. I won’t be able to travel with a vampire’s speed until after Baron fortifies me by consuming my lifeblood, but I’m quick enough to sweep past stop-and-go traffic lights, streetlamps, parking meters, glass windows, crowded bars, a flower shop, and old brick fire escapes as I pass through Tribeca until I make it to the reflective glass tower in Battery Park. I gaze up. Delphi’s offices are on the top ten floors of the sixty-story structure.

      The penthouse spans the very top level. Up until a year ago, it was built to accommodate a vampire, who needed shielding from the sun, since Baron owned the penthouse long before he met me. But it has been our place since then, and the new open floor plan is infused by lots of sunlight that reflects off the hardwood whether it’s dreary out, like this afternoon, or bright, like during the heat of July. I telepathically connect with Baron as soon as I enter the lobby that has the ivory Roman columns and opulent marble floors of a five-star hotel.

      “Miss Parker, how are you this evening?” Victor, one of the second-shift concierges, asks.

      “I’m well, Victor, thank you,” I say.

      He trots out from behind his desk to unlock the reserved elevator. “Raining hard out there.” He’s thinking I don’t have a drop of water on me, not even on my shiny shoes.

      Victor is very observant, which is why I’m alarmed by his next thought. He thinks I’m more beautiful than the woman who came to see Baron earlier. She said she was his “special friend.” I catch a snapshot of her in his head and remember that I’m still waiting for Baron to answer me.

      “Baron,” I call again. Panic sets in as the elevator doors open. I was going to go straight to the penthouse to strip naked and climb in between our scarlet bed sheets, but I change my mind. I have a strange feeling in the pit of my stomach. I push the button to the fifty-third floor.

      There’s still no answer from Baron.

      The doors slide open. I step into the hallway. People are scattered around, huddled in groups and chitchatting. I let their thoughts bombard me, sifting through each in search of any memory of Baron. Many are wondering what just happened. Baron excused himself in the middle of his speech and asked Harvey Winslow, the president, to take over before rushing out of the room.

      “Ms. Parker?” Pat Rome, Baron’s secretary, calls from behind me.

      I turn around. She’s hoping I know where he is. Someone named Richard Gail wants to schedule a meeting with him on Monday morning, but Baron has instructed her that he will be unreachable for the next fourteen days.

      “Have you seen Mr. Ford?” she asks.

      “No, we’re supposed to meet here.”

      “Yes…” She wrinkles her eyebrows and searches up and down the hallway. “He must’ve disappeared into thin air again.”

      Suddenly, I feel a tug. It’s Baron’s energy. “Excuse me,” I say and take quick steps in the direction he’s leading me.

      I go down the hallway, through an exit, and down the stairwell. I make myself invisible, since there’s not a soul in sight. Dread fills me.

      The woman I recognized from Victor’s memory is Gia Scoralini, the Siren. I’ve never seen her with my own eyes, but she’s vivid in everyone else’s memory. Here’s what I know about the Sirens. For thousands of years, they have seduced and mated with human men. They were banned from the earth because of that, but they continue to be obsessively attracted to the Sons of Gogulon, especially Baron for some unknown reason. Like my father, my lover is a beautiful man.

      The pull I feel is strong. The stairway ends. I dart down another hallway peppered with busy people, through another exit, and down the final flights of stairs. I end up in a cold, dusky parking structure. A car is parked in every space marked Reserved, but there’s no one in sight.

      “Baron!” I call while looking around. I know he’s here because I can feel him.

      Something strange and possibly dangerous is going on. I search between the cars. Maybe Gia hurt Baron and he’s lying on the grimy concrete, injured and too weak to answer. Just in case our recent venture into blood-drinking abstinence has rendered him unable to see through my shield of blindness, I remove it.

      And then, in a flash, I’m wrapped up from behind. Two fangs sink into the side of my neck. I’m stunned by the sensations that surge through my body and also by the awareness that the feeder is not Baron Ze Feldis.

      “Stop,” I barely say.

      My attacker’s teeth retract. I grab my neck as I cover him with a restraining shield. A vampire other than Baron has never bitten me, but I’ve heard that it should hurt like hell. I feel no pain, only pangs of pleasure.

      I spin around to get a look at the vampire, who has an aura of familiarity. He’s naked. His brown skin is wan but seems to be gaining vitality as my blood nourishes him. The angles of his face, the lovely shape of his mouth, and his bright brown eyes are appealing. For a second, I forget why I’m here in this vacant and foul-smelling parking structure. And I’m baffled by Baron’s essence, which emanates from him.

      “Who are you?” I ask.

      He studies me as though I’m the first person he’s ever laid eyes on. “I attacked you.” He sounds as though the act frightens him more than me.

      “You did,” I say carefully.

      He rubs his lips. “I drank your blood.”

      “Yes, you did.”

      “Who are you?” he asks.

      “My name is Clarity. What’s your name?”

      He grimaces, struggling to remember.

      “You don’t remember it?”

      “No,” he says, seemingly bothered by it.

      He’s telling the truth. Before he attacked me, I had no access to his thoughts or emotions, which was why he was able to sneak up on me. Now I can hear all that he’s thinking and feel every emotion that he’s experiencing.

      “Am I—naked?”

      I try to avoid looking at his perfect physique but am unsuccessful. I find his chiseled chest and solid thighs stimulating. I can hardly believe how attracted I am to him. “You are.” My whisper is full of desire. “Do you remember how you got here?”

      He grimaces, struggling against my shield. “I can’t remember a thing. What have you done to me? Why can’t I move?”

      “I restrained you because you attacked me.”

      “You restrained me how?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      We become lost in each other’s eyes for a moment. I clear my throat.

      “You’re in a parking garage in Battery Park,” I say.

      “Battery Park?”

      “In New York City.”

      His frown deepens. “In Manhattan?”

      “Yes.”

      “I know for certain I don’t belong in Manhattan,” he says.

      “Did you see someone else down here? A man, tall⁠—”

      “I haven’t seen a soul. But I’m positive that I’m not going to hurt you, Clarity.” My name rolls off his tongue as if he’s been saying it forever.

      “I believe you, but…” I look around.

      Everything is still—the cars, the cement columns, and the air. Baron’s energy, which I picked up on earlier, is trapped inside this vampire. Perhaps that’s why I almost feel safe enough to release my shield—almost. I call to Tapeetha and ask her to move him to the containment center in the lab at the Cork Group. For a split second before disappearing, the vampire frowns, as though he heard me speak to Tapeetha. I also ask Adore to meet me in the lab. She’s the expert on the light of the soul, the a’hanterel. If Baron is trapped inside this vampire, she should be able to tell me why and how to free him.
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        * * *

      

      This time, I use what has become my instinctive mode of travel—I race uptown just as fast as a vampire can. My speed surprises me. I haven’t been this swift since after the last time Baron fed from me. I’ve already reached two logical conclusions, which I’m not yet willing to acknowledge. I’m in the Cork Group building, up the secure express elevator, and walking into the lab in less than thirty seconds. I’m in time to see the vampire’s chest glow after Adore takes her hand off of it. A lab coat has been draped around him.

      “Oh, Cl’auta,” she says, her face slanted in a curious expression. She kisses both of my cheeks, forehead, and lips.

      Chex watches as though Big Ben has finally erupted after hours of waiting in the freezing cold, and the strange new vampire is just as captivated by the kiss.

      “Oh, Ad’ru,” I say. Chex and I nod at each other. “What is it?”

      “This Selell is not only bonded to you, but he possesses a portion of Ze Feldis’s lar’im.”

      I sigh wearily. Adore has confirmed both of my suppositions. I can no longer hope for Baron to walk in through that door, say he sneaked away to prepare a surprise for me and sweep me into his arms to carry me away.

      The vampire is tranquil, considering his circumstances. It’s because he’s under the influence of the power of light. I sense that he wants to be free from my shield as well as Adore’s power, which does not allow him to fully experience his own emotions. I rub my neck, remembering how good it felt when he bit me. If he’s freed, then I risk him biting me again, which is not a scary thought.

      “Adore, you can release him from the light,” I say.

      After a cautionary pause, she does as I ask, and I free him from my shield. He circles his shoulders and lifts his arms to study his hands. He looks from Chex to Adore, and then his gaze bounces between Adore and me, noticing our resemblance.

      “I don’t know what’s going on here,” he says. “How did I get from the garage to this room? Who are you? What are you?”

      “This is my sister Adore and her mate Chex,” I say.

      He tilts his head and narrows his eyes at Chex. He gets a flash of illumination and rubs his fangs. “What am I?”

      I step close to him because I can feel his panic. Our magnetism sends a ticklish shock through my heart. I close my eyes until the sensation passes. “May I?” I ask after I get a hold of myself.

      “Yes,” he says in a strained voice.

      I tap his throbbing fang. He feels just as attracted to me as I do to him. “You are a vampire.”

      “A… That’s why I want to drink your blood?”

      I frown, nodding.

      “Why can I hear what you’re thinking?” he asks.

      “Because I have a partner in life like my sister Adore has in Chex. His name is Baron Ze Feldis, and his soul is trapped inside of you.”

      The revelation shakes up his thoughts like dice in a jar.

      “That’s not all,” Adore says to me.

      “I don’t want to tell him we’re bonded. We’re going to find Baron, and this vampire will go on his merry way.”

      “Now that would be simple—would it not?”

      I detect a hint of sarcasm in Adore’s reply, which is very rare coming from her. I sense that she thinks I’m out of touch with our reality.

      “Gia Scoralini was in the building before Baron disappeared,” I say, choosing to ignore her concern for now.

      “The Nolotuka?” she asks.

      I press my lips together in response. The thought of her and Baron together makes me stiff from anxiety.

      “Got it,” Chex says, struck by illumination. He shakes a finger and then sniffs behind the Selell’s ear. “They always forget—” The vampire cringes and shifts away from Chex’s nose. “He was in Sirinia.”

      “The Land of the Sirens,” Adore says.

      “That’s not the only scent he has on him.” Chex looks the vampire in the eyes. “I can take you to where you live.”
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        * * *

      

      Adore summons Navi because she and Telman have been to Sirinia.

      “Can’t we figure this out without her?” Chex grumbles. He’s irritated by the thought of spending any amount of time around Navi. From the moment they met, she’s been one of his least favorite people.

      “I highly doubt it,” Navi purrs as she and Telman appear in a blink of an eye. The rate at which they travel never ceases to amaze me. She bows her head. “Oh, Cl’auta.”

      “Oh, Navi,” I say and then share the kiss of Enu with her.

      After I’m done, Adore follows suit. Telman and Chex smile and exchange words between themselves.

      “So this is the consolation prize, huh?” Navi says, sizing up the vampire. “Very nice.”

      The vampire is still stumped by how they seem to have appeared out of thin air. He also notices how much Navi favors Adore and me, and now he’s trying to figure out what sort of creatures we are.

      “They’re here. Let’s go!” Chex grouses. The room has gotten too crowded for him. He hates standing by as a spectator to one of Navi’s grand entrances.

      “After you, Vestop, after you,” Navi says cynically.

      “Can you keep up?” Chex asks me, blatantly ignoring her.

      My mind returns to that divine sensation of being briefly fed upon and felt up in the parking garage. “I can.” I feel guilty for secretly savoring the memory.

      I hold out my hand for the Selell to take. We’re facing each other. He’s craving a healthier serving of my blood and my body, and I want to give him exactly what he desires.

      “If you make it with the Adonis, then Ze Feldis could go bye-bye,” Navi says with her mouth near my ear.

      I jump, startled. I didn’t notice her there, but my expression demands that she elaborate.

      Navi continues, “Adore told me he’s carrying Ze Feldis’s soul. I’ve heard soul switching is one of the many tricks the hags have in their bag. It has something to do with erasing memory and creating new ones. What’s her name?” She looks to Telman for the answer.

      “Do not call the Nolotuka hags,” Adore says.

      Navi’s mouth lifts into a lopsided smile. “They are hags. Have you ever seen one of them die?”

      “Her name is Gia Scoralini,” Telman says and curls his top lip contemptuously.

      “Scoralini…” Navi glances at Adore. “The non-hag, since she’s still breathing, has abducted Ze Feldis and has given you this one in exchange. The second you bang Adonis number two, she gets Adonis number one. At least”—her gaze rolls over the unnamed Selell—“it’s a fair exchange.”

      “Then you step away from her,” Chex orders the Selell, gesturing with his finger. He doesn’t want us to do anything that will jeopardize recovering Baron.

      “No need for concern,” I say and stand beside the Selell. “No one wants Baron back more than I do.”

      Chex gives the Selell a look of warning. He trusts that I have the willpower not to succumb to my desires, but he doesn’t trust the vampire. I’ve been too flustered to see how much the Selell has been staring at me, but Chex has noticed.

      Chex’s nose leads the way. He and Adore are the first to rush through the portal that looks like a wall and into the diamond tunnels. Navi and Telman go next. The vampire is hesitant to follow.

      “It’s going to be fine,” I assure him.

      “We’re alone,” he whispers, as though he’s relieved by it.

      I get that floating feeling. “Yes, and we have to keep up.”

      “Why do I want to kiss you so badly?”

      I hesitate. It’s time to admit the truth to myself by saying it out loud. “Because we’re bonded.”

      His eyebrows furrow as he fuses what it must mean to be “bonded” with the strong feelings he has for me. I squeeze his hand. That familiar warmth fills him and me.

      “We better get going,” I whisper thickly past my tight throat.

      The vampire nods and trusts me to lead him through the wall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            This Is the Life

          

          CLARITY

        

      

    

    
      Chex prefers traveling through the diamond tunnels where he’s guaranteed to be free from shadowy foes lurking around corners. The days when he preferred a tussle or ten are long gone. Adore has changed him, and he’ll proudly admit that it was for the better.

      The diamond tunnels defy human logic. They’re intelligent, knowing who’s leading the pack and where he wants to take us. We catch up with the others. The stranger is captivated by the transparent walls and floors. He takes a deep breath, which catches him off guard. He remembers that breathing was something he couldn’t do before now.

      “That scent,” he says. “Is it mint and lime?”

      “Yes,” I say.

      “I’ve tasted it before.”

      I sniff a chuckle. “Yes, you have. When you drank my blood.”

      “Ah,” he says and gazes at me lustfully.

      The delicious scent fades into the dusty odor of day. After passing through a billow of light, we come to a stop in a narrow alley between two concrete buildings that could stand a new paint job. We’re cramped in the space. There’s plenty of foot traffic on the sidewalk ahead, and those passing wonder who we are. A woman in a long puffer coat thinks she recognizes the unidentified vampire, but she’s too distracted by the rest of us to think of his name. I spread a shield of invisibility over us just before that same woman returns, determined to get a better look at the out-of-place strangers.

      “Where are we?” I ask Chex.

      “This is an old town in Connecticut. You’ve got us covered?” He’s referring to my shield.

      “Yes.”

      “Then let’s move out.” Chex darts out from the alley.

      The vampire and I still hold hands. We travel so fast that I only have a few seconds to perceive the gingerbread-styled storefronts with quaint awnings draped over the cobblestone sidewalks. Sundown is in a little over an hour, and the bulbous glass streetlamps are already lit.

      “Did any of that look familiar to you?” I ask the vampire.

      He tries very hard to link the town to his memories. “I can’t say that it does.”

      We speed across asphalt, worn by weather and time. The road rises and falls up and down hills, passing colonial-style homes that are surrounded by anemic woods. The stranger is in awe of the pace we’re keeping, but he’s not unfamiliar with it. We’re now following a sluggish stream that winds through the thick trees. The warmth flowing through my body, connecting with the portion of Baron’s soul within the Selell, and the supple grasses planted along the stream bring back a yearning that I have long forgotten. I get a flash of Baron and me lying in bed in his penthouse in Madrid after our trip to Athens, where we journeyed into the dusky Mount Olympus Coven. We had just gotten through a rough patch where Baron believed I had abandoned him.

      I had been stabbed in the back by Zina, Baron’s obsessed vampire ex, while recovering the script that contained the prophecy of the seven seeds from my grandmother’s ten-thousand-year-old grave. Two Earth years passed, and Baron hadn’t heard a word from me. He believed I’d abandoned him. I hadn’t, but I was in Enu, recovering from my injuries. While I was away, Lario convinced Baron that I had run off to live happily ever after with my celestial guardian, Viesel Egos.

      When I returned to Earth, I had to save Fawn from Lario. She’d been forced to drink mirk, human blood, which weakened her. I found her in the basement, lying on the concrete in a silver-walled prison. By the time I reached her, Lario had less than two days to live as a human. An appointed time of death was the price he paid for consuming a leaf from the earth’s Tree of Life. Even with the power of mind, I could’ve never guessed how ambitious his plans were.

      When I found Fawn, he was conducting taste-tests of her blood, attempting to coax another vampire into changing him back. Every vampire alive knew how evil Lario Exgesis was. They were better off with him as a human, and much better off with him dead. But this one vampire took the bait, and the poor thing ended up dead. Fawn could’ve blown Lario’s head clear off his neck, but her conscience wouldn’t let her do it. So since he was transforming back into a vampire, she blew him into the silver prison.

      But in the end, the vampire who’d agreed to change Lario was dead, and Lario managed to slither away to freedom. I had to carry Fawn to a portal in the forest. Her dead weight was a lot for me to bear, but Baron showed up, his skin ice cold, and he helped me carry her to the portal. We didn’t know then that he could’ve entered Enu with us. Oh, how I wish I’d known.

      I remained at Fawn’s bedside until she recovered, which took me away from Earth for another year. When Fawn finally recovered, she told me about the lies Lario had convinced Baron to believe. I hurried back to Earth, but by then he was determined to move on. We were destined to find our way back into each other’s arms, though, and when we made love again, our hearts made a promise to never part ways.

      As we lay loose limbed in the afterglow of sex in that bed in Madrid, I’d divulged that I’ve always wanted to live in a place like Stars Hollow, the fictional town from the TV show Gilmore Girls. Baron promised to grant my wish. We had no idea that life would take us so far away from those hours spent in bed baring our souls. I think somewhere deep down, I still want that life, but Baron would have to want it with me. He doesn’t. He loves the skyscrapers, the smutty scent that accompanies the sunrise of a new day, and the noise, the energy of living in an overpopulated city—and I love him.

      Now I’m standing on the strange Selell’s weather-beaten lawn. The stream that ran through the forest passes on both sides of the rustic red-brick cottage that is surrounded by overgrown shrubbery and flower gardens. The pruning has been neglected, and the vampire is slightly bothered by that. Then my mind realizes. The streams forking alongside the cottage—I’ve seen this property before, lived in it. Adore widens her eyes at me. She recognizes it too. It's an exact replica of where I spent my first hours in Enu.

      “What does this mean?” I ask her only.

      “It means this is what you wanted, but it’s not what has chosen you.”

      I understand. I chose Baron. I chose the plight of a lifeblood creature.

      “Welcome to your domain,” Chex says to the beautiful stranger.

      The vampire squats alongside the stream and runs his hand through the water. “My name is Levi Morris.” He stands and points his head farther upstream. “I was standing over there.”

      “You were standing over there and then what?” Chex asks.

      “When I saw the woman.”

      “It was Gia,” I say after seeing her image in his head.

      Telman looks at the sky. “Makes sense. Navi, look at the angle of the sun?”

      Navi closes one eye and aligns her hand with the sun. She slowly rotates in the opposite direction until she stops where Levi said he had been standing. “You were here.”

      “I bet the hag left a footprint,” Telman says.

      “Could you say something we can understand?” Chex barks.

      “Sirens are banned from the earth,” Navi says.

      “We know that…”

      She raises a hand, gesturing for Chex to let her finish. “But they’ve figured out a way to slip through tears they make in the atmosphere. The tears or rips fade over time.”

      “That’s why we call them footprints,” Telman says. “They can last for five minutes, five hours, five months, or five years. We haven’t figured out why some footprints last longer than others. Perhaps it depends on the hag.”

      I stifle a cringe each time they refer to the Nolotuka or Siren as a hag.

      “So these rips—do they get us into Sirinia?” Chex asks.

      “Sort of,” Navi says.

      “Sort of?”

      “There’ve been some changes since the last time we were there.”

      Telman adds, “We stumbled upon a separated region of the universe—the old Legush. If you try to cross over, you can end up there.”

      “Elaborate,” Chex snaps. He’s weary of Navi and Telman’s habit of spoon-feeding us facts.

      “The universe has been rearranged. Either Kupla separated themselves from the hags, or the hags separated themselves from the Kupla.”

      “Who in the hell are the Kupla?”

      “Part bird, part men, along with some other shit we can’t determine,” Navi says.

      “Can they die?” Chex asks.

      “Yes, but they’re not fighters. They’re fuckers.”

      Navi and Telman snicker.

      Chex looks as though he’s chewing on lemons. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “They’re horny bastards.”

      “Good, then no one will get hurt on their end. Let’s get into Legush or Sirinia so we can get Ze Feldis the hell out.”

      “I’m with you, but the rips between universes are a one-shot deal,” Telman says. “The footprints just tell us where the hags entered. It’s never in the same place twice.”

      “Because their sun doesn’t rotate on an axis. Its positioning is random, and that’s why they can only enter a seam once,” Navi says.

      “Then how did you get into Legush?” Chex asks.

      “We didn’t just say, ‘Oh, by the way, I think I want to go to Sirinia today.’ We had to plan it. Hags don’t drop onto Earth every day,” she replies.

      “I’ll ask again—please refrain from calling Nolotukas hags,” Adore says. Her gaze shifts to Telman. “The both of you.”

      “The Ring of Nestor radiates when a Nolotuka”—Navi eyes Adore to make sure she noticed the adjustment—“invades Earth’s atmosphere. Then we used a Rom’mek’I’ket Nak to locate her.”

      “Rom’mek’I’ket Nak? An energy magnet?” I wonder why she chose to call the device by an Enuian term.

      “It combines three substances similar to metal from planets in the Ninth Plane,” Navi says. “We put them together, and they behave like a magnetic energy sensor. The signal hooks onto any organism made of cells from the Rezu’uk’planus.”

      “There’s a problem,” Telman chimes in. “In order to make it to the seam before it closes, we have to be actively searching for a breach. It closes”—he snaps his fingers—“that fast.”

      “But not faster than us,” Navi says with a cocky smirk.

      Telman mirrors her expression.

      “Then how do we reopen it?” Chex says.

      Telman lifts his eyebrows at me. “Your vampire in the lab can help with this one.”

      It takes me a moment to figure out who he’s referring to. “Bill?”

      He nods. “Do you think he could create artificial daylight?”

      “With his eyes closed,” I say confidently.

      Navi grins smugly. She loves it when her challenge is more than the ordinary. “Not the earth’s sunlight. He’ll need to recreate the rays of Sirinia,” she says.

      Chex’s frown deepens. “How the hell will he do that?”

      I lift a finger. “Some of the light of Sirinia is trapped in the footprint, am I correct?”

      “You have the brains.” Navi grins at me. “The residual energy from the sun of Sirinia is weaker than that of Earth. It’s fading even as we speak. When it’s gone, the footprint disappears, and so does a possible way in.”

      “It’s only a possibility?” I ask.

      “Telman and I never needed to figure out how to open a footprint.”

      “So Bill needs to bring the two solar energies into synch?”

      “So impressive… Where have you been all my life?” Navi says, grinning.

      She’s managed to make me smile, and I appreciate the fleeting feeling of lightness.

      Chex looks at the sky. “Clarity, do we have to wait until sundown for Bill?”

      “No. I keep a perpetual shield of protection over him, since he's chosen to remain a vampire for our sakes.”

      Chex nods. “Then how fast can he get here?”

      “Is stat fast enough?”
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        * * *

      

      Bill arrives with a number of small, sleek devices. Fawn, Ben Artiste, and Zillael have joined us, since unwarranted rips and portals in the earth’s atmosphere are a concern of the Earth Institute. I can’t create a shield that conceals us because Bill needs the unobstructed remains of today’s sunlight to make what he’s doing work.

      Fawn studies Levi. She’s noticing how much he resembles Lorenzo, my Wek, who she had a thing for until Baron found Ben Artiste hiding deep in the rock of the Mount Olympus Coven. I must admit that Levi and Lorenzo are carbon copies of each other. I hadn’t noticed the strange resemblance until her thoughts pointed it out.

      Levi grimaces at the house. His hand comes down on my shoulder, and all sorts of sensations are ignited inside of me.

      “I’m going in,” he says.

      He starts up the steps before I can say, “We’ll be back,” to the others. They’re all too engrossed in what Bill and Ben are doing to provide responses other than okay or be safe.

      I step onto the wood-plank patio and briefly admire the rich hunter-green paint. The front door is the same color. Levi turns the cube-shaped brass doorknob—a decorative detail I love. Once indoors, I’m staggered by Levi's taste. Whereas Baron is more modern contemporary, the furnishings here are modern traditional. I take a moment to admire the fluffy suede sectional, the two tan suede club chairs, and the brown leather ottoman. I’ve grown to admire Baron’s decor because I love him, but this entire room is more my taste. I walk over to the exposed red-brick fireplace. Framed photographs are displayed across the mantel.

      I turn to look at Levi. “Do any of these jog your memory?”

      He’s watching me with a fiery passion in his eyes. I recognize that look. “You’re very beautiful, Clarity.” In a flash, we’re standing face to face. “It’s difficult to concentrate when you’re near. I realize what I’m feeling isn’t normal, and I’m trying to respect that you’re in love with someone else.”

      I swallow the lump lodged in my throat. “I do. Love someone else. Baron,” I barely say. I had to speak his name to remind myself of that.

      Our mouths are close. He wants to kiss me. He wants to rip my Peter Pan–collared dress in two halves so that his tongue can taste the tips of my breasts, which are protruding against the fabric. Making love to me will be pure ecstasy for him. Instinctively I want to bring him that satisfaction, but I’m aware that’s the influence of the bond talking and not my heart.

      Levi lifts his hand to stroke my lips but decides against it. “I remember that I am a vampire,” he whispers. “For so many years, I was condemned to the night. That changed six years ago.” He clutches his throat, recalling the thirst. “It’s gone.”

      “Yes,” I strain to say. “I believe when you bit me in the parking garage and I succumbed to it, a bond was ignited between us. That ridded you of your thirst.”

      “You succumbed to me?” There’s something suggestive in the way he says it.

      “Yes.” I’m breathing deeply.

      He and I gaze longingly into each other’s eyes. I must suppress the desire to kiss his delectable lips. I must remember that Baron’s lips are just as delicious. I break eye contact to study the pictures on the mantel.

      There’s a beautiful blonde with sultry blue eyes in every one. In this one, she’s sitting on his lap. In another, they’re wearing ski gear while embracing on a snowy mountain slope. One is a funny Christmas photo with all of their friends dressed as elves with reindeer noses. The final frame is him alone, holding a plaque that deems him Teacher of the Year.

      “You’re a teacher?” I ask.

      He hasn’t stopped staring at my face. “I am?”

      I pick up the frame. “According to this, you are.” I expect him to look at it, but he doesn’t.

      “You know what?” he asks.

      “What?” I croak.

      “I’m uncomfortable”—he finally breaks eye contact to glance down at himself—“in this. You’ve been so distracting that I forgot I was wearing a nightgown.” He snickers.

      The magnetism between us makes me release a spontaneous sigh. “Then you should change.”

      This time he does run his thumb across my lower lip. “I will.”

      I stop breathing.

      He’s gone. I can breathe again. I study his face in each photo, noticing how happy he was. I have no doubt that the woman was his lover. What if I was in her position? I always wanted the life that Levi has made for himself. Even though we had our pillow talk about Stars Hollow, I know that Baron will never leave his corporate trillions and lofty aspirations to settle down in a small town like this. “Silver River High School,” I read aloud. “Silver River, Connecticut.”

      “Why do you and your sisters look so much alike?” Levi
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