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***

 

 

 Summary:  Emma was content
with her life. She didn’t want anything to change. Two kids, an
amazing husband, and one incredible family, her life had become
everything she ever hoped it would be. But there is a downside to
having everything that you’ve ever wanted, a downside that Teren
and Emma couldn’t possibly have been prepared for. When you have
everything that you want…then you also have everything to lose.

 

***

 

Many thanks to all of you who have
supported my writing and asked for copies. Thank you so much for
your encouragement, as it means the world to me. I hope you get as
much from reading this as I did from writing it.

 

***

 

The following story contains mature
themes, strong language, and sexual situations. It is intended for
adult readers.








Chapter 1 My
Family


My heart was racing. It was hammering in my chest like it was
about to break free of my rib cage. My breath was fast through my
parted lips and my body was on fire.

 

I was sprawled across the longest, softest leather couch you
could possibly image, arms and legs tangled around the most
incredibly handsome man you could possibly imagine. His body
pressed against mine in a teasing, rhythmic pattern, reminding me
that it had been quite awhile since more than just his rough denims
had rubbed against me. His breath was equally fast in my mouth. And
his heart, if it still had a beat, would have been racing as well,
I was sure.

 

But it had been a long while since his heart had beaten its last
beat. Almost five years to be exact.  And while his skin was
cool and his tongue was icy, he was masterful with both, and more
than made up for the temperature difference. 

 

The harsh roughness of his stubbled jaw brushed over mine and I
contained a moan. I loved that. My overly sensitive skin could feel
and hear each grain of course hair; it electrified me.  His
cool lips shifted to my neck, and fangs pricked against my skin. I
almost begged him right then and there to do it, to pierce my flesh
and taste my blood. He would have loved it, I would have loved it,
but I resisted, instead only squirming with a growing desire.

 

A cool palm ran up one side of my body, up my hip and along my
breast. His thumb circled over a nipple and my head dropped back as
I contained another groan. I could feel his lips curve into a smile
as he pressed them into the indentation of my collar bone. His hip
lightly digging into my thigh made his readiness for me all too
obvious, even if I’d only been a standard human.

 

But I wasn’t a standard human, not anymore, and he had never
been one to begin with. He was a vampire, or as he’d first told me,
a little bit vampire. Born into the life, it was just the way he’d
always been and always would be. Me? I’d been bitten by some
jerk-off vampire with an attitude problem. The man currently
running his nose up my jaw was the man who’d saved me. My husband.
Teren Adams.

 

He’d given me his blood, only wanting to heal me. What he’d
ended up doing was changing me, making me “a little bit vampire,”
just like him. It was an odd, complicated process that others far
more knowledgeable about vampire anatomy understood, but for all
intents and purposes, I was vampire and human, a mixed
breed. I enjoyed sun, mochas and silver jewelry. I moved blindingly
fast, had hearing that was nearly too good at times, and most of
all, I loved blood. No, love is too insignificant a word. I wasn’t
out killing people for it or anything, but if I was forced to
choose a last meal, that would be it.

 

But I had a heartbeat and I was still alive.

 

I also had fangs, just like my husband. Releasing the constant
hold on them that I had to keep, I let them drop down into the
position they always wanted to be in – drinking position. Shifting
my head, I drug my teeth along Teren’s neck. He loved that too.

 

He sucked in a quick breath and let out a small groan. “Stop
that,” I muttered. “We’re being discreet, remember.”

 

“Sorry,” he breathed in my ear.

 

One of his hands pinched my nipple and I bit back my own moan,
stopping it just short of making a noise. He chuckled, lowering his
lips to mine, where that marvelous tongue made it hard to remember
why I couldn’t shift his hips over just a smidge, so he was in a
much more satisfying spot.

 

One of Teren’s hands, the one not actively involved in caressing
my body, was making a repetitious pattern through the air: lift,
stop, pull back, extend. He did it over and over again. The move
would seem pretty strange, if you didn’t understand what he was
doing.  I contained a chuckle, thinking about what he
was doing. To an oblivious set of toddlers, he was idly
playing catch while at the same time making out with me.
Multitasking at its finest.

 

His arm was coming up, his hand catching a sloppily tossed ball,
and chucking it into the other room, where two sets of feet would
shuffle off for it, giggling the entire time they raced to beat the
family dog to the favored object. Teren used his super acute
hearing to track the ball, and the sense in our blood, to tell him
exactly where the children were. Since he didn’t need his eyes,
lips, and one of his hands for that, he was focusing those parts of
his body on me.

 

We reveled in soft, heated kisses while I mentally tracked how
many minutes were left until bedtime. More than a few, less than
too many. Our two miracle children – miracle that we’d conceived
them before Teren’s aforementioned silent heart had stopped, and
miracle that we had found a way to keep mine from stopping before
they were born – were laughing as they played with Spike and
Daddy.

 

Nika and Julian, the other two loves of my life. They were
perfect, precocious three year olds.

 

Suddenly the children grew tired of their game with Daddy and
decided to crawl up his legs. He broke off from kissing me and
looked down at them. Laughing, he shifted his position, so that he
was nestled in-between me and the couch.  That signaled an end
to the foreplay, for now, until we had a more private place to
explore each other.

 

Reaching down for them, they giggled more and crawled up into
our arms. Sighing contently, my passion faded and an overwhelming
love swept in. Teren sighed in a matching way, one of his arms
sliding under me while the other wrapped around Nika and Julian on
my chest.

 

Nika giggled, listening to my heart. “Mommy, you’re loud.” I
laughed and squeezed her tight, giving Teren a wry smile. He
grinned, suppressing a laugh.

 

“I know, sweetheart.” I kissed the top of her head, the scent of
baby shampoo filling me. “That’s Mommy’s heart.”

 

Julian peeked up at me. “How come Daddy doesn’t have a heart?” I
sighed, looking over at Teren. Our children had our senses. Just as
they could hear that my heart was pounding, they could hear that
his was not.

 

Teren stared down at his son, his finger coming over to brush a
lock of hair out of his eyes. “I do have a heart, Julian. But…we
are all vampires and when we get old enough, we don’t need our
hearts anymore.” Teren grinned, his blue eyes sparkling. “We’re
magic.” Then he brought his finger to his lips. “But you can’t tell
anyone. It’s our secret, okay?”

 

Julian nodded, his little face serious. “Okay, Daddy.”

 

I shook my head a little and held them tight. It was sort of
amazing how easy it could be to explain things to a child. They
accepted everything so readily. If you told them the sky was blue
because a paint can on the clouds had spilled over, then that was
what they believed. And for now, it was best if their own could-be
scary conversions were introduced to them as “magic.”

 

Nika frowned and sat up on her elbows. “Is Mommy not magic?” She
pouted, like this was a tragedy to her.

 

Teren laughed lightly as I reached up to stroke a lock of silky
hair. “Thanks to Grandpa Gabriel, Mommy, and maybe someday the two
of you, gets to have her magic when she wants to.”  I looked
over at Teren and he smiled softly at me.

 

When I’d been close to death, on its doorstep as they say, Teren
had done the only thing he could think of to save me. The result
had shocked everybody. When I’d awoken, dazed and hurting, but my
heart still beating away and the twins safe and sound, no one had
known what that meant. None of them had ever tried to change
someone. None of them were even sure if it was possible for their
mixed blood to do it. The only thing we’d been pretty certain about
was that a human body couldn’t handle the strain of being pumped
full of vampire juice for long, and mine was going to give
out, it was just a matter of time. That had left us with two
important questions. Would I come back as an undead vampire? Would
I die before the twins were ready to be born?

 

Those questions had driven Teren right to the brink of madness.
He’d become obsessed with finding more of his kind, in the hopes
that they’d have an answer for him. Since he couldn’t find mixed,
he’d found purebloods. And he’d done anything he could to get them
to talk – anything. His eventual poking and prodding
finally got the attention of Gabriel’s group in Los Angeles. A
prissy vampire named Starla had arrived on our doorstep one day and
changed everything for us, once again.

 

She’d taken us to see her “father,” a man who really wasn’t
related to anyone in the area, but was embraced as such because of
his generosity to vampires in need. He’d amassed quite a following
of loyal mixed and purebloods. It was almost cultish, and some of
their practices were not desirable to me, like catching hunters and
locking them up for bloodthirsty mixed vampires going through the
conversion process to kill. Even though I understood the reasons
why they did it, and even having done it myself for Teren, when I’d
essentially fed him a hunter, I didn’t like it.

 

But Teren and I kept our feelings to ourselves on the matter.
Because Gabriel was also a genius and had concocted the drug that
had kept me alive, was still keeping me alive. In fact, because of
Gabriel, I was going to be having my thirtieth birthday in a couple
weeks. A fact that most women don’t celebrate, but as there was a
time when I wasn’t sure I’d live long enough to see twenty-six,
much less thirty, I celebrated every birthday.

 

The twins both smiled and giggled, looking at each other. They
had a soft spot for the ancient vampire, calling him Grandpa
because he was around a lot, and was sort of…involved with Teren’s
Great-Grandmother, the only full vampire in the Adams clan. They’d
started a romantic relationship back when we’d first met Gabriel.
Halina tends to move fast if it pleases her, and Gabriel had
definitely pleased her. But the surprising thing was that they were
still together, and from what I’d heard, Halina was actually
not sleeping with anyone else. That was sort of shocking
to me.

 

But I had my reservations about Gabriel, as did Teren. I did
genuinely like him. I mean, he saved the lives of my children, how
could I not adore the man after that? But, he was also a scientist,
and tended to look at my children with appraising eyes, rather than
loving ones.

 

Twins were rare among mixed. The condition of our twins’ birth
was pretty rare too, what with me starting the pregnancy human, but
ending it a mixed vampire. It also didn’t help ease his curious
nature when it had been discovered that our children were…special.
Now, I know that every parent thinks their child is special, but
for Teren and I, that was actually true. Aside from the traits that
we all shared – fangs, speed, and super hearing - our children had
an extra bond. A seventh sense, if you will, if the blood bond
between us all, that allowed us to know each other’s locations,
could be considered the sixth.

 

It had taken Teren and me over a year to spot it. Really, until
they’d started talking, we didn’t notice, or we’d brushed it off as
a “twin” connection, but it wasn’t. It was so much more. See, some
human twins claim that they can sense what the other is feeling.
For instance, cases have been made of one twin feeling ill or
pained, and the other, thousands of miles away, will have been
suffering from a sudden case of appendicitis, or something. Our
children had that, but to the tenth degree.

 

Our children, literally, felt what the other was feeling. Not
that they felt it for themselves, if one was happy, the other could
still be sad, but they were…aware. Julian knew exactly how Nika
felt about watching butterflies in the pastures, because he felt
it. Nika knew exactly how much balloons terrified Julian, because
she felt it. If he stubbed his toe or fell down and bonked his
head, she’d cry. Not because she was hurt, but because she felt his
pain. If Teren tickled her into a giddy ball of laughter, Julian
would laugh too, because he felt her joy.

 

It was like they were empaths…but only with each other.

 

Gabriel had never seen anything like it, and aside from his
fondness for Halina, I think it was a large part of why he came
around so often.

 

Spike barking distracted the twins from their conversation and
they hopped off our bodies to go ruffle the patient collie’s fur.
Holding the prized ball in his mouth, he wagged his tail as he
stared at Teren, eager for his master to throw it again. The kids
attached to his sides, Nika burying her face in the fluff around
his neck.

 

Luckily for us, Spike adored the children. He’d even tolerated
the months of being yanked and pulled and poked without ever
yelping or biting. Sometimes, when the twins had been infants, he’d
made a sound that I could have sworn was a sigh, and then he’d look
up at me with those large, tired, puppy dog eyes. I’d had to laugh
at the poor canine. Sure, dogs couldn’t emote, but at those times
it was obvious that he’d been wishing for the tactile stage of the
kids’ development to end.

 

Teren sat up, shifting my body so my legs were over his lap, and
ruffled his dog’s fur. “Hungry, boy?”

 

Spike thumped his tail against the floor as he sat down. The
kids giggled as they adjusted to the floor with him. Dropping the
ball, he barked again. Teren smiled. “Alright, let’s get you
something to eat.”

 

He looked back at me on the couch. “I could use something too,
how about you?” He smiled warmly at me and I took a second to
appreciate the beauty of him before answering.

 

Eyes the color of a perfect spring morning gazed at me; they
were the warmest eyes you’d ever see on a person. Whoever created
this image of vampires as soulless, bloodthirsty creatures, had
clearly never met one. They were people, same as any people, and
while some were bad, as wicked, sick, and twisted as any human
could be, some were good, exceptionally good. Teren…was
exceptional.

 

“I would love some, thank you.”

 

Knowing my husband only tolerated an all plasma diet, I knew he
meant blood when he spoke of food. Dead vampires couldn’t handle
anything else. It wasn’t just that their bodies couldn’t digest it.
No, eating wasn’t something they could do for show then cough up
later. Their vampiric bodies rejected food like it was poison. It
was extremely painful and uncomfortable for them. I’d seen Teren do
it once…I never wanted to see him do it again.

 

He nodded at me, his black-as-night hair shining in the fading
rays of the sun. Bringing his attention back to Nika and Julian,
who were now showering Spike in kisses, he leaned forward, so he
was closer to their level. “What about you two? Who wants some
blood?”

 

As a young person, the thought of what you’ll be like as a
parent occasionally crosses your mind. It certainly had for me when
I’d been plowing through my job, wondering who I’d eventually
marry, and fantasizing about how many of the imaginary man’s kids
I‘d have one day. But what I’d never envisioned, ever, was hearing
myself or my husband ask those delightful little beings if they
wanted a steaming glass of cow’s blood. Those are just words you
never expect to hear spoken to a child. But then, when you marry a
vampire and have vampiric children, it just sort of comes with the
territory. Besides, it was the best meal on the planet,
and what parent would deny their child the most delicious thing on
earth?

 

They both agreed too, loving and craving the nutrient as much as
any vampire I’d met. Although, for them, it wasn’t as high on the
list of snacks as it was for us. Truly, they got more excited about
getting cotton candy at the fair. But…it was right up there.

 

Jumping up and down, they both started saying, “Me, me, me!”

 

Teren laughed, extraditing himself from my body so he could
prepare meals for everyone. He loved to take care of people. It
made him a pretty fabulous companion since, from the very beginning
of our relationship, he’d spoiled me with homemade dinners; he
usually even cleaned up too. That was just his way. And he was
equally attentive to the kids, even going so far as to cut their
sandwiches into fun little shapes. He was sort of, well, Mr.
Mommish. I was a very lucky girl.

 

Wading through a sea of eager toddlers and a hungry dog, he
laughed as he walked out of the living room into the kitchen. I
stayed where I was on the couch, smiling as I listened to a family
that I could hear, but no longer see. With my blood sense though, I
knew exactly where they were. That was such a comfort to me,
knowing exactly where my children were. I couldn’t imagine not
knowing their location at every point of my day. I couldn’t bear
the thought of leaving their sight and not knowing, with every
fiber of who I was, where they were. I think I would worry myself
into insanity if that were the case. Honestly, I didn’t know how
human mothers did it. They sort of amazed me.

 

Listening to my husband pop open the fridge, I heard my children
start to play with the magnets on it. As Teren grabbed the pitcher
of plasma in there, he helped them start to spell words, calling
out different letters so they could arrange the shapes into the
words that they used most often – mom, dad, dog…blood.

 

I smiled and shook my head when he spelled out that one for
them. That probably wouldn’t be in a normal three-year-olds
vocabulary, but it was one of the first words they’d said, right
after Dadda, actually. They could even say it in Russian, along
with a few other simple phrases. Teren was teaching them as they
grew, so I was starting to finally pick up a few things too. I
liked that soon I’d be privy to the private conversations he
sometimes had with his family. I hated being kept in the dark, even
if it was unintentional.

 

As he warmed it in the microwave, he sped away to get the dog
some food. He was back before the fifteen seconds had gone off on
the timer. Nika giggled at the display. “Again, Daddy.” Teren
chuckled, and I heard him place a kiss on her. The kids loved the
blurred visual of us moving fast. They could do it too, in very
short bursts, but it generally led to one or both injuring
themselves, so Teren and I tried to dissuade them from doing it.
Plus, that was something they could absolutely not do around
humans. We drilled that into them constantly.

 

In fact, just after I thought it, Teren reminded them that that
was something that only happened at home with family. They both
automatically replied with, “Okay, Daddy,” as Teren set the blood
for another warming cycle.

 

Smelling the warmth of that blood drifting out to me, I inhaled
it deeply, my smile a satisfied one.  My stomach, less
satisfied, even after the chicken and vegetables the kids and I had
eaten earlier, rumbled loudly. Everyone in the kitchen laughed,
clearly having heard it.

 

“Mommy’s noisy,” Julian gigged.

 

Sighing at my super hearing family, I stood and shuffled off to
the kitchen, stretching languidly with each step.  Teren
smiled at me as I stepped through the archway into the room. “Yes,
Julian, she sure is.”

 

He raised his eyebrows suggestively, and I bit my lip, knowing
he was not talking about what Julian thought he was talking about.
Being that there were impressionable little vampires in the room, I
couldn’t even smack him for his dirty talk. Flushing slightly, I
settled with discreetly pinching his butt.

 

 “Am not,” I muttered as I kissed his neck.

 

The kids clamored around our legs as Teren tested the blood then
poured some into two sippy cups. “Are too,” he muttered back,
adding, “and it drives me crazy.”

 

Blushing even more, I pinched him a little harder.

 

He chuckled but didn’t act like I was hurting him in any way.
Nika looked up at him, her dark brown eyes a mirror image of mine.
“What’s cr..a..zy?”

 

Teren laughed softly as he handed her a bright pink cup.
“Nothing, sweetheart. Drink up, it’s almost bedtime.”

 

She grabbed the cup and swished it back eagerly. Teren handed a
light blue one to an also eager Julian and the both of them were
silent for a moment as they enjoyed their dessert. Teren made tall
glasses for us and we clinked romantically before tipping them back
as well.

 

The smell hit me first – heavenly, heady, life-giving. Then the
taste – sweeter than you’d think, like candy, but with an
interesting tang to it. The vampire in me growled in contentment, a
similar noise echoing from Teren. Pausing in my drink, I watched
him. His fangs had dropped down and noticing me staring, he took a
second to flick his tongue over one. It was unbelievably hot. I had
to look away.

 

Glancing down at our kids, I watched their little fanged faces.
Julian smiled around his cup as he looked up at me, his fangs tiny,
little more than slightly elongated and sharpened canines.

 

Smiling, I looked over at the carbon copy of me. Her hair was
still lighter than my current dark shade, but my mom assured me
that Nika’s sandy brown hair was exactly the color mine had been at
her age. She smiled up at me too. Opening her mouth with a long
“aw” sound, I could see the red of blood on her tongue and her
small, dainty fangs.

 

It had surprised me, but their fangs had been the first teeth to
come in, and they’d come in as a matched set, both breaking through
the skin at the same time. For a couple of months, they’d both sort
of looked like they had serpentine mouths. It had been pretty
humorous and I’d often wished I’d been able to take a picture of
it. But, until the other teeth had dropped down around them, it had
just been too obvious what they were.

 

I grabbed their cups as they finished them, rinsing them out and
putting them in the dishwasher. Teren kissed my neck. His still
extended fangs grazed the tender surface, making a shiver run down
my spine that had nothing to do with the chill of his lips.

 

Giving him a warning glance to behave himself, I watched him
chuckle at me and slip his teeth away. My exceedingly normal
looking husband then scooped a child in each arm, plopping them
over his shoulders. They laughed at first, then started to squirm
in protest when they realized that he was getting them ready for
bed. I kissed each pouting face before he shuffled off with
them.

 

At the stairs I heard, “No, nigh-nigh, Daddy,” from Nika, and,
“I want Mommy,” from Julian.

 

Calmly, Teren replied with, “If you two are really good, I’ll
tell you stories.”

 

They instantly quieted. “Mommy and Daddy stories?” Nika
asked.

 

I heard Teren set them down upstairs, heard their soft feet
scramble to find their pajamas. “Yep, Mommy and Daddy stories.”

 

I finished cleaning up the remnants of the day in the kitchen,
then lickety-split cleaned up the rest of the house. Picking up
broken crayons, missing puzzles pieces, and small piles of goldfish
crackers was quick work when you could move at nearly the speed of
light.

 

As I was putting the tricycle back outside for the hundredth
time, I heard Teren trying to convince the kids that brushing their
teeth was fun. Laughing at his attempt, I slowly made my way
upstairs. By the time I got to the bathroom, he’d convinced Nika to
give it a try. Julian had clamped his mouth shut though. They
didn’t like the brushes sweeping across their sensitive fangs. I
understood. Even retracted, they were just more attuned to
vibrations and movements than the teeth around them.

 

Shaking my head at Julian, I squatted in front of him. “I know
it feels weird, honey, but it’s important.” Raising an eyebrow, I
very seriously added, “You wouldn’t want your fangs to fall out,
would you?”

 

His little eyes opening wide, his mouth soon followed suit.
Teren gave me a wry smile as I scrubbed Julian’s teeth to a pearly
white.

 

As soon as we were done, they stormed off to their room. Since
birth they’d shared one, at the far end of the hall from ours. We’d
talked about splitting them up, but they preferred to be together
for now and we let them. We were pretty sure that they would let us
know when they were ready for their independence from each other.
And surely, by puberty, they would want independence from each
other.

 

Following them, we entered their jungle playland room. While I’d
been recovering at the ranch after having them, Teren’s mother and
grandmother had snuck over here and decorated the place. And while
I loathed painting, and had no artistic abilities whatsoever, those
vampiric girls were quite incredible at it. They had painted the
room like it was a work of art: light green rolling hills, blue sky
with fluffy white clouds, huge trees with branches that extended
from one corner to another. And living in the world they’d created,
was just about every jungle animal you could imagine – elephants,
tigers, and the kids’ favorite, monkeys. It was perfect and
amazing, and that was just the walls. They’d completed the look
with toys, curtains, bedding, lamps, play rugs - everything you
could ask for to give your child a dream bedroom.

 

I was seriously considering telling Alanna and Imogen to forsake
the family business and go into interior decorating.

 

Teren settled on the floor with them as they begged for which
tales they wanted to hear. Teren loved to tell them bedtime stories
and he usually told them things that had actually happened to us.
Of course, he would turn our scarier stories into fairy tales, so
they wouldn’t give the children nightmares - the evil troll
stealing the valiant prince and the brave princess, the jealous
monster putting the princess into a deep sleep, and the prince
awakening her with a kiss. But the family stories he told just as
they’d happened. And the twins’ favorite story was one that I sort
of wished he’d never told them. It was kind of an embarrassing
moment for me. But Teren had a thing for the memory, and repeated
it often.

 

“Five years ago, on a beautiful, sunny spring day, I met the
most beautiful creature on earth. She had the longest, prettiest,
dark brown hair. It glowed in the sunshine, like she was an angel.
Her beauty stole my breath. I’d never seen someone who looked
so…perfect. Her eyes were a warm, deep brown and as our gazes
locked on that busy sidewalk, it took me exactly one second to fall
madly in love with her.”

 

He paused dramatically, and the twins, already knowing what was
coming, started giggling. I contained a sigh. “Then…one second
later, she smashed right into me, pouring her boiling hot coffee
down the front of my shirt.”

 

A chorus of laughter went around the room and I rolled my eyes
and shook my head at my husband. He laughed with the twins as they
sat on either side of his lap, all of them thoroughly enjoying the
story that he’d told them umpteen times before – the story of how
we’d first met.

 

He glanced at me, leaning on the doorframe with my arms crossed
over my chest, and smiled. It was one of those half-smiles that
spoke volumes of how much he adored me, regardless of his
never-ending teasing about our first encounter. I gave him a
twisted smile, feigning displeasure. He grinned even wider, seeing
right through it. He knew I loved the image of him sitting with our
children, sharing our history with them. And with our sometimes
terrifying history, my moment of clumsiness was a preferable thing
for him to share with them. Some stories just couldn’t be watered
down into fairy tales.

 

Nika’s little hands came up to clutch his face, bringing his
attention back to her, where she preferred it. She was Daddy’s
little girl, down to the core, and she had him wrapped around her
finger so tight, I didn’t know how they’d ever separate. Her
shoulder-length hair shifted around her as she leaned up and gave
him a quick kiss on the nose. “Then what, Daddy?”

 

Teren laughed and nuzzled his face in hers, the scruff of his
stubble making her giggle and flinch away from him. On his other
leg, Julian clapped his hands together. “More, Daddy!”

 

Teren looked over at his son, and in that instant as I watched
them, it was like watching Teren look into a mirror. With pale blue
eyes and thick, black hair, like the rest of the Adams group,
Julian was so much like Teren that it hurt my heart sometimes. My
eyes, being slightly more enhanced than the average human’s, could
see the miniscule variations that made Julian distinctly different
from his father, but to everyone they met, they were near twins. Or
would be one day, when Julian grew into a man.

 

But right now, he was his Daddy’s little boy, and he and Teren
shared a look that only a father and son can share. As he rubbed
Julian’s back, he continued with his tale. “Well, as my chest was
burning, the most beautiful woman in the world began to try and
clean up the mess with the one lone paper napkin that she had in
her hand. It was much too small to do anything, but she had the
most adorable look on her face as she tried, so I let her keep
feeling like she was helping. It’s always nice to let others feel
helpful.”

 

He looked up at me and laughed a little. Julian and Nika looked
up at me too, giggling. With a wry smile, Teren said, “The woman
looked so upset that she’d lost her favorite treat.” He tilted his
head at me as the twins giggled and cuddled into his side.
Enfolding them both in a hug, he said, “And she looked horribly
embarrassed that she’d run into me.”

 

Nika peeked up at him lovingly. “What happened next, Daddy?”

 

Teren smiled down at her and kissed her head. “You’ve heard this
story so many times, you probably know it better than I do. What do
you think happened?”

 

Nika sat up straight and clasped her hands together, holding
them to her chest. “You kissed Mommy!” she exclaimed merrily,
sighing a little. I couldn’t help but laugh and shake my head at
her. Just a few months shy of being four, and she was already a
romantic.

 

Teren laughed too and was about to comment, but Julian across
from her piped up. “No, Mommy ran away.” Julian smiled, looking
happy that he’d remembered the story correctly.

 

I raised my eyebrows at Teren, who laughed at my face. “Well, I
wouldn’t say she ran away, but, yes, she left in a hurry.”

 

I shook my head and looked at the floor, remembering that day.
So much had changed after that afternoon. I learned that vampires
were real. I fell in love with one and decided to stay with him,
regardless of the drawbacks, because he was worth every single one
of them. I decided to try and have his children, before it was too
late for him to create them. I stayed by his side as he prepared to
changeover from a living vampire to a dead one. I even killed for
him, to help him complete his conversion and to save us both.

 

Then things had settled. We’d had a dreamlike few months, where
nearly everything was perfect. We discovered I was pregnant, with
twins no less. We got married in an ideal ceremony at his parents’
place, a ranch where the vampires could leave in peace, without
fear of being discovered.  Teren and I had anxiously been
awaiting our new arrivals, when quite unexpectedly – as most
tragedies are – I was attacked by that jerk vampire who’d felt
slighted. He’d bitten me for no better reason than to hurt Teren,
because he’d felt Teren had been inhospitable to him, by not
allowing him to “hunt” wherever he wanted.

 

That vampire had changed my happy family irrevocably. But I
suppose, in a way, since everything had worked out, that strange
man had completed our family too, giving us the chance to spend the
rest of our unnaturally long lives…together.

 

Nika, remembering how the story went now, looked over at me
reminiscing by the door and clapped her hands. “Mommy had a magic
card for Daddy.”

 

I smiled at my daughter’s fanciful imagination and Teren laughed
and grinned. “I suppose it was magic, because when I called her,
and asked her if I could get her another treat, do you know what
she said?”

 

Julian piped up, raising his hand in the air, and looking over
at me, his pale eyes joyous that he knew the answer. Much like his
father, Julian always liked to have the answer. “Yes!” he
pronounced.

 

Nika giggled. “And, I love you.”

 

Teren laughed again and rustled her hair. “No, not yet,
sweetheart.”

 

Leaning into her, he peeked up at me, his eyes overflowing with
warmth and love. “The most beautiful woman I’d ever seen, agreed to
meet with me, agreed to have dinner with me, and over time, agreed
to marry me.” He smiled widely as he whispered that.

 

Nika and Julian, both recognizing the end of Teren’s story,
clapped their hands and squealed. “Again, Daddy!” they said at the
same time.

 

Teren laughed and began shifting children off his lap. “I’ve
told you that story at least ten times this week. Aren’t you sick
of it?”

 

As he set Nika on the floor, she grabbed his hand, shaking her
head. “Again, Daddy.”

 

Setting Julian beside her, Teren stood up. Julian grabbed his
other hand. “Daddy, again!”

 

Teren looked up at me. Smiling at him, I walked into the room
and placed a loving kiss upon each tiny head. Standing in front of
Teren, who now had a child attached to each leg, I whispered, “Go
ahead. I’ll just be waiting for you…in bed…minus these.” I pulled
at my clothes suggestively.

 

Teren groaned and eyed me up and down in a way that made my
still beating heart race. He groaned again, hearing it. Shifting
his attention to the miniature beings attached to his body, he
lightly patted their backs. “Okay, one more and then it’s
bedtime.”

 

He looked up at me while they squealed and dashed to their
side-by-side beds. “Mommy and Daddy need to snuggle.”

 

I chuckled at him and gave him a teasingly light kiss. He closed
his eyes and his breath was faster when I pulled away. Smiling to
myself, I turned my back on him, tucked my pajama-clad children
into their covers, washing them in kisses that had them squealing
in delight, and then left him to his repeat story telling. I was
fairly certain that this time he’d breeze through the story without
letting them participate.

 

Teren’s deep voice filled the room as I left it, and looking
back at the trio, I smiled at Nika and Julian holding hands across
the short distance between their beds. It wasn’t unusual for them
to fall asleep that way and on occasion, they were still like that
when they woke up.

 

After giving myself my daily shot, a sting that I was completely
used to now, I got ready for bed. Sliding under our cool covers, I
kept my seductive promise and didn’t bother with any pajamas. Teren
and I didn’t get to have “snuggle” time as often as I’d have
preferred, but we tried to make it work. Having children with super
hearing could put a damper on your love life. Now that they were
more aware, we generally avoided doing anything while they were
awake.

 

Especially after a particularly embarrassing time when they
had heard us…

 

They had been about two and a half, and we hadn’t thought much
about plopping in a movie for them and disappearing into for
bedroom for a little…reconnecting. We thought about it after the
movie though, when Nika and Julian both had concerned and slightly
scared looks on their faces. They’d run up to me after I’d gone in
to check on them, and wouldn’t let me go. It had taken some
deciphering of their disjointed language, but I’d finally
understood that they’d heard everything, and they’d thought I was
in pain.

 

Yeah, that sort of killed the mood for me for a long time. Of
course, Teren thought it was hilarious, and didn’t see a problem
with just explaining to them what we’d been doing. I…just could not
do that yet.

 

We eventually came up with the compromise to at least hold off
on being intimate until they were sleeping. And really, since their
language skills had improved dramatically in the year since that
encounter, I really didn’t need them telling any of our family
members that Mommy made funny noises in the bedroom with Daddy.
Just the thought of them saying that to Halina made my cheeks
heat.

 

A cool body blurred into bed with me, chilly arms wrapping
around my waist as a stubbled jaw nestled in my throat. I sighed
contently, twisting my legs up with his; he was just as bare as I
was. Knowing where this was going, the anticipation of it started
surging through me, but the two toddlers talking through the walls
helped to contain my fire.

 

Teren’s cool palms slid over my skin, sending a trail of goose
bumps across my flesh. “We could try being quiet,” he murmured in
my ear, his voice low and husky.

 

I knew by “we,” he meant me. I bit my lip and considered it.
Silent lovemaking wasn’t impossible, just really, really difficult,
especially when the object of your affection was a super hot
vampire. There was just something about that combination that
evaporated any thought of holding back. Plus, I had my own vampiric
impulses to consider. I didn’t think I could keep a low growl from
rumbling up my chest, and who knows what the kids would think about
that.

 

Sighing, I pushed him back. “They’ll fall asleep soon,” I
whispered, my hand cupping his cheek.

 

He grinned at me crookedly and shook his head. “While I wish we
had more time together like this…I do love that you know
you’ll be uncontainable.” He raised his eyebrows. “Knowing that
makes the wait worthwhile.”

 

I giggled and squeezed him tight, pressing my lips softly to
his…softly and carefully. The boy was a fabulous kisser and I
didn’t want to get carried away with that just yet. “Well, I’ll try
not to fall asleep before they do,” I murmured against his
lips.

 

He chuckled in his throat, his hands running over my hips,
teasingly refraining from pulling us together.

 

Sighing as his chest against mine started to warm, I pulled back
to gaze at him. “Do you have to keep telling them that story?”

 

He smiled and relaxed back on the pillows. “It’s a good story,
they love it.”

 

I rolled my eyes. “It’s embarrassing.”

 

He twisted back to me, a finger running through a long strand of
my dark hair. “Nothing about you is embarrassing.” His eyes flicked
down the silhouette of my body under the sheets, the phosphorescent
glow of the whites of his eyes highlighting every contour of my
body. It made my heart beat faster, made my skin ignite.

 

Hearing me, he brought those glowing orbs back to mine. He’d
told me once that the vampiric glowing eyes were to help subdue
prey, as if they needed the extra help, but staring into his, there
was a calming, almost hypnotic aspect to them. Watching his face
being highlighted by the glow of my own eyes, I wondered if he felt
that too.

 

I’d been worried at first about the glow. It’s not something you
can shut off, and I’d inherited it along with my teeth, hearing and
speed. But it was only evident in perfectly dark places, like our
bedroom. In the outside world, it was masked by the light pollution
in the sky. It was the only time, I’m sure, that pollution of any
kind came in handy.

 

I smiled as I let his peace absorb into me. Hearing the children
repeat Teren’s tale with the own twists to the story, mainly a dog
that could fly and a mailbox that talked, I considered the fact
that their eyes hadn’t shown any trace of a glow yet.

 

We’d tested them nearly instantly, walking them into the darkest
room in the house. I’d felt like I was nine again, testing out my
glow-in-the-dark t-shirt, but as we’d stared down at them with our
own headlights, nothing had shown back. The women all assured me
that Teren’s was instant, and that the trait must not have carried
over to them. They were all extremely excited to see an aspect of
the vampirism fade in the lineage. It was what they were striving
for – full humans. We knew that was a goal that would probably take
several generations, but just the fact that my children’s eyes were
perfectly normal, made it seem like an obtainable one. But really,
as a mother, I was just grateful that they had one less thing to
worry about in their lives.

 

Cocking his head at me, Teren leaned in to restart the soft
kissing. “You’re beautiful, Emma. I want our kids to know how I see
you.” His speech against my lips vibrated into my sensitive skin. I
nearly tasted the words.

 

Running my hands through his hair, the sound of the sliding
strands apparent, even under our quickening breaths, I murmured,
“You amaze me, how you see me.”

 

Into my ear he breathed, “And I see better than almost everyone,
Emma.”

 

I bit my lip as I contained a groan. Pushing him back so I could
stare at his calm-inducing eyes again, I listened for the telltale
sounds of sleep from down the hall – all I heard was a chorus of
ABCs. Sighing, I ran my finger across his lips. “Well, I at least
appreciate how romantic you make the story.” I smiled and shook my
head. “It’s not nearly that romantic in my memory.”

 

He sat back on his elbow, smiling over at me. “Nearly every
memory I have of you is romantic, in some way.”

 

I laughed lightly, sitting back as well. “Even when I’m chucking
things at you?”

 

He grinned and leaned in to kiss my collar bone. “Especially
when you’re chucking things at me.” He raised an eyebrow before
trailing his lips up my neck. “You’re hot when you’re feisty.”

 

I exhaled in a way I shouldn’t as his cool breath washed along
the vein in my throat. “You make me feel like the most beautiful
woman on earth,” I whispered.

 

He stopped sucking on my earlobe to look at me. “Good, because
you are.” I leaned over to kiss him, nearly not caring that my kids
had moved on to practicing their numbers, but he spoke before I
could make the connection. “Well, almost.”

 

I pulled back and cocked an eyebrow at him. He laughed at the
look on my face and then shook his head. “I think our daughter may
surpass even you one day.” He smiled warmly at the thought, a look
of pride on his face.

 

A sudden rush of emotion hit me and I felt my eyes sting. “Not
surprising…since she’s half you.”

 

I swallowed back the sudden lump in my throat while he cupped my
cheek. “I love you, Emma…for always.”

 

I could only nod and find his mouth, needing that connection to
temper the overwhelming love that I felt for him. Some couples
claimed that having children dampened the love they felt for their
spouse, but it had had the opposite effect for Teren and I. If
possible, I loved him even more now. So much so, that I couldn’t
believe I’d ever been okay with his one day living without me.
Maybe it was selfish of me, but I didn’t ever want him to be
without me.

 

As I melted into his arms, I finally heard loud yawns coming
from the twins’ room. I smiled into Teren's skin, his body nearly
lukewarm from so much exposure to mine. Yawning was the precursor
to sleep for our children. And their sleep was the precursor to our
awakening.

 

As Teren rolled me to my back, propping himself on top of me, I
heard a sound that I heard every night. And every night, it made my
heart expand in a way that seemed physically impossible, like
surely that frail organ should have busted wide open from the level
of warmth and tenderness that rushed into it on a daily basis.

 

From across the hall, my vampiric ears clearly heard my children
saying goodbye to the day, saying goodbye to each other. As always,
it brought tears to my eyes.

 

“Night, Nick, love you.”

 

“Night, Julie, love you too.”










Chapter 2
Supernaturally Normal


I dreamt of my children as I slept, of what their future might
be like. I imagined the partners that they’d meet and fall in love
with. I imagined Gabriel supplying them with as much
life-suspending juice as was necessary for them to live as mostly
humans for as long as they wanted. Unlike us, our children could
take their time having their own kids. It delighted me endlessly
that there were no biological alarm clocks hovering over their
heads. They could have children whenever they wanted, or never at
all. I was fine with that too. Just so long as they were happy…and
safe.

 

I was just picturing an adult Julian standing beside an adult
Nika, on what looked like her wedding day, when a harsh scraping
along my neck started bringing me back to awareness. Groaning as my
body fought against stirring, I brushed the irritant away.

 

Teren laughed in my ear. “Wake up, Emma. Time to start your
day.”

 

I flung an arm over my head, sort of hating my husband at the
moment, even though he was nicer to wake up to than an alarm clock.
He laughed again at my displeasure, the back of his finger running
down my cheek. “You’re going to be late, sweetheart.”

 

I peeked an eye open, cringing at the bathroom light he’d left
on for me. “Tell me again, why I went back to work?”

 

He smiled and shook his head. “Glutton for punishment?” He
shrugged. I twisted my lips at him and narrowed my eyes. Chuckling,
he shook his head again. “Because you are an intelligent,
beautiful, confident business woman, who loves her job and loves to
feel good at it.” He raised an eyebrow at me, waiting for me to
object to his summation. When I didn’t, he added, “And you like
turning me on in those amazingly hot, little lacy camisole things
you wear.”

 

I moved to smack his chest but he’d already blurred away from
me. Smartass. At least that was one thing that hadn’t changed since
the very beginning. Teren was still a playful little tease.

 

Sighing, I tossed off the covers and stood up. As I still wasn’t
wearing anything, having fallen sleep immediately after our session
last night, his eyes widened and he stopped smiling. Loving that my
body still affected him, even after carrying and passing two
children through me, I sashayed in front of him. Loving that he
wasn’t even bothering to pretend that he was interested in my face,
I huskily said, “Fine, I’m up.”

 

He peeked up at me then, the grin on his mouth devilish. “I
think I’d prefer it if you were back down.”

 

His hands ran over my flat stomach and for a moment, I felt
worshipped by his caress. I’d worked hard after the twins to get my
regular body shape back, hitting the gym every chance I got. And
having vampiric speed and strength, let me tell you, getting in
shape is harder than it seems. I had to constantly remind myself to
run at a normal pace. And since weights did nothing for my enhanced
muscles, I’d had to do yoga and Pilates to firm myself back up. But
eventually, all of the effort had paid off and my curves were even
tighter than before. I loved knowing that if and when I ever
decided to stop taking Gabriel’s shot, my body would be fit for
eternity, much like Teren’s.

 

As his hand on my stomach delved lower, I blurred into the
bathroom. Turning the water on, I clearly heard, “Hey, I wasn’t
done!”

 

Laughing, I muttered, “Yes, you were. I don’t want to be late,
remember?”

 

Hearing that, even over the forceful flow of water beside me, he
stepped into the room, leaning on the doorframe. “I believe I’ve
told you this before…but, I can be really fast.”

 

I threw him a smirk and shook my head again. Men.  Even
though Teren was more romantic than most, he’d still chuck it all
out the window for a quickie, a super quickie, no less.

 

“Tempting…but no.” I opened the door and quickly stepped into it
before he decided to throw the charm back on. If he really wanted
to, he could have me laid across our mammoth bed with just a few
whispers of devotion, both of our jobs be damned. He grinned as he
watched me through the glass, like he was well aware of the power
he held.

 

Shaking his head, he sighed dramatically. “Fine. I’ll see you
tonight. Tuesday dinner, right?” He cocked an eyebrow and I paused
in wetting my hair. It was so sexy when he did that. Clearing my
head, I nodded. “Yep. Mom will bring the kids.”

 

He nodded and waved goodbye, then headed downstairs. I tracked
him while I went about washing my hair. Long ago ditching the too
fragrant shampoos, I’d gotten one that was technically considered
unscented, by human standards anyway. To me, it just smelled like a
fresh sea breeze. It was a soothing scent, having lived near the
ocean my whole life, so I’d readily adapted to it.

 

As I scrubbed up some bubbles, I felt Teren leave the house. A
slight pull of sadness swept through me as he engaged the tension
in our bond. As creator and child, although I hated thinking of
myself as Teren’s child, we had a bond that was unique to us. In
the beginning, it had been a nearly primal need to be together.
Embarrassingly strong, and at times, inappropriately graphic, it
was designed to keep sires near their newly created vampires. The
intensity of it varied, depending on what the connection was before
the turning, and since Teren and I had been married…well, it was
like a four alarm fire being kindled every time we started coming
towards each other.

 

Luckily for us, the bond had eased up considerably over the
years. Now, it was more a feeling of warmth and love, and less a
feeling of, ‘oh God, I need in your pants right now.’

 

I smiled as I rinsed away the lightly scented suds. I did sort
of miss the passion, but I definitely didn’t miss ripping off my
shirt in front of Hot Ben. On my top ten list of the most
embarrassing moments in my life, that one was right up there.

 

It had happened not too long after the twins had been born, when
Teren had been spending the day with Ben. They’d gone fishing
together and when Teren had tried to return Ben to his car, our
bodies had had other plans. We’d ended up having sex in the front
of Ben’s SUV. He’d barely run out of there in time to not
accidentally witness the whole show. He had not been happy with us,
although, months later he’d confessed, to my horror, that he
had liked the peep show.

 

Shaking my head at how crazy that intense pull had been, I
stepped away from the shower and turned the water off. I heard each
lingering drop fall as I wrapped a warm, plush towel around me. I
also heard the beginnings of rustling, as the other two members of
the house also started stirring.

 

After drying and curling my hair, I dressed in my favorite work
outfit, and apparently Teren’s as well. Adjusting my trim pantsuit
and the clingy, plunging camisole underneath my jacket, I felt my
husband’s presence stop its movement away from me. He was at work,
probably sitting down at his desk to pop out another fantastic
article on the highs and lows of city life in beautiful San
Francisco. If only Gate Magazine was aware of how undead their life
and style writer was. The irony of it always brought a smile to my
face.

 

After I fixed my shoes and made last minute adjustments to my
hair, I put on the locket that I always wore to work with me. Teren
had gotten it for me for my birthday, right after we’d learned that
I’d survive long enough for the twins to be born. The gold heart
folded out into four pictures, the two of us and our two children.
I loved having the reminder of my family around my neck during the
times when we were apart. A visual reminder to go with the physical
reminder constantly binging their position to me in my head.

 

As I smiled at the tiny, sleeping infants in the locket, I heard
Nika yawn and say to her twin, “Morning, Julie.”

 

He in turn, yawned as well. “Morning, Nick.”

 

I smiled at the nicknames they’d given each other. They’d
started doing that nearly from the first time they’d started
speaking. It was such a personal thing between the two of them,
that no one else in the family used the shortened names. That was
something just between them.

 

Standing in my empty room, I said, “Good morning, children.
Hurry and get up so we can go to Grandma’s.”

 

There were excited squeals and a flurry of movement as they
rushed to do what I’d asked. They loved visiting my mom and she
insisted on having them. Since a traditional daycare was sort of
out for us, since they were still learning to hamper their
abilities, my mom had completely stepped up. Teren and I both told
her repeatedly that Alanna and the girls would watch them, but
she’d bristled at the idea of us driving so far each day out to the
ranch, when she was right here in town. And since she’d retired,
just so she could be available to watch them, it sort of made it
hard to say no to her offer.

 

But she was so great with them that mainly, it was a relief.
Someone I loved and trusted was taking care of them every day. It
was such a burden lifted from my shoulders that I thanked her every
time I saw her. Teren did too, although, I think he was also
compensating her monetarily for her time. I was pretty sure of that
when I noticed her brand new flat screen TV. But I didn’t say
anything about it. Teren’s family had money and if he wanted to
share some of that with mine, as a thank you for protecting and
caring for our brood, I wasn’t about to question him about it.

 

Feeling the pressure of a time clock ticking away in my head, I
blurred down the stairs to get the children’s breakfasts ready.
When I blurred back up the stairs, grateful that I’d perfected
speed movement enough that I no longer tripped on my lightning fast
feet, I dashed to the kids’ room.

 

I smiled as I watched Julian attempt to get a shoe on Nika’s
foot. They’d been practicing dressing themselves and were sort of
getting good at it. Nika had chosen a bright pink and yellow
striped dress with a pair of teal and orange, polka-dotted pants
underneath it. The dress was on backwards. Julian had gone for a
button-up shirt, but he’d only gotten one of the buttons to close –
the bottom one to the top one.

 

Chuckling at them, I kneeled down by Nika and pulled off the
outrageously clashing pants. Twisting her dress around, I finished
putting on the little black Mary Janes that Julian had been trying
to mash on her foot.

 

Julian frowned at me as I fixed his shirt. “Nick liked the dot
pants, Mommy.”

 

I looked back at Nika and she did have a slightly sullen look on
her face. As she watched me watch her, a genuine pout graced her
lip. It was one of those pouts that only toddlers could make
adorable. Containing a smile that Julian had stood up for her
feelings, having felt them himself, I tilted my head at her. “Do
you want to wear those today, honey?”

 

She nodded, her pout getting bigger. Shaking my head, I put the
pants back on her. Sometimes, you just had to let children feel
like they were in control of their own lives; it was good for their
self esteem. I’d read that somewhere.

 

Finished with the dressing portion of the morning routine, I
quickly got them to eat their breakfast, and then we were out the
door. Strapping them into the back of my cheery little, bright
yellow VW bug, I pulled out of the drive. Smiling as our warm,
comfortable home faded from my view in the mirror, I listened to my
children sing a Russian nursery song.  Halina had taught it to
them and they loved practicing the strange enunciation.

 

I found myself humming along to the song, which I believe was
about a boy drinking vodka, no joke, but I ignored that as best I
could since even English nursery rhymes weren’t exactly innocent.
Jack and Jill falling down a hill? Humpty Dumpty breaking beyond
repair? Ring Around the Rosie was said to be about the plague for
goodness sake! But the Russian tune was catchy, and completely
stuck in my head by the time I stopped the car.

 

Staring up at my mom’s place, a cute little one story rambler
that she used to share with my sister, Ashley, before Ash had moved
into my old place, a surge of homecoming hit me. Even though the
place wasn’t technically my childhood home, that one having burned
down when I was young, this place had memories of me and Mom and
Ash, and now memories of my children. That firmly cemented the
building into my heart.

 

Unfastening the kids, I popped Julian on my hip and grabbed
Nika’s hand. At times like these, I was grateful for my enhanced
strength. Without breaking a sweat, I could have held both of them,
the bag of all their stuff, my overloaded purse, and probably, if I
had another arm, the family dog. That sort of strength was a little
suspicious though, so I kept it to one child at a time.

 

Mom greeted us at the door, her plump face alive with joy at
seeing her two favorite little people in all the world. I handed
her Julian as I picked up Nika. Nika squirmed to be in Grandma’s
arms too, but I knew Mom could definitely only handle one at a
time. “Morning, Mom,” I said brightly as I stepped inside.

 

“Morning, honey,” she said back, nuzzling Julian’s face. He
smiled and Nika giggled, feeling how much her brother liked that. I
set her down and she blurred to her grandma’s side. I looked behind
me, but I’d luckily shut the door automatically. Squatting down a
little, I looked her in the eye. “Not so fast, Nika.”

 

She looked down, guiltily. Teren and I urged them to use human
speed all the time, so she knew better and felt bad for it. Julian
reached down to pat her shoulder sympathetically, feeling her
guilt. “I sorry,” she said softly.

 

My mom harrumphed at me. “It’s just me here, Emma. It’s
fine.”

 

I sighed and rolled my eyes at her. Once she had accepted the
oddness of me and my family, she’d fully embraced my children’s
gifts. While she understood the importance of secrecy, she was also
a proud grandma, and wanted her grandchildren to exalt in what made
them unique.

 

“Mom, you know they need to be careful about stuff like that.
Please don’t let them do it.”

 

She sighed and placed a kiss on Julian’s head before setting him
down and picking up Nika. With a little effort, she lifted and
squeezed the beaming girl. “I know. I just hate that they can’t be
as…special as they are.”

 

I tilted my head as I watched her cuddling with vampires. “I
know…but it’s for their safety.” I bit my lip, thinking of the
assortment of different people out there that would harm these two
beautiful specks of sunshine if they could, just because of what
they were.

 

 Prejudice bastards.

 

Seeing Mom struggle with Nika’s weight, eventually setting her
down, I frowned. “Your leg still bothering you?” She’d been having
problems off and on with her leg going out on her. She swore it was
nothing more than the aging process, but it worried me anyway.

 

She brushed aside my concern with her hand. “Completely normal
getting old stuff.” She looked at me oddly for a second. “Nothing
you’ll have to worry about, I suppose?”

 

Mom and I had never talked about all of the side effects of what
Teren had done to me. She generally didn’t talk about it at all,
and we’d never sat down to have the ‘my heart is going to stop, but
I’ll be fine’ speech. That day wasn’t here yet anyway, and I was in
no way ready to have that conversation with her. I’d become much
more sympathetic to how hard that conversation must have been for
Teren to have had with me, ages ago.

 

I looked away at her comment, down to my children darting off to
watch cartoons. “Yeah, well, let me know if they start to be too
much.” I looked back at her, concern in my voice. “I know they can
be…challenging, because of what they can do…”

 

She shook her head and smiled. “I’m happy to do it, and I’ll
keep at it as long as I can.” She smiled wider. “As long as I can
still chase after them, I want to be the one watching them.”

 

I gave her a tight hug. She inhaled a bit and I relaxed my super
strong grip. “Well, thank you, so much. It means the world to Teren
and me that they have somewhere safe to go.”

 

I pulled back from her as she shook her head at me. “The two of
you are so wonderful with them. You are doing such a great job.”
Putting a hand on my cheek, her brown eyes slightly moister, she
softly said, “I’m so proud of you, Emma. Both of you.”

 

I nodded, my matching eyes equally moist now. “Thank you.” I
sniffled, then flicked a glance at my children laughing at Count
Dracula on Sesame Street. He was naturally their favorite
character. “I should get to work.”

 

Mom hugged me again, then with one last quick hug for my kids, I
walked back to my car and left them for the day.

 

That had been a hard thing to do when I’d first gone back to
work, but I’d wanted some part of my old life back. Work, while at
times exceedingly boring and monotonous, was also my final
connection to normalcy. There, I wasn’t Emma, the mixed vampire
married to an undead vampire, raising two partially vampiric
children. No, there I was just Emma, super employee.

 

And that’s what I had become. One thing I’d discovered early on
was how beneficial my new skills were at my job. No one in the
office could type faster than me. No one in the office could pull
reports faster than me. No one in the office could do
anything faster than me…literally. To them, since
returning from my maternity leave, I’d become this indispensible
person that everyone relied on to get things done.

 

As I pulled into the parking lot of Neilson, Sampson and
Peterson, the prosperous accounting firm that I worked for, I
smiled at remembering my first day back after the twins. As my old
boss, Clarice, had warned me, she’d filled my position and I’d had
to start again at the bottom. Grudgingly, I had gone to my new
spot…in the mail room. I hadn’t been there two months before my
reputation for quickness started to precede me, and I was quickly
promoted out of there.

 

Of course, my super hearing also played an invaluable role. I’d
sort of become known as the “psychic” one, since I had an uncanny
knack for bringing people what they needed, before they’d even
asked for it. It was one of the few benefits of being able to hear
nearly every conversation going on in the building. 

 

Once I’d learned how to shut out the pockets of conversations
that I didn’t need, I found that I could hone in on the
conversations that I did need. Say, Mr. Peterson muttering to
himself that he needed a tax statement on an important client. I
could then walk in and hand it to him, explaining that I knew he
had a meeting with that client later and I figured that he would
need it. Moves like that tended to impress bosses, and within the
year, I was back to my old job.

 

Well, no, that wasn’t exactly true. What with my super
efficiency and my uncanny “psychic” abilities, I was no longer the
secretary's secretary. I was no longer underneath Clarice. I was
Mr. Peterson’s second executive administrative assistant.
I was her equal.

 

She hated that.

 

Smiling as I walked down the corridor to my new office, an
actual room instead of a life-draining cubicle, I waved at my
friends and coworkers. Pausing beside one of the cubicles, I looked
down at my assistant. Yeah, I had my very own assistant.

 

“Good morning, Tracey,” I told my friend brightly.

 

She smiled over at me as she stuffed her purse in the tight desk
drawers. I smiled wider, happy that I now had a closet for my
behemoth of a bag. “Morning, Emma. How are those adorable kids of
yours?”

 

I sighed contently, taking a second to mark where I felt their
presence in my mind. Picturing them climbing all over my mother, I
shook my head. “They are wonderful, perfect little angels.”

 

Tracey scrunched her beautiful pixie face. “I miss them. Ben and
I need to come over soon and spoil them rotten.”

 

I laughed at that. She and Hot Ben had made a real go of their
relationship. Tracey even had a full carat sparkler on her ring
finger to prove it. I’d had to feign ignorance when she’d told me
that he’d proposed. As he’d been talking with Teren about it for
over a month, I’d known exactly where, when, and how it was going
to happen. I’d even been the one to suggest the place - the diner
where they’d gotten back together after momentarily splitting up,
for the second time.

 

The separation had been brutal on both of them, and was sort of
Teren’s and my fault. Ben had walked in on an.…intimate moment and
had discovered what Teren was. It had eaten Ben up inside, the
constant fear, and he’d distanced himself from the love of his
life. At that diner, he’d opened up to her and they’d gotten back
together. Sure, he’d been lying his ass off to her about why he’d
been distant, but she didn’t need to know the real reason for his
turn around.

 

But, regardless of the reasons behind the split and make up, the
memory of that afternoon was a big one to her, a wonderful one, one
that she still brought up to this day. I knew that him proposing to
her there…would be perfect.

 

I sighed at her comment. “Yeah, we’ll have to arrange something
really soon.” To her, I only smiled widely, but in my head, I was
remembering all of the preparations that had to happen before
someone not in the loop, like Tracey, could come over.

 

The kids would be sat down individually and warned about what
they could and could not do, what they could and could not say. It
was exhausting for them, it was exhausting for us. When they were
younger, we didn’t let anyone come around unless Halina was there.
Since she could do adjustments to people’s memories, one perk of
full vampirism that Teren and I didn’t have, she eased a lot of the
tension in the air. If something weird did happen, she could
evaporate the memory in the blink of an eye.

 

But Hot Ben was actually handy too when it came to distracting
Tracey. When she’d commented on something weird she’d seen once,
he’d expertly shifted the conversation around to their upcoming
nuptials. Any memory of the kids doing something sort of odd was
immediately lost on the bride to be. After that moment, we’d all
sort of agreed that Ben would come with Tracey whenever a visit
with the twins was in order.

 

Waving goodbye to Tracey, I headed over to my office, eager to
start my day. As my office was situated directly in front of Mr.
Peterson’s office, I shared it with his other assistant, Clarice.
She was there, of course, as I breezed through the door. Maybe
wanting to feel secure in her own job, she had started coming in
fifteen minutes before me, and leaving fifteen minutes after me. It
still didn’t help; I got way more done in a day.

 

As I waved at the sour, rotund woman, I felt a little bad for
her. I did have a supernatural advantage that she’d never, ever,
have. But then I remembered all of the years of abuse I had
suffered under her scowling, disapproving eyes, and I let the guilt
slide right off me. What was that that they say? Karma is a
bitch.

 

She adjusted her June Cleaver pearls as I tucked my satchel into
my closet. “Good morning, Clarice. How are you on this fine day?” I
tried to keep the smirk out of my voice but it was just so hard not
to tease her.

 

“I don’t have time to chit-chat with you, Emma.” She raised a
penciled-in eyebrow at me. “Some of us have work to do around
here.”

 

Nodding my agreement as I sat down at my wide-open, spacious
desk, I watched her grab a stack of papers from her inbox and march
them out to the cubicles, where I knew her assistant was about to
be loaded down with copying and collating in triplicate. Poor
thing. The woman who had my old job was a slip of a girl, not
really cut out for the harshness of this environment, especially
under Clarice’s dictatorship. I gave her another six months before
she cracked, tops.

 

Smiling that I no longer had to fake my cheeriness at being
here, I listened for my boss through his door as I rapid-fire read
through my emails. When I heard him muttering that he was dying for
some coffee, and he really needed to be looking at the Johnson’s
report, I chuckled lightly and went about getting both for him.

 

Yes, sometimes being a vampire was exceedingly handy.

 

Feeling a prideful sense of accomplishment as I completed my
work day, I hopped in my car to meet up with my family. The Tuesday
night dinners had kept going on after the twins’ births. If
anything, they had sort of felt even more important after that
event. We were all so busy now, and it was a good way to put the
brakes on the world and reconnect with each other, if only for an
hour or two.

 

Driving over, I popped in a CD that I couldn’t listen to if I
had the kids in the car. Not that the music was dirty or anything,
but the song did have a couple of F-bombs in it, and I didn’t need
three-year-olds repeating that kind of stuff. I mean, at least
until they were petulant teenagers and truly understood the swears
that they were spouting at their overprotective parents. God, I was
not ready for that day. I didn’t think I’d ever be ready for that
day. 

 

Pulling into the cozy little café that was an extended home for
me and my family, I smiled at seeing Teren’s Prius already there. I
wasn’t surprised, since I knew with absolute certainty that he was
in the far corner of the building, not moving, and that our
children were about a mile away, closing fast. No, what had me
smiling was the peace that had started spreading through my body
when I’d started moving towards his direction.

 

It was like stepping down into a hot tub for the first time,
that warmth soaking into every muscle, down to the bone, relaxing
every part of me, parts that I hadn’t even realized were sore. It
was a warm fire after being out in the cold all day and no matter
where it happened, our reconnection was always like…coming
home.

 

I sighed happily, feeling Teren’s direction shifting towards me,
to meet me at the door most likely. The languid warmth seeped
throughout my body as I walked towards him. Slow and soothing, I
felt only utter contentment and joy. We usually met now with a
mellow kiss and whispered words of affection, and I was grateful
that the dial had been turned from boiling hot to simmer. While the
smoking hot connection had been electrifying when we could ride
it’s coattails to multiple satisfying releases, it had, more often
than not, been annoying.

 

The very first time we’d all attempted to get back together for
our dinners, Teren had been running late, having had a meeting with
his editor. Everyone at the diner that had gotten to know my family
over the years, had oohed and aahed at the babies when I’d brought
them in, virtually ignoring me and any oddities that I might have
had, like, a fang slightly elongating as I cooed at my son, having
accidently relaxed my hold on them for a micro-second.

 

We’d gotten the twins’ car seats safely propped up on wooden
high chairs, and were all watching them stare at the toys dangling
almost in their faces. I was watching Julian’s pale eyes track a
black and white ball when I’d felt my husband draw near.

 

Knowing that I could not lose control in the middle of the
restaurant, I’d begged my sister to start talking about something.
Noticing and understanding my condition, she’d started rambling
about her schoolwork and how she was inching her way up to the top
of her class. I’d struggled to ask intelligent questions, but I’d
had to sit on my hands to stop myself from tearing apart the table
top.

 

Breathing noticeably heavier, my mom had eventually asked me
what was wrong. Since I couldn’t talk long enough to explain, and
since Mom knew what I was anyway, Ashley started filling her in on
my situation. Mom thought it was weird. I agreed.

 

I’d whimpered and bit my lip when I felt him in the parking lot.
Ashley had held my arm as I sat beside her, looking like she was
afraid I was going to blur out of the room to rush to him.
Honestly, I’d wanted to, and as I was sitting on the edge of the
bench seat, I could have. I can clearly still remember imagining
the chaos that would have created, the diners seeing a streak of a
person rushing by them. I’d shifted my gaze to my children then, to
distract my growing desire. I would not risk them by exposing
myself. Not for this. I was stronger than that.

 

When I’d finally felt him walk into the café…that’s when things
had gotten embarrassing. He’d sped walked over to me and I’d dashed
out of my seat to crash into his arms, like we were lovers
reuniting in some sappy home-from-the-war movie. Then we’d started
ravishing each other right there beside the tables, while shocked
patrons surely gawked at our fondling hands and eager mouths. My
mom had sputtered reprimands, and my sister had had a serious
attack of the giggles, but it was eventually our longtime waitress,
Debby, who had pried us apart and threatened to kick us both out of
there if we ever did that again.

 

Laughing at the memory, I watched him gallantly swing open the
door for me right as I approached it. His timing would have seemed
miraculous, if anyone had noticed. “Thank you, sir,” I told him
huskily, pausing to place a light kiss on him before sweeping
past.

 

“You’re welcome, my lady,” he laughed back, grasping my hand as
he led us to a corner table in the back.

 

The memory of our embarrassing encounter fresh in my head, I
flushed a little when Debby popped over to say hello. The waitress
had probably forgotten the odd greeting, but my vampiric mind held
onto stuff like that. Teren tilted his head at the rush of blood in
my face, but didn’t say anything. I shoved down the lingering
uncomfortable emotion and greeted her warmly. We really had done
the best we could with that intense connection.

 

Squishing close together in the semi-circle bench seat, I leaned
against Teren’s cool side and focused on the feeling of my children
approaching me. Teren kissed my head, whispering that he missed me.
I clenched his hand, whispering that I missed him too.

 

Resting my eyes, I let the sound of the world flow through me.
But for low, even, faked breaths, Teren was silent as he rested
beside me, but the others around were not. Clangs and curses
streamed from the kitchen, laughter and whispered conversations
echoed from the customers, and the hostess that had greeted Teren
and I at the door, was commenting to her friend about how nicely
shaped Teren’s backside was. Teren chuckled at the same time I did,
clearly having heard that as well. I lifted my head to smirk at
him. He only smiled back at me, shrugging his shoulders.

 

Then the conversations shifted to hushed mutterings of, “Oh,
wow, look at that,” and, “Ugh, grab a bag, I’m eating.” A low growl
rumbled from my chest before Teren jerked my hand, shaking his
head. I forcefully stopped the reaction, but I knew who the
comments were about and it boiled my blood.

 

My sister had just entered the café, and she always garnered a
reaction from people. Having been caught in the fire that had
destroyed our childhood home, Ashley was horribly scarred, head to
foot. The burns had been so bad that she’d had to have several
painful surgeries to heal properly. As a result, her body was
blanketed with overlapping skin graft lines. She was a patchwork of
imperfection, and in a society that placed more emphasis on
external beauty than internal beauty, she stood out.

 

Of course, not everyone who saw her reacted with vitriol. In
fact, most people’s comments were sympathetic or encouraging,
commending her for her bravery in the face of adversity. But the
negative ones were the ones that I picked up on, since they greatly
bothered me. I was tired of my sister being considered different,
being noticed just for her appearance. It had bothered me so much
at one point that I had asked Teren to change her, just to heal
her. I knew how stupid and dangerous that request was now, having
gone through a change myself, but at the time, I’d just wanted her
to walk down the street without a thousand stares following
her.

 

But as Teren had told me once, she was happy, and as she bounded
to the table, a slight spring in her hobbled walk, I thought she
looked happier than usual. Tilting my head as she carefully sat
down and scooted around to sit beside me, I asked, “You seem extra
chipper, something up?”

 

Ashley shook her head, the half of it that could grow hair
swishing around her shoulder. “Just had a good day at work. You
should see the way this little girl there idolizes me.” Ashley’s
eyes teared up as she shook her head again. “I give her hope.”

 

That made my eyes tear up too. Ashley had finished school, and
being in the top of her class, had gotten the dream job she’d
wanted in the burn unit ICU at San Francisco General Hospital. She
was more than just another nurse there, she was a living, breathing
example of what the patients there could be, if they just plowed
through the horrible fate that they’d been given. I could not have
been any prouder of my sister, and once again, I wished to be just
like her when I grew up.

 

“That’s amazing, Ash. You’re amazing.” I reached around her
body, hugging her to me, and felt Teren wrap an arm around her too.
He adored her as well, completely understanding what it was like to
feel different.

 

Ashley laughed and flushed under my praise. “Yeah, well…” Her
brown eyes perked up as she spotted what I’d already felt. “No…they
are the amazing ones.”

 

I released her and looked over at the two boisterous toddlers
clutching my mom’s hands as they came up the aisle. The trio were a
happy sight, Nika still in her mismatched outfit, Julian’s mouth
covered in some sort of chocolate treat. I shook my head at the
spoiling grandmother that my mom had become, then smiled when my
children let go of her to get to me.

 

“Mommy! Daddy!” they both exclaimed in unison. Teren chuckled as
they hopped up on the seat to crash into his side. Nika squirmed
over his lap to sit in mine, throwing her arms around me and
showering me with kisses. I laughed and kissed her back, loving how
kids could make you feel like you’d been away from each for
decades, instead of just a few hours.

 

“Oh, I missed you guys,” I said, giving them each sloppy kisses.
Teren tickled Julian with one hand as he wiped off his mouth with
the other; Nika laughed at Julian’s joy. “Any problems today?” I
asked my mom as she sat down next to Ashley.

 

Smiling broadly, she tucked her chin-length hair behind her
ears. “Of course not, those two are perfect.”

 

“Perfect little monsters,” Teren chuckled, tickling Julian even
more, until he squirmed and tried to get away from him. I elbowed
Teren in the ribs for his comment, but everyone at the table
laughed, entertained by the fact that technically, in the eyes of
most people, they really were monsters.










Chapter 3
Forever


A few days later, we were packing up the kids and their things
for a weekend at the ranch. We tried to go out there most weekends,
especially when they were in-between busy times and the hired help
wasn’t around, so the toddlers could frolic and play uninhibited.
There, safe at the ranch, we let the twins play to their full
capacity. They loved it, loved the freedom of not having to rein in
anything.

 

Personally, I loved it too. It was unbelievably frustrating to
have to walk at a normal pace when you were in a hurry to get
something. It was so hard to not blur down to the espresso stand on
the corner and then blur back. I knew I could do it in the same
amount of time it would have taken me to brew a pot in the break
room, but I wasn’t going to blow my cover for coffee…even really
good coffee.

 

Pulling out my daughter’s favorite fuzzy pink blanket and my
son’s must-have fire truck, I shoved both coveted items in an
overnight bag for them. I followed that up with about six pairs of
clothing changes; the kids got remarkably dirty playing out in the
countryside.

 

Teren slipped his arms around my waist, kissing my neck. I
shivered as his cool breath tickled me. “You know, we could always
leave them overnight and go on a date.”

 

I twisted to look back at him. “An overnight date?”

 

He smiled and nodded, holding me tighter. Cocking an eyebrow, he
added, “You wouldn’t have to worry about being quiet.”

 

I flushed and smacked his chest, then thought about it. We
hadn’t spent a night apart from them since they’d been born. Sure,
we’d gone on dates - a movie here, dinner there, drinks with Hot
Ben and Tracey - but we kept it to a three or four hour maximum.
Maybe it was because they were so young, maybe it was because I
missed being with them for the bulk of the day while I was at work,
or maybe it was just because I was a first time mom, but the
thought of them being gone an entire night tightened my
stomach.

 

I bit my lip and shook my head, tears even stinging my eyes at
just the thought of not hearing them say goodnight to each other.
Teren cupped my cheek as he watched the emotion flood my face. “Not
yet…they’re not ready. They’re still too young.”

 

He smiled crookedly, clearly knowing that I meant that
I wasn’t ready, but he didn’t call me on it. Instead, he
only kissed me softly. Our tender moment was interrupted by a set
of giggles at the door. We both twisted to look at the children we
both knew were there, watching.

 

Nika held her hand over her mouth as she laughed. Julian tilted
his head, curious. Smiling at them, I asked, “Are you two ready to
go?”

 

Julian dashed off to their bedroom, but Nika stayed, pouting.
“Can we bring Spike, Mommy?”

 

I walked over to her, frowning. Explaining the situation to a
toddler was tricky. Halina had a thing for dogs. I really didn’t
want to freak out my daughter by telling her that though. She loved
Spike. She loved Halina. Just as I was about to tell her that Spike
would want to stay home, Teren walked over and squatted in front of
her. “Do you really want him to come?” he asked, tucking a strand
of hair behind her ear.

 

She nodded, cupping her hands together in a prayer position.
“Please, Daddy?”

 

I glanced over at the big bad vampire literally melting into
putty for his daughter. He grinned, ruffling her hair. “I think we
can do that.”

 

She squealed and flung her arms around him. From down the hall I
heard Julian hoot his agreement, exclaiming, “Thank you, Daddy.”
Nika repeated the sentiment and dashed off to join her brother,
gathering the rest of their treasures.

 

As Teren stood, I put my hands on my hips, a playful smirk on my
face. He looked over my expression and shrugged. “She did the hand
thing. How am I supposed to say no to that?”

 

I shook my head at him, slinging my arms around his waist. “You
are the biggest softy.”

 

He leaned down and kissed me, grinning against my lips. “Quiet,
you’ll ruin my reputation.”

 

I pulled back and cocked an eyebrow at him. He actually did have
a reputation in the vampire community, one that, if it weren’t for
Gabriel and his influence, may have been an issue for us. He’d
provoked and even…interrogated several nests of local vamps.

 

That sort of thing had repercussions. We’d even been approached
by a pissed off vampire once. Luckily Halina had been with us at
the time. She’d flung the vamp into a wall, warning him to get over
himself. Not really wanting a fight, the man had run off and we
hadn’t heard from him again. I had the distinct feeling that Halina
had gone to her boyfriend afterwards and the two of them had “taken
care of it.” I’m not sure how. I don’t ask about stuff like
that.

 

After that moment, no other vamps bothered us. Gabriel had only
said that at Halina’s request, he’d put the word out that we were
untouchable. The word gave me pause. Untouchable? It made him seem
like some vampiric crime lord. But, regardless, he was a good
person, so I tried to ignore the power he held. And his power
stuck; we hadn’t been bothered again.

 

Shaking my head, I changed the channel of my thoughts. “Are you
sure about bringing Spike? What about Halina?” I whispered that,
even though the kids could hear me anyway.

 

He looked down the hall towards their room, but they were busy
laughing and picking out way more toys than we had room for in
their bags. Looking back to me, he whispered, “She won’t do
anything that would make those two cry. She won’t touch Spike.”

 

I smirked, not able to help the thought that Spike was
also…untouchable.

 

Sighing, I shrugged and tossed my arms around him. “You’re
right.”

 

He kissed my nose. “Aren’t I always?”

 

I laughed genuinely at his comment and he frowned; I laughed
harder. He pulled away from me when the tears started stinging my
eyes. “It wasn’t that funny.”

 

The giggles overtook me at the look on his face. I couldn’t help
it. There were so many times when he had been so incredibly
wrong…it was just funny to me now. Holding my stomach, I watched
him cross his arms over his chest, his face looking not amused in
the slightest.

 

I tried to control my giddiness, but I’d entered into that
everything-is-funny stage and his expression was only making it
worse. As his hands went to his waist and he actually started
tapping his foot, I had to double over, the reaction was so strong.
Wiping the tears from my eyes, I was quickly joined by two tiny,
laughing faces looking up at me. They laughed right along with me,
not really understanding what was so funny, and Teren sighed
exasperatedly.

 

Knowing that I was pushing the limits of even his tolerance, I
scooped up the kids in each arm. “Let’s go get Spike.” I told their
excited faces.

 

We hurried out of the room, Teren shaking his head with his lips
pursed when I looked back at him. Still chuckling softly as I
walked down the stairs, I tossed a “sorry” over my shoulder.

 

The only sound that answered me was something similar to,
“uh-huh.” I smiled and shook my head. I could make it up to him
another time.

 

Later, as the car made its way around the last turn in the
Adams’ super-long driveway, I inhaled a deep breath. The midmorning
sun glinted off of the red Spanish tile, a visual reminder of the
one thing that coming here afforded a family of vampires. Blood.
Very, very fresh blood. And practically as much as we wanted, since
they kept the “open-air” pantry pretty full.

 

The kids squealed upon seeing the house, announcing our arrival
verbally, since our approach had already been felt. I laughed and
leaned my head back on the seat, enjoying the way my enhanced eyes
saw the beauty of this ranch.

 

The sharp points of the white stucco walls were easily apparent
to me. The seamless wall of flat river rocks encrusted into that
stucco finish along the bottom of the home, seemed even more
impressive. My eyes could see the mortar holding each stone in
place, could see the way they lined up perfectly. I could even see
faint cracks in the rocks that I’d never noticed before.

 

And that was from the parking lot-sized driveway.

 

The rest of the home was no less impressive. Flat, clean glass
windows shifted colors in the sunlight, showing me the rainbow
gleam of freshly applied cleaner. The ancient logs, both structural
and decorative, released a scent in the air that reminded me of
summer camp, even through the confines of the car.

 

As Teren opened the door to get out, the other smell that was
abundant at this place hit me. Cattle. Lots of cattle. Even to
human noses that smell wasn’t always a welcome one, but as I opened
my door and stood up, I inhaled, savoring it.  Somewhere in
all that mess of animal was the tang of a wounded one. It smelled
incredible.

 

Looking over at Teren as I opened Julian’s door, I noticed his
brows furrowing as he scanned the fields of long, waving tan grass.
He smelled it too.

 

“Everything alright?” I asked, unbuckling Julian from his
restraints.

 

Teren glanced down at me, then moved to open Nika’s door. He
nodded and shrugged. “Yeah, probably. That’s just a weird place for
the smell of blood to come from, and there’s a lot of it.” He shook
his head. “We’ve had cougar attacks down there before.” Tilting his
head, he indicated a stream running between two low hills.

 

Unbuckling Nika’s seat, he pulled her out, her tiny arms closing
around his neck. “There may have been an attack last night. I
should let my dad know.” He shook his head and frowned.

 

I frowned too. The cattle were important to the Adams for more
reasons than just the vampire’s survival. They were also the
primary source of the family’s wealth. Although, they seemed
affluent, even for successful ranchers.

 

Julian hopped out of his seat and darted off to the massive oak
overhang covering the front door. Nika squirmed as she watched him
run, so Teren set her down; she was instantly on her brother’s
tail. Spike, having fallen asleep between his two favorite people,
woke up and chased after them.

 

As I watched the trio approach the massive double doors that led
into the warmest home I’d ever been to, I watched those doors open
at just the right moment to let them all rush inside. Spike barked
and sniffed everything while Nika and Julian leapt into the
awaiting arms of their grandmother.

 

As she hugged them tight, kneeling in front of the door, her sky
blue eyes looked over to her son.

 

Teren’s mother was like all of the vampires in the family. Well,
all except Nika. Alanna had the straight, jet-black hair and
crystal clear blue eyes, all in a face and body that belied her
true age. She looked no older than Teren. She looked a bit younger
than me. That made calling her “mom” feel a little odd, but I did
it, to please her.

 

“Good morning, my lovelies,” she said warmly, kissing a
grandchild on each head.

 

Teren and I waved our greetings then grabbed the various bags
that accumulated whenever you went anywhere with kids. It wasn’t as
if the ranch didn’t have every toy or luxury they could have asked
for, but try telling that to a three-year-old who needed to bring
his set of army men or her plastic ponies. It was
a good thing for Teren and me that we had super strength.

 

We walked to the house, fully loaded down, as the kids broke off
from Alanna to go say hi to their great-grandma, Grandma Immy, as
they called her. I watched them flee up the impressive duel
staircase that lead to Imogen’s rooms, Julian tripping halfway up
and Nika pausing to help him.

 

Smiling as Imogen greeted them through the walls, I dropped my
bags and engulfed the woman who had brought my husband into the
world. “Hi, Mom,” I said warmly as I patted her chilly back.

 

“Hello, Daughter,” she replied just as warmly. When we
separated, she naturally drifted over to Teren, squeezing his waist
tight.

 

He laughed and tried to hug her back around his armful of bags.
“Morning, Mom. Does dad know about—?”

 

Alanna straightened and shook her head, cutting him off. “Yes, I
told him about the cows when I woke up and smelled it. He’s out
examining them now.” She stepped away from her son, folding her
arms over her chest. “We don’t usually have a predator problem, but
with Grandma gone…” She shrugged.

 

I let my senses pinpoint the location of the one vampire not
with us. It being daylight, I knew that the pureblood vampire was
sleeping, but Halina wasn’t at the ranch. She wasn’t even in the
city. She was down south, way down south in L.A., visiting with her
sort of boyfriend. Her location had been down in that direction all
week. Since she was a night owl, she’d naturally kept the property
pretty clear of threats, being the biggest one herself. Her absence
had let a little bit of bravery seep into those hungry
creatures.

 

Teren looked over at where we’d smelled the blood, then back to
me. “I should give him a hand cleaning up.”

 

I smiled and nodded, loving how Teren turned into rancher-Teren,
anytime he came here. It was sexy on him.

 

He smiled crookedly, as if he were aware of my thoughts, then he
grabbed the bags I’d dropped on the floor and blurred away
upstairs. Once back down, he paused briefly to kiss my cheek, then
he darted out to help his father. I watched the effortless
streaking, feeling him in my head as the distance between us
lengthened.

 

Alanna laughed and shook her head. “For someone who refuses to
seclude himself here…he sure does love it.” She grinned wryly at
her son’s opposing attitudes about his life, and I joined her.

 

She had a point. Teren lived in the city so he could feel a part
of society. The vamps here mostly stayed to themselves, keeping
contact with the outside world minimal. Teren enjoyed feeling as
normal as he could and refused to hide away. Of course, he also had
the least amount of side effects from his condition, so he could do
that pretty easily, so long as he didn’t have to eat in front of
anyone and no one lovingly rested their head against his silent
chest. No one but me, that is.

 

But when he got out here, you had to wonder why he went through
all the effort. This was a place he obviously loved, a lifestyle
that was completely natural on him. But for his stubbornness, he
could easily stay and run this place with his dad…and be perfectly
content doing it.

 

Spike sat at the floor near my feet, thumping his tail on the
cool marble entryway. Alanna reached down to ruffle his fur, not
bothered in the least by his presence. “Would you like something to
eat, boy,” she cooed, just like she would have for the children. He
thumped his tail more and her ice eyes flashed up to me. “What
about you? Hungry, dear?”

 

I smiled and shook my head. Alanna never stopped trying to do
things for people. She was the mother I hoped to be one day.
Patting Spike’s back as he started walking to the kitchen, I
debated when and if I’d see the full vampire. Maybe we hadn’t had
to worry about Spike’s safety after all. “Is Halina gone to
Gabriel’s all weekend then?” I asked casually, mainly just curious
if she’d be back, but also wondering how that pairing was
doing.

 

Alanna looked back at me with a small smile as we walked down
the hallway. "She’s coming up tonight, she wants to see the kids.”
Her eyes flicked up to where they were playing in Imogen’s room;
leapfrog by the sound of it. Smiling wider, she brought her
youthful face back to mine. “She wanted to leave last night, but I
guess she got…distracted.”

 

She shrugged and I knew exactly what had distracted her. There
really was only one thing that would keep Halina away from a
grandchild visit and he had a powerful demeanor and startlingly
beautiful emerald eyes. I grinned and shook my head. “Well, the
kids will be happy to feel her closer.”

 

That was one question we’d had to endure all week. “When is
Grammy Lina gonna move?” We told them repeatedly that she was with
Grandpa Gabriel, but, really, that didn’t stop the questioning, it
only added, “Is Grandpa Gabby gonna be there?” Even though we
visited nearly every weekend, it was always quite the event to our
kids, nearly rivaling Christmas.

 

Entering the kitchen, I watched Alanna open one of the deep
mahogany cabinets and pull out a can of dog food, the good kind
too. I smiled. Alanna was prepared for everything, even random
visits from grand-pups. Taking in the tidy opulence of the
master-chef quality kitchen, I asked, “Is Gabriel coming back with
her? I’m sure the kids would love to see him too.”

 

I frowned after my question, not displeased if he showed, but
not entirely pleased either. I always felt like we should all be
sitting under a bright light with a giant magnifying glass over our
heads whenever he visited.

 

Alanna popped the gooey dog food out, the mush making a sucking
noise as it released from the can. The smell was atrocious, but
Spike attacked it like she’d just poured a liter of blood into his
bowl.

 

Looking back up at me, she shrugged. “I don’t know.” Shaking her
head, she sighed a little. “It’s hard to tell sometimes, what’s
going on with those two.”

 

I leaned back against the counter opposite her, the granite cool
under my fingertips. “Do you think she actually loves him?” I
raised an eyebrow. It seemed such a foreign word when you put it
together with the seductive Halina.

 

Alanna cocked her head, thinking. While she debated, we both
heard Imogen say from upstairs, “I think Mother does love him…not
that she’ll ever admit it. She plays it off as just a physical
relationship, but I’ve seen things.”

 

I cringed a little bit at how open the mother and daughter were
with each other, but, in the beginning, all they’d had was each
other. I suppose that had bonded them in a way that was much closer
than the average family.

 

I nodded, then shook my head. “Halina in love…what is the world
coming to?”

 

Both vampire women laughed, my children joining along, even
though they didn’t understand what we were laughing at.

 

A few hours later, after running through every room in the
massive spread that the Adams lived in, my breathless children ran
up to me in the living room. Relaxing with a glass of wine and
rustling my feet in Spike’s fur as he stretched out in front of the
enormous, artistic fireplace, I lazily smiled at them as they
crawled all over me.

 

Julian sat in my lap while Nika grabbed my face. “Mommy, can we
go see Daddy?”

 

Feeling that Teren was no longer near the place where the
“incident” with the cows had happened, I nodded at them. Julian
squealed and then they took off, running out the backdoor to where
they could sense him. Spike lifted his head as they darted between
Alanna’s legs, but then rested back down, too comfortable to chase
after them. I felt the same way.

 

Alanna smiled at my contentment, patting my shoulder, then when
on about maintaining the luxurious home that they lived in. I
closed my eyes, offering to help, and heard her chuckle and tell me
to relax as she slipped out of the main building to one of the
other side buildings.

 

The ranch had three buildings in all, the main two-story
dwelling being where the family stayed, with Halina’s room being
underground. The side buildings held various rooms along with
several guest rooms. And all the buildings formed a U shape around
a huge swimming pool in the back yard. Coming here was like coming
to a resort. Getting married here had been idyllic.

 

Settling back into the couch, I felt my family reunite. I smiled
at the mental image of Teren and his dad greeting the kids. Teren’s
dad, Jack, was completely human, but obviously in the loop. He
adored those kids, doting on them nearly as badly as the vampiric
women. It would be a miracle if I could somehow raise those two
without them getting spoiled to pieces.

 

Setting my empty glass on the coffee table, I drifted in and out
of alertness, my hearing and smell drifting in and out as well. I
could make out Imogen and Alanna talking to each other, even though
they weren’t anywhere near the other. I could smell the roast
Alanna had broiling in the kitchen, along with the hint of fresh
blood that was still wafting in the room from outside. I could hear
and sense Spike’s breathing, steady and slow, as he too started
drifting off.

 

It was some time later when my eyes popped back open and my
alertness slowly returned to me. I stretched out, Spike wrapped
around my feet, groaning lightly as I moved him. Mentally rolling
my eyes, I wondered why this ranch constantly wore me out, even if
hadn’t done anything. Maybe it was just so comfortable here that it
lulled me into submission. I think I preferred that thought.

 

Sitting up, I yawned slightly. Glancing out back, to when I
could still see bright rays of afternoon sun glinting off the water
in the pool, I felt for the other vampires.

 

Imogen was in her room, waiting out the remnants of day, her
knitting needles clacking away. Alanna and Jack were talking about
the attack in the kitchen; apparently a mountain lion had taken
down two cows, one with child. Both Alanna and Jack were upset
about it. As Imogen offered to stay out nights when Halina was
away, to spook off any would-be predators, I felt for my
children.

 

Their presence always in the back of my mind, I felt them
outside with Teren, still playing in the pastures. Standing, I
listened to Alanna and Imogen work out a plan to watch-guard the
property when their nocturnal predator was away with her boyfriend.
I felt bad that I couldn’t help. Seeing as how I could barely keep
my eyes open here during the day, I knew I wouldn’t be very helpful
on guard duty. Plus, I knew they wouldn’t let me do it. Not while I
was alive. Not when I didn’t have the super healing attributes that
they all had as undead vampires. They’d keep me away from danger
just as surely as I kept the kids out of danger.

 

Quietly leaving them to their conversations, I went to go find
my darlings. As I stepped into the bright California sunshine, I
heard Alanna address me. “Emma, tell the kids I have some fresh
cow’s blood for them.”

 

I shook my head at her thoughtfulness. “Okay, thank you,
Mom.”

 

“You’re welcome, dear.”

 

As I heard the conversations shift back to the cows, I blurred
across the fields to find the hearts that lingered outside of my
body, beating or not. Streaking to the very east fields, I slowed
to a normal pace.

 

As I walked into an empty pasture, to where I could sense Teren
and my children, I came across a scene that made my heart surge. My
husband was playing with them in the way that most men played with
their offspring. He was laughing as he tossed them into the air. I
was fine with that. Children, for some odd reason, loved being
chucked around. What made my heart surge though was the fact that
Teren was chucking them “vampire style.”

 

He would toss one in a sideways arch, the child laughing and
giggling as they flew through the air. Then he would blur to where
they were going to land and catch them. It was like he was playing
catch with himself…with my children.

 

The toddlers squealed and giggled, begging him for more, their
little faces alive with love and joy and complete faith that their
father would never let them get hurt. Their tiny growing minds
probably didn’t even comprehend the meaning of the word. Daddy had
them. They were safe.

 

My mind had a little more understanding of just what could go
wrong with Teren’s little game. Blurring over to him, I grabbed his
hand when he was about to fling our giggling daughter. “Teren
Nathaniel Adams! That’s enough of that!”

 

He looked over at me, a huge grin on his face as he swayed Nika
back and forth in his arms, still prepping to launch her. “What?
They love this. They’ve been asking me to do it all day.” He turned
to Julian sitting on the grass beside us. “Right, little man?”

 

Julian grinned and clapped his little hands, his fangs extended
in his merriment. As I looked at Teren’s miniature clearly enjoying
himself, I sighed. Teren took my moment of indecision to chuck our
daughter into the air. I gasped as I watched her tiny limbs flail
about. He’d thrown her pretty far, and my heart started to race. He
was already speeding over to her, but what if he missed? The ground
wasn’t exactly a soft cushion. She’d break something for sure and
with her mixed blood, we couldn’t take her to a doctor.

 

Just as my hands were going to my face, he caught her in a
bucket scoop, twisting his body with the movement so the landing
would be a gentle one for her. She laughed and threw her arms
around his neck while he chuckled at her. “Again, Daddy!”

 

The vision of them together was heartwarming, but there was just
no way I was letting this continue. My heart couldn’t take it.
Blurring over to him, I grabbed Nika, scooping her up and resting
her on my hip. Julian had already blurred over to us, only tripping
once halfway through the field, and I grabbed his hand before he
reached Teren.

 

“Me, Daddy. My turn!”

 

Teren reached down for his son, but I pulled them both a step
away from him. He glanced up at me and rolled his eyes, a slow grin
spreading on his face. “I think Mommy’s had enough of our fun for
today,” he said, his grin widening.

 

Clutching my children tightly, I twisted my lips at him. “I wish
you’d keep in mind that they don’t heal like you do. They’re mostly
human, you know.”

 

He put his hands on his hips. “Do you really doubt my abilities?
I wouldn’t let them get hurt. Ever.”

 

I sighed, knowing he meant well. I just also knew that things
happened that were beyond our control. Our entire family was sort
of proof of that. “I trust you with them, Teren.” I shrugged and
sighed again. “I just can’t handle the what-ifs.”

 

He tilted his head and then gently shook it. “Still the
worry-wart.”

 

I laughed in spite of myself. “One of us has to be.”

 

The kids started complaining once they realized their vampiric
games were over. “No, more, more, more.” They started chanting that
in unison, their little hands reaching out to Teren. Sometimes I
cursed the fact that we’d ever taught them to speak. It was much
easier to redirect an infant that couldn’t talk back to you.

 

Turning to head toward the house, I pulled Julian’s arm and held
Nika tighter. Both were trying to escape me, to get back to Teren.
“Nope, fun’s over for now.”

 

They started crying in earnest and Teren laughed, rustling
Julian’s hair before patting him on the back. “Go with Mom.”
Ducking down to Julian’s height, he added, “We’ll play again
later.”

 

Julian giggled, his small face identical to the grown man before
him, right down to the devilish grin. I gave Teren a scathing glare
as he stood, but he only laughed at my look and shrugged.
“What?”

 

Groaning in frustration, I tugged Julian’s arm. He willingly
went with me, knowing Daddy had promised him more flying later.
“Come on kids, Grandma has some blood for you and it’s getting
cold.” That immediately got their attention, and squealing in
delight, they both jerked away from me.

 

Setting Nika down and letting Julian go, I watched them streak
off to the house. I completely understand their enthusiasm; I was
getting a little thirsty myself.

 

Chuckling, Teren walked up to me and grabbed my hand. Sighing, I
looked over at him. The sunlight bounced off his dark hair,
creating a ring of light in it. It highlighted his pale eyes,
showcased the sexy stubble. Even though I didn’t want to, I found
myself responding to just looking at him. He smiled wider as he
sensed where my mood had shifted to. Grabbing my waist, he pulled
me into him. “They’re fine, but I’ll stop if it really bothers
you.”

 

His hand started rubbing a circle into my hip. It made a jolt of
desire flash through me. He leaned in, inhaling deeply. “Yes,
please.” I wasn’t sure if I was responding to his statement, or the
unasked question our bodies were starting to ask.

 

Alone time with children was a tricky thing. Especially when
those children were super fast and had amazing hearing. Plus, they
always knew where we were, thanks to the bond, and since we were
their favorite people to be around, that usually meant…they were
around. It had been awhile since Teren and I had been truly alone.
And as they were preoccupied in the house with the other vampires,
we had a bit of time.

 

A growl came out of Teren’s chest as he pulled our hips so they
were touching. I could feel his desire too. My breath came in
sharper pulls as my arms laced around his neck, my fingers twirling
in his hair. Our lips met, soft and searching. He sucked on my
lower one, swishing his cool tongue over me. I groaned and grabbed
his backside. Grinning, he adjusted his mouth to fully enclose
mine.

 

As that miraculous man’s cool mouth made every fiber of my body
burn with the need for more, he reached down and picked me up,
wrapping my legs around his waist. Within seconds we were flying,
traveling farther away from where I could sense our kids. I wasn’t
worried though, Alanna was with them, probably feeding them and
telling them childhood tales of Teren.

 

As we stopped, I looked around briefly. He’d taken me to one of
his favorite spots here. It was a wide, slow moving creek winding
its way through a low spot in the hills. Long tufts of grass lined
the banks and under today’s perfectly azure sky, the water sparkled
like tiny diamonds. It wasn’t a childhood haunt, since he hadn’t
grown up on this particular ranch, like I’d once imagined, but it
was idyllic and lovely and I liked to imagine a young Teren here,
lying out under the stars.

 

He knelt down by the edge of the creek, my legs still wrapped
around him, and then he laid me back in the tall grass. We’d made
love here before, what seemed a lifetime ago, when we’d been trying
to conceive those little miracles he’d been tossing around earlier.
The spot held a warm place in my heart. It wasn’t the only spot on
me that was currently warm.

 

Laying himself over me, his body along the length of mine, his
tender kiss picked up intensity. My legs around him ran down his
calves as my fingers tightened in his hair. God, it had been a long
time since we’d let ourselves be consumed by each other. He
groaned, his hands as eager as his mouth as he started unbuttoning
my blouse. When he finished, he pulled back to gently take the
shirt off of me. I wasn’t so gentle as I sat up a little to strip
the t-shirt off of him. My hands slid down his perfect chest as his
eyes raked over mine.

 

Needing so much more, I reached behind myself and unclasped the
bra. I chucked it over my shoulder somewhere and pulled his head to
a breast. He pushed us both back down to the grass as his mouth
worked over a nipple. I exalted in the chill of his breath, his
tongue, his hands. Everywhere he touched me, ignited me.

 

As he worked one breast than the other, my fingers found his
jeans. As deftly as I could, I popped them open and unzipped them.
With as tightly as he were holding each other, I could just slip my
hand inside the fabric. He hissed on my chest when my fingers
wrapped around him. He was so hard, so ready. I was equally ready,
wanting him so badly I lost control and my fangs extended.

 

He paused, his head resting on my chest. Breathing heavy, he
murmured, “God, you feel so good around me. Your hand is so warm,”
he whispered.

 

I groaned at the clear desire in his voice. My other hand
grabbed his cheek and pulled his face back to mine. Gently
squeezing both of my hands, I kissed him hungrily. He ignored my
fangs, returning my eager kiss. The smell of grass wrapped around
us, followed by the scent of clean water and the faint smell of
animals. Somewhere in there I smelled my own desire, and with the
sun beating down on our bodies, I swear I could smell the rays
too.

 

Smiling at how beautiful it all was, his words, his body, this
peaceful location, I breathed, “I don’t need any more, Teren. I’m
ready for you, for us, I’m so ready for this.” He pulled back to
look at me, his eyes hooded with lust. “I just want you inside me,”
I whispered to him.

 

His eyes widened fractionally, then there was a flurry of
movement as the rest of the barriers between us were stripped away.
When he finally resettled himself between my awaiting thighs, he
paused, the cool tip of him just barely pushing into me. Searching
my face, he panted, “I love you.”

 

I smiled, meaning to say it back, but then he pushed deep inside
of me and the only thing that left my mouth was a stream of
groaning, incoherent consonants. My body wrapped around his, his
back slightly warmer with the sun heating it. With long, slow
strokes, we both enjoyed our rare moment of togetherness.  We
tenderly and breathily kissed, his tongue occasionally flicking a
fang, sending a jolt right through me.

 

As his groans deepened and his hips rocked faster, I could feel
the buildup starting. I was torn, wanting that euphoric release,
and never wanting this connection to end. Dropping his head to my
shoulder, he started to grunt in a way that I knew meant he was
close. I wondered if he was torn too, wanting to hold out as long
as possible, since who knows when we’d get a chance to be this free
with each other again.

 

As I started to moan louder, the approaching climax too much to
contain, I felt his fangs prick my shoulder. I gasped and tilted my
head, exposing my neck. “Yes, oh please, Teren, yes, bite me.” I
was a little mortified to beg, but really, I hadn’t had that in
awhile either.

 

He groaned, his cool lips coming to my neck, then shifting to my
shoulder above my collar bone. As our hips continued our escalating
rhythm, he licked the skin he was about to pierce. That almost
ignited my orgasm. His next words nearly did too. “Bite me,” he
whispered, moving up his shoulder so I could sink my teeth into the
same spot on him, just reversed. “Bite me, too.”

 

Groaning, and cursing with the eroticism of it all, I shifted my
head and body so I could bring my lips to him. A low growl coming
from us both, we sank our teeth into each other simultaneously. I
moaned as his cool blood poured into me – tangy, sweet, tasting of
his scent – and combined with the fire in my body, pure bliss. I
heard him groan as my blood poured into him. I had to imagine I
tasted equally as good, just warmer.

 

The blood hitting my tongue, his teeth sinking into my skin, his
manhood thrusting into me again and again – it was too much. I came
hard, and clutched him tight as I sucked deep. I recognized the
sound of him releasing and knew he was coming at the same time. We
were so in sync right now, we may as well have been one person.

 

As our bodies slowed, Teren’s teeth eventually pulled out of me.
I could feel him start to lick the wounds closed, his tongue
languidly sliding over my skin as a content rumble escaped his
chest. Knowing his body could handle it, I left my teeth in him,
taking a few last draws as the ripples of a great release washed
through me.

 

Adjusting his body, he gently pulled out of me, shifting to my
side. He chuckled and ran his fingers through my hair, letting me
take his nourishment as long as I wanted. Feeling full and
satisfied on every level, I finally retracted my teeth. I licked
away the few red streaks on his skin, but the actual wounds closed
right before my eyes.

 

He twisted to his back, pulling me into the crook of his arm.
Sighing with a contentment that matched my own, I felt him kiss my
head as the warm sun caressed our spent bodies. Propping myself up,
I watched him smile and close his eyes. Knowing what that meant, I
nudged him in the ribs. “No you don’t. Don’t you dare fall asleep
on me.”

 

Eyes still closed, he laughed and shook his head. “I’m not…just
relaxing.”

 

I snuggled into his side, enjoying the cool length of him under
the getting warm sun. Clutching him was like having my very own ice
pack. “Good, because I don’t want to waste our free time
unconscious.”

 

He laughed again, peeking an eye open. “Did you have another
idea?”

 

His eyes drifted down my body and even spent and satisfied, my
body responded. His smile turning a little cocky as he sensed it, I
pushed him away and stood up. He propped himself on his elbows,
watching me look down on him. “Where are you going?” he asked, his
cocky smile twisting to a frown.

 

Not answering him, I twisted and darted to the water, splashing
in and then diving under the surface. When I resurfaced, I
screamed. It was freaking cold, even for someone who was used to
being wrapped in coldness.

 

Teren stood up and moved to the edge of the wide, slow river.
Laughing and shaking his head at me, he managed to get out, “Makes
me seem warm, doesn’t it?”

 

I laughed through my shivers, then splashed him with the frigid
water. “Get in here…warm me up.” I smiled that his body actually
would probably be warm in comparison.

 

He watched me in the water for a moment longer, his face holding
an expression of pure love and devotion, then he blurred into the
water with me. I giggled as his arms and legs wrapped around me. I
stopped giggling when his weight pulled me under the water. He let
me go instantly, since out of the two of us, I still needed air,
then he slowly popped up beside me, his eyes playful. I smacked him
as I grabbed a quick gulp of oxygen, then wrapped my freezing body
around his freezing body.

 

Eventually I adjusted to his temperature and then the water’s
temperature. He held me still in the chest-deep stream, his fingers
running up and down my back under the water. I smiled down at him,
running my fingers though his even darker, wet hair.

 

Gazing at me adoringly, he muttered, “Forever?” I shook my head,
not understanding. A small smile crept into his mouth, his face
nearly reverent. “Do I really get you forever?”

 

I sighed, resting my head against his. “No.”

 

He pulled back a little, his brows narrowed to a questioning
point. I gave him a half smile, wrapping my arms around his neck.
“We get forever,” I clarified.

 

Smiling widely, he leaned up to kiss me. “Good. I won’t settle
for anything less now.”

 

The water licked my shoulder blades, some splashing over my
collar bone to run over the twin wounds, soothing the very slight
ache. Smiling at my romantic husband, I laid my head on his
shoulder, my cheek resting above the perfectly healed spot that I’d
torn into. Clutching him tight, I watched the sun glint and shine
off of the diamond ring encircling my finger, the blood-red rubies
around it deepening in color as I shifted my hand.

 

The symbolic representation of eternity. The symbolic
representation of our undying love for each other. Only for us, it
wasn’t symbolic. We really would get forever. This love and joy
would last for so long that it was sort of incomprehensible to me.
Closing my eyes, I felt that love physically wash over me.

 

Forever…I wouldn’t settle for anything less either.










Chapter 4
It’s Okay to Be Happy


After our dip in the stream, Teren and I took our time, walking
back to the ranch at a regular pace. We stopped to look over at
some cattle munching nearby, none of the docile beasts seemingly
worried in the least about the mythical monsters just a few feet
away from them. We held hands while we strolled along, enjoying the
quiet of just being together, of just being husband and wife for a
minute and shutting off that portion of our minds that were
constantly in parent-mode.

 

By the time the gleaming red tiles of the ranch came back into
view, our wet hair was mostly dry, mine just a little damp at the
ends. Our toddlers rushed out to see us, Alanna watching them from
a shaded corner of the building. Since our children had our level
of limitations, or lack thereof, they could enjoy the sunshine like
any human. Alanna hadn’t ended up so lucky in that department, and
while she could be in the sun for short doses, it bothered her
after awhile, and she had to find cover.

 

When our children reconnected with us, jumping into our arms,
she waved and headed back into the house. She had a small, knowing
smile on her lips and I was pretty sure that she knew exactly what
we’d been doing during our extended absence. I tried to not be too
embarrassed about it, since she knew what we were going through,
having had a superfast, super-hearing toddler herself. Plus, Alanna
would never make me feel uncomfortable about all of the things she
saw or heard, which was unfortunately quite a bit, since she’d been
present for the beginning of the creator-createe bond. She was very
gracious in that respect. I adored her all the more for it.

 

Dinner was at dusk, when Imogen could freely and painlessly join
us. Light conversations and warm laughter filled the spacious
dining room and it seemed a little miraculous to me that there had
ever been a time when tension and turmoil had filled this room,
back when Teren and the others had been desperately searching for a
way to save me and the children from an unpredictable fate.

 

As everyone but Jack enjoyed a little plasma refresher, my happy
and healthy children ducked out into the ski lodge-like living room
to play.

 

Leaning back in our chairs, I felt an odd tension start to
build. Looking at Teren’s parents, my enhanced sight saw a slight
furrow in each brow line. “What is it?” I asked hesitantly.

 

Imogen sighed and I shifted my attention over to her. “We need
to prepare you, both of you, for something that will be happening
soon.”

 

Knowing how quickly life could shift on you, I instantly felt
ice flood through my veins. Hearing my own heartbeat pick up, I
looked between all of the loved ones seated around the table.

 

Furrowing his own brow, Teren put an arm around my shoulders,
silently comforting me. “Is it time…already?” he asked quietly.

 

Alanna and Jack gazed at each other for a moment before Alanna
swung her eyes over to her son. “Another year, maybe two, but there
are preparations to make, as you know.”

 

Teren nodded, then looked down. Confused, and a little annoyed
at what they all knew that I didn’t, I felt a pout form on my lips.
Knowing I was probably a mirror image of my daughter, I shook my
head. “What are you talking about?”

 

Teren looked up and squeezed my shoulder. “They need to leave
this ranch.”

 

My mouth dropped open as my gaze flicked around the room, taking
in the beauty of it. I’d gotten so used to them being here that a
part of me couldn’t imagine them gone. But I also knew that as a
part of their never-ending charade to pass as human, they had to
move around, so the girls’ unchanging appearance was never
questioned.

 

Even as secluded as they were, people talked, and Alanna and her
siblings, as they were being sold to the world, would attract
attention soon for their seemingly unending youth. This group tried
to avoid attracting attention, and Jack moved with his “new” bride
to one of several similar ranches they had around the country.
Teren was still young enough that his appearance wasn’t an issue
with him…yet. 

 

“Oh,” I whispered. “Where…will you go?” I also couldn’t imagine
this group being far from me. I was too used to them being a short
drive away.

 

Alanna smiled at me, maybe sharing my thoughts. “The next ranch
in rotation is in Utah.”

 

I nodded and looked down. I felt Teren squeeze me tighter as a
moment of strained silence fell around the table. They were all so
close, it was a little difficult to imagine them breaking apart.
But, all families eventually had to, I supposed.

 

Jack sighed and reached over to pat my arm. “Don’t worry about
it yet, Emma. We’re not going anywhere for awhile. We just have to
start preparing the new home and shifting some of the herd. It
takes time to move a working ranch. We just wanted to let you
know.”

 

I nodded and smiled at him, then pushed it to the back of my
mind. They’d said a year or two. As I didn’t want to spend that
much time fretting over it, it was best to place it in a far corner
of my brain, to be looked at and examined at a later date.

 

After pleasant conversations returned and our drinks were
finished, we all retired to the living room to watch the children
play tag – super speed tag. When their energy finally wore down,
Teren and I got the yawning twins ready for bed. Nika wrapped her
arms around her father’s neck, laying her small head on his
shoulder. “No, Daddy. Grammy Lina’s coming.”

 

I wrapped Julian around me, kissing his head as he sighed his
agreement to his sister’s statement. “We want to see her.”

 

Teren and I exchanged glances. The sun had set hours ago and we
could both feel Halina moving towards us. She was approaching fast,
but she had driven a car and her speed was more a normal one,
although I was sure she was driving at about twice the legal limit.
She could have run the distance and gotten here faster, but it was
exhausting to maintain the super speed for that long. It was much
more effective in short bursts, especially for mixed like us. Full
vampires could hold the burst longer, but it still came at a price.
Halina tended to only run great distances if it were an emergency,
say, Teren was out getting into trouble without her. She’d done a
lot of running when he’d been searching for other mixed.

 

Teren sighed and kissed Nika’s head. “Sorry, sweetheart, she’s
still far away.”

 

She lifted her head, her eyes brimming with tears; Julian in my
arms sniffled. “I want Grammy Lina.” Seeing her lip start to
tremble in the telltale sign of an exhausted breakdown, Teren
shushed her, rubbing her back soothingly and encouraging her to lay
her head back down on his shoulder.

 

I mimicked the action with Julian who was starting to share
Nika’s emotional reaction, as he felt her disappointment through
their bond. Kissing his head, I told them, “She’ll come in and see
you when she gets here.”

 

Nika looked over at me, a tiny tear dropping to her cheek.
“Promise?”

 

I nodded, walking over to kiss away the moisture on her skin.
“Yes…I promise.”

 

Imogen, her long, black hair neatly pulled up into a bun at the
nape of her neck, walked over to them and simultaneously rubbed
both of their backs. “I’ll make sure that she does.”

 

The twins nodded, tiredly slumping against our bodies.
“Goodnight, Grammy Immy,” they muttered together.

 

Imogen shook her head, clear amazement and pride in her
grandmotherly eyes. “Goodnight, my angels.” She tilted her head as
she watched their eyes start to close. “Sleep well.” She clasped
her hands in front of her and sighed contently.

 

Alanna stepped up as we shifted to head out of the living room.
“Teren?” she asked quietly. He twisted back to his mother, a small
smile on his lips. She glanced at the bundle of Nika in his arms,
her breath low and even as she drifted in and out of consciousness
on Teren’s chest. Looking over at her husband, Alanna shrugged.
“Can Jack and I put them to bed?”

 

Teren’s father smiled widely at his son, his eyes on Nika as
well. His hair was more silver now than when I’d first met him, his
stomach maybe a little more padded, but the eyes were warm and
alive, the mind behind them still young at heart, if not in
body.

 

Stepping forward, Teren slightly extended his arms out to his
father. “Of course.”

 

Jack smiled as he gently took the huddled form of Nika from
Teren. She stirred a little as she was separated from Teren’s cool
embrace. Blinking, she looked up at Jack enfolding her in his arms.
“Hi, Grandpa,” she muttered, twisting to cling to him as surely as
she’d been attached to Teren.

 

The burly man sniffed back his emotion and kissed her head. Jack
got a little uncomfortable, showing what he was feeling, but it was
obvious to just about anyone that he adored his grandchildren.
Rubbing her back, he nodded a goodnight to Teren and me and started
to head out the glass double doors that led to the staircase.

 

I watched him leave with my daughter, then turned back to Alanna
and handed her my son. Smiling warmly at him, her cool arms brushed
against me. He looked up and yawned as she effortlessly shifted his
weight over. Julian immediately closed his eyes and snuggled into
her body. I smiled at the comfort and love between them.

 

Alanna closed her eyes, laying her cheek on his head. Her loose,
dark hair washed over Julian’s back, his dark hair blending
seamlessly into the strands, and watching them, I instantly saw how
Alanna must have looked cuddling with a young Teren. Since Julian
was a carbon copy of my husband, and Alanna looked the same now as
she did then, it was almost like I’d just been rewound into the
past. It made me smile even wider; it also brought tears to my
eyes.

 

Eyes still closed, she followed the path her husband had taken
with Nika. I watched them leave, my heart expanding even more.
Teren put his arms around my waist, pulling my focus back to
him.

 

“Aren’t you supposed to be less emotional now, since you’re no
longer pregnant?” He smiled wryly at me, then tilted his head.
“You’re not pregnant again, are you?”

 

I laughed and smacked him in the chest. “No, your sperm is good,
but not that good.” He chuckled and held me tighter. Imogen laughed
lightly at us, then left us to our privacy. I heard Alanna laughing
a little upstairs and felt my cheeks heat a bit. Even though I
could hear so much better now, sometimes I forgot just how good
their hearing was.

 

Teren’s thumb came out to stroke my flushed cheek. “Yeah,
sometimes I wish we could have more.”

 

He shrugged, then sighed. I sighed too. We hadn’t been sure
whether or not Teren’s body would be able to produce viable
baby-makers, now that he was dead. A candid conversation with our
vampiric scientist had confirmed what we’d been afraid of – he
couldn’t. That life-giving part of himself was over with. But that
was okay. We had our two miracles, and that was enough.

 

Smiling, I said, “That’s because you didn’t have to carry and
birth them. You’d feel differently about having more if you’d been
the one to shove bodies the size of watermelons out of an opening
about half that size.”

 

Every single vampire laughed heartily at my statement, my
husband included. Shaking his head, he held me tight. “You have a
point.”

 

I wrapped my arms around him, lying my head on his heartbeatless
chest, his laughter echoing in my ear. As I heard Jack ask his wife
what was so funny, and my children yawn and mutter, “Quiet,” I
sighed.

 

“Yeah, sometimes I wish that too.” I looked up at Teren, his
handsome stubbled face slightly orange from the light of the
fireplace.  “But I have you and I have them. It would be
selfish to ask for more, when I already have everything.”

 

He smiled wider and kissed my nose. “Agreed,” he whispered.

 

I felt Halina return to the property awhile later, when Teren
and I were kissing in the hot tub. Busy straddling my husband’s lap
in the near boiling water, I only half listened to the roar of her
sports car peeling into the drive. Teren chuckled tiredly beneath
me, his warm hands sliding up and down my back. Being exposed to
this temperature for so long warmed every part of him, and for the
next several hours, he’d be just as toasty to the touch as me.

 

“She’s back,” he muttered, his lips moving to my ear.

 

I made some sort of noncommittal agreeance as I sucked on his
neck.  Chuckling a little more, his hands firmly grasped my
hips and pulled me into his body. A light groan escaped me at the
feel of him so close to me under the scant material of our
swimsuits. I regretted that groan about ten seconds later when
Halina breezed out to us.

 

“God, don’t you two ever stop procreating? It’s a little
pointless now.”

 

Not expecting her to immediately rush out to us, I startled and
slid off of Teren’s lap, slipping into the deeper section of the
hot water for a second. She chuckled at me while Teren scooped me
up and set me on the rim of the hot tub, sitting down beside me
once I was back on dry ground. As steam lifted off of my skin, I
glared at the teenage vampire in front of me; she only laughed
harder.

 

“You’re one to talk, Halina,” I muttered under my breath.

 

Halina, having the best ears of all of us, and that was saying a
lot, cocked an eyebrow at me. I generally avoided back-talking to
the pureblood vampire, but she’d sort of scared the crap out of me;
I could even still hear my heart racing. Besides, I did have a good
point. Aside from Teren and me, she was the most sexually active
vampire I knew.

 

Perhaps amused by the fact that I’d talk like that to her, she
ignored my comment, her pale, slightly glowing eyes shifting to
Teren. “I have another batch of vials for you in the car; about
three month’s worth.”

 

Teren smiled, glancing at me, like he was listening to my
surging heart. “Thank you, Great-Gran,” he said politely, looking
back up at her.

 

She shrugged, like it was no big deal to her either way. And I
supposed that to her it wasn’t. Whether or not I kept aging,
whether or not my heart kept beating, my overall fate was the same
as any other mixed vampire’s. She probably didn’t see the point in
prolonging it. Sometimes I didn’t either, but waking up and
thinking – today is a good day to die – never actually
happens. It’s human nature to want to live, and I was still very
human.

 

“Thank you, Halina,” I said modestly, my cheeks heating a bit as
her ancient eyes swept over my bikini-clad body.

 

She shrugged again. “It gives me a good excuse to see Gabriel,
at any rate.”

 

An odd expression crossed her face, almost…grief, if I didn’t
know any better. But Halina, while not exactly happy with the hand
that fate had dealt her, was rarely sad about it. I’d only seen her
emotional a few times, and that was generally over the loss of her
husband, the human husband that she had inadvertently killed after
her conversion.

 

The youthful face turned away from us, the youthful body
starting to turn away as well. She was wrapped in a dress so tight
that a human wouldn’t have been able to breathe in it, and I was
pretty sure it was leather. It matched the thigh high boots she
preferred to wear. But the evocatively dressed vixen that she
usually played so effortlessly seemed cracked to me as she slowly
moved back towards the house.

 

Actually feeling concern for her, I called out her name.
“Halina?”

 

She stopped and looked back at me, her ageless eyes tired, her
black-as-night hair billowing around her in the slight breeze.
“Emma?” She raised her lip in a smirk after she said my name,
almost daring me to call her on her mood.

 

As Halina could still intimidate me, even after all these years,
I shook my head and motioned upstairs. Completely changing what I
had been going to say, I sputtered, “We promised the kids you’d see
them when you got in.” Smiling softly, I added, “They’ve missed
you.”

 

A genuine smile broke over her face as she looked up to where
they were. “I’ve missed them too,” she muttered, then she streaked
away.

 

I blinked at the afterimage of her glowing eyes still in my
vision. She was fast, faster than everyone. Teren’s arm came around
my shoulders, delightfully still warm. I sighed contently, and
cuddled into his side.  Dangling our feet in the steamy water,
we listened to Halina greeting our children in Russian. They
instantly awoke at hearing her voice and laughter and the sound of
soft kisses filtered down to us.

 

I shook my head, a little marveled at the various sides of
Halina. She could be a cold, ruthless killer, a sexed-up male
fantasy, or, as she was being now, a devoted mother and
grandmother, cooing and coddling our children like they were her
own. A part of me now understood why she amused Teren so much. The
majority of me was careful to never piss her off. Unless she
really, really loved you, you probably wouldn’t survive it.

 

When our children’s laughter turned into quiet yawns, Halina
started singing them a lullaby. It was naturally in her native
language and was remarkably beautiful. But as I leaned against my
husband, I heard the melancholy in her timbre, the sadness in her
words. Looking up at Teren, I quietly asked, “Is she okay?”

 

He furrowed his brow, like he didn’t know who I meant. I flicked
my eyes up at where she was singing to our kids, not wanting to get
her attention by saying her name. Teren looked up at the window
that was the twins’ bedroom here and then back down to me. “Sure,
she seems fine to me.”

 

I pursed my lips and lightly shook my head. As perceptive as
Teren could be at times, he was still a man, and the male species
sometimes had to be hit over the head with things, since they
tended to lack the ability to pick up on subtleties. He furrowed
his brow at me. “What?”

 

I shook my head again and rolled my eyes. He hadn’t seen the
emotion in Halina, but I had, and it did concern me. “She just
seemed…off.”

 

He kissed my head. “I’m sure it’s nothing. Maybe she’s just
thinking about the upcoming move too.” He pulled back and raised an
eyebrow at me. “It will put her that much farther from
Gabriel.”

 

He shrugged and I dropped my mouth at him. I hadn’t thought of
that. Of course that would be upsetting to her. I shook my head
again. And just when I thought my husband was oblivious. He
furrowed his brows again. “What?”

 

He laughed a little at the look on my face and I joined him,
leaning up to kiss him. “Nothing, you just…amaze me.”

 

He laughed a little more while we kissed, then he pulled back.
“I should go put those vials in the car.” His eyes flicked down my
body and I felt the unasked question in them – how much longer
are you going to use them? I only smiled and nodded, not
answering his unasked question. I didn’t have an answer yet anyway.
I wasn’t sure.

 

He stood up, the beaded water running down his chest and
dripping off his shorts. I bit my lip and studied the pleasing
shape of him. He smiled and studied the pleasing shape of me.
Raising an eyebrow, he softly said, “I’ll be back for you in a
minute.”

 

I laughed and nodded, sinking back into the water. I felt him
causally walk away from me, not in any rush, just enjoying the
evening. Closing my eyes, I felt the heat of the tub. I could
practically feel it entering my body, soothing my muscles, warming
the very bones. The scent of chlorine was nearly overpowering, but
it was worth it, for the comfort.

 

Listening to my children wish each other goodnight again, I felt
Halina move away from them. Then I felt her presence lift higher
into the air. Confused, I opened my eyes and looked up to where I
felt her. Above the two-story main building, there was a belfry.
Okay, it wasn’t actually a belfry, but I preferred to think of that
way, since the whole home kind of had a castle feel to it. What it
really was though, was a raised section of the roof, like a covered
patio.

 

I could see Halina standing up there, still and silent with her
back to me as she looked out over the hills of Mount Diablo. I sat
up and got out of the water, watching her appear to be deep in
thought. Halina was different from the others, being pure, not
mixed. Not looks-wise, she had the same dark hair and pale eyes,
although her skin was snow white, no trace or hint of any sunlight
ever having hit it. No, it was more her attitude that was
different.

 

She had a presence about her, a lethalness under the surface.
She struggled less with the ethics of being a natural born killer.
She would do it, if she wanted to, although, she did still have
some morality to her and only killed those that she felt deserved
the death. But the reluctant vampire had admitted that she felt
foreign, that she no longer felt human, and that foreignness was
evident in her at times. She could, at first glance, seem cold and
standoffish, but I’d seen her heart and I knew she still had one,
beating or not.

 

My concern for her overriding my common sense, I wrapped a
fluffy robe around my body and walked over to the edge of the
building.

 

Wondering how the hell to get up there, I looked around for a
ladder or something. There wasn’t one. I sighed softly, realizing
that this was a private place that the vampires went to, and
vampires had no need for ladders. Hoping my enhanced body was
enhanced enough, I took a few steps back and made a running leap
for it.

 

I realized just how stupid my attempt was just as I caught the
lip of the roof. For one, I hated heights. For another, as I was
constantly telling Teren, I was mostly human and couldn’t heal like
the undead vamps around here. If I fell…well, it would suck.

 

“Shit,” I muttered, my fingers starting to slip. Cool fingers
wrapped around my wrists and deadweight lifted me into the air.

 

Holding me dangling over the edge, Halina cocked an eyebrow at
me. “What are you doing, little heartbeater?” 

 

At the same time that she asked that, I heard Teren’s panicked
voice calling my name. Looking down at just how far the patio
cement was beneath me, I looked back up at Halina with wide eyes.
“Put me down…please.”

 

She smirked and set me down next to her.  I closed my eyes,
relieved at being back on solid ground. The stronger wind up here
whipped around me, instantly chilling me, and holding my robe
tighter, I answered Teren, who was worriedly asking me if I was
alright. “I’m fine…just sightseeing with Halina.”

 

He sighed while Halina’s smirk widened. “Emma…good lord, you
just about gave me a heart attack.” I bit my lip to not nervously
laugh. Teren couldn’t have a heart attack anymore, but I’d nearly
given myself one; my ticker was even still beating extra hard. I
felt Teren’s location shift back into the house. “I’ll be in our
room…when you come down.” I heard him muttering about how maybe my
worry-wortness could start including myself as he walked to our
bedroom.

 

Halina crossed her arms over her chest as she listened to him.
She was leaning back on one of the wooden beams holding up the
raised roof section, not seeming to be worried in the slightest
about the drop-off behind her. Tilting her head as I moved to stand
in the center of the tiled square, she asked, “What are you doing
up here?”

 

Wondering that myself, I shrugged. “You seemed…down. I thought
you might want to…” I let that trail off, wondering just what I’d
expected to happen up here with the generally closed-off person in
front of me.

 

Instead of the biting remark that I expected from her, she
shifted her gaze back to the view. The wind blew strands of dark
hair across her cheek as she looked south, towards Los Angeles. She
sniffed. “I smell death in the air…some cows were attacked while I
was gone… ” Looking back at me, she raised an eyebrow just like
Teren did sometimes. “Weren’t they?”

 

I nodded, my brows furrowed that she’d be so upset over that.
She frowned and shook her head, looking over the fields again. “I
should have been here.  My job is to protect the family, that
includes protecting the food supply.” She paused, and just when I
thought to tell her that it wasn’t her fault, she added, “I’ve been
too distracted lately…with Gabriel.” She bit her lip, then nodded.
“I’m thinking of breaking things off with him.”

 

My eyes widening, I took a step towards her. “Why? Because of a
couple of cows?” While I didn’t quite know what they had together,
they both seemed happy. You didn’t sacrifice true happiness over a
few easily replaceable cattle. “This doesn’t have anything to do
with cows…does it?”

 

She looked back to me, tucking the hair across her cheek behind
her ear. “No, not really.” She shrugged in a casual way. “But
Gabriel and I have run its course. Besides, I’m not used to being
with just one man. It feels…restrictive.” Her voice warbled and her
eyes reddened before she looked away. I knew she was lying.

 

“Halina…” I said softly, walking up and putting a hand on her
chilly arm. I made myself ignore the fact that nothing was behind
her but open air; standoffish or not, she’d never let me fall.

 

When she looked back to me, her eyes were definitely moist with
blood-red tears. “I enjoy the company of men…but I don’t
ever feel for them and I’m starting to feel….” She shook
her head, a bloody tear dropping to her cheek. “I cannot fall for
him. It’s wrong.”

 

Amazed at the depth of feeling she was showing me, I brushed off
her tear. “Why not? Isn’t falling in love a good thing?”

 

She cringed at the word love and shook her head, staring at the
floor. “No…no, I can’t. I’m…I’m betraying  Nicolis…and I’ve
already done so much to betray him.”

 

She looked up at me and there was so much guilt in her face, my
heart constricted for her. Nicolis was the husband she’d killed,
the husband she still mourned. Swallowing the lump of emotion in my
own throat, I stroked her arm. “Oh, Halina, no…he would want you to
be happy.”

 

She sighed sadly, looking over my shoulder. “Would he? He died
because of me.”

 

I stepped into her line of vision, bringing her glowing eyes
back to mine. “What you did to him wasn’t your fault, Halina.” I
shook my head at her as my other hand clasped her other arm. “You
didn’t ask for this, you didn’t know what you were or what the
urges you felt were. You couldn’t possibly have stopped yourself.”
She started to look away but I held her gaze. “I watched Teren go
through it, and even knowing what he was, he could barely stop
himself.”

 

Her eyes drifted over my face for a long moment, and just when I
thought our bonding was over, she quietly said, “I almost killed
Imogen too.” She shrugged. “If my anger hadn’t surfaced, I think I
would have.” Looking away from me, that anger became apparent in
her features. “I’ve held onto that anger for so long. It’s how I
survive. It’s how I get through…the day.”

 

I sighed and started to lean in to hug her. She instantly looked
back at me and I stopped, thinking maybe she wasn’t ready for that.
Sighing again, I moved aside a lock of hair in her eyes. “Nicolis
would want you to release that anger. He would want you happy.”

 

Her eyes narrowed as she locked gazes with me, the anger in the
depths still apparent to my enhanced sight. “Would you? If Teren
had killed you, would you wish him peace with someone else?”

 

My stomach tightened at the thought, but I instantly answered
her. “Yes.” A sudden chill running down my spine, I wrapped my arms
around my body.

 

Watching me, she pushed away from the supportive beam. With
long, languid steps, she walked around me, her eyes appraising.
“So, when you agreed to a relationship with Teren, knowing full
well his fate and your own, you didn’t want him to mourn you for
eternity in solitude?”

 

Shaking my head, I twisted to keep my body facing hers. “No, no
I never wanted that.” A little surprised that she’d think I’d wish
that on a loved one, I whispered, “Did you think I wanted him to be
alone? Crying over me every day?”

 

Just as I was feeling a little dizzy, she stopped her endless
circling. “He openly admitted that he’d never love anyone else.”
She shook her head. “I didn’t want my life for my grandchild,” she
whispered.

 

I stepped up to her, placing a hand on her arm. “Neither did I.
I kept myself from thinking about it for the most part, but when I
did…it killed me.” I sighed and looked down at my bare feet on the
tiled ground. “If my fate were a regular human’s, I’d want him to
move on. I would wish him love.” I peeked back up at her, her
youthful face seemingly torn by my words. “A life alone…is no life
at all.”

 

Surprisingly, she placed her hand on my shoulder, her anger
seemingly diminished. “I never wanted him to fall for a human. I
only ever wanted a receptacle for a grandchild. When it became
apparent that he had deeply fallen for you, I may have resented you
a little.” She tilted her head and sighed. “I’m sorry, I just
didn’t want him to grieve you.” She closed her eyes, another long
tear dripping down her cheek. “I watched my daughter go through it,
and Alanna will someday with Jack…”

 

Her words tearing my heart, she peeked up at me. In a whisper,
she said, “But I couldn’t take it with Teren. He looks so much
like… He reminds me so much of…” She swallowed, another blood trail
leaving her eye. “While I never would have wished vampirism for
you, I am glad that Teren won’t have to live without you.”

 

I nodded and threw my arms around her, no longer caring if she
was ready or not. I needed a hug after that. Darn
emotional vampires. She awkwardly patted my back, her body nearly
as chilly as the wind.

 

Sniffling, I pulled back and dried my own eyes. “You deserve
that too. You have been alone for so long. Nicolis would wish you
peace and I think Gabriel gives you that. Doesn’t he make you
happy?”

 

She looked down guilty, but nodded. “Yes,” she whispered.
“Although, we’re complicated. He has his own nest, his own family.
I won’t leave mine, he won’t leave his…” She shrugged.

 

Surprisingly, I found myself cupping her cheeks. “So your
solution is nothing? Halina, he’s over six hundred years old,
you’re just over one hundred. Think of how long he’s been alone. Do
you really want to end up like that? Do you really want to be alone
for the next five hundred years?” I searched her eyes as she sighed
forlornly, our joint glow lighting the space around us. “It’s okay
to be happy,” I whispered.

 

She closed her eyes, then slowly nodded. I pulled her in for
another hug. This time she returned it warmly. Then, almost as if a
switch went off in her, she pulled back and narrowed her eyes at
me. “Don’t think we’re suddenly best friends or anything.” She
released me, crossing her arms over her chest. “I won’t be braiding
your hair or exchanging recipes with you anytime soon.”

 

Eyeing me up and down, she stepped to the edge of the raised
platform. I smiled, shaking my head as I stepped up to her. “Don’t
worry, I never thought that would happen.”

 

She twisted her lips into a wry smile, then blindingly fast
grabbed me and hopped off the roof. I started to scream but the
motion of my stomach lifting into my throat halted any noise I
might have made. She chuckled as her feet lightly hit the ground of
the parking lot. Setting me down, she adjusted her skintight dress.
“Thank you for the…conversation, but I need to go kill something
now.”

 

My eyes opened wider at what that might mean, but she rolled
hers and shook her head. “Relax, I don’t feel like human tonight.”
Her body crouching down predatorily, she muttered, “I think I’ll
find our little cow killer.”

 

Sighing that at least the murderer dying tonight wasn’t my own
species, I clapped her on the back. “Have fun.”

 

She glanced at me from the corner of her glowing eyes, a
devilish smile on her lips. “I always do.” Then she streaked away,
the rush of her leaving sending a shiver down my damp back.

 

Blown away by the complicated, forever teen vampire, I felt my
earlier exhaustion hit me. Hearing only the sounds of sleeping
humans or stone-still vampires, I figured I was the only one at the
ranch still awake. Shuffling upstairs, I checked in on my angels.
They shared one bed here and even though they were nestled around
the huddled lump of Spike, they were still holding hands. Smiling,
I silently closed their door and headed to my own. Yawning, I
prepared for bed, sliding under the cool covers last.

 

Nestling my back into Teren’s lukewarm-from-the-tub chest, I
exhaled contently. As Halina’s comments drifted through my mind, I
was immensely glad that her fear for Teren’s future wasn’t
happening. I didn’t want him alone, but I really didn’t like the
thought of him moving on either. I wanted him like this, with
me.

 

He sighed and clutched my body to him. “I love you, Emma. A life
without you…is no life at all.”

 

I smiled in the darkness, knowing that he’d heard that entire
conversation with his great-grandmother.










Chapter 5
Grandpa Gabby


Giggling woke me up. Giggling and my feet being licked. That
woke me right up. Jerking my knee forward to avoid Spike’s early
morning affections, I ended up smacking right into
Teren’s…unmentionables. That woke him up too.

 

As the twins clamored up onto our bed, he rolled onto his
stomach, groaning. “Emma… I know I’m a tough vampire and all, but
some things still really hurt.”

 

His voice was pained and irritated and I couldn’t stop the
chuckle. “I’m so sorry, babe,” I laughed out, genuinely feeling
bad, but amused by his tone.

 

He peeked an eye up at me, his face not sharing in my amusement,
but then Nika threw herself on his back and a smile finally broke
out of the tight line of his lips. “Morning, Daddy!” she yelled,
chipper as could be.

 

He gently shushed her, then twisted to hug her. “Good morning,
sweetheart.”

 

A shaft of light fell across the two of them, highlighting the
close-knit pair. Julian crawled into the space between Teren and I,
snuggling his warm body into mine. “Hi, Mommy,” he muttered
sleepily, not quite as awake as his sister. I clutched him to me,
savoring the snugly affection of my little boy. I kissed his head
and laid my cheek on him, glancing over at Teren tickling Nika. He
looked back at me then too, smiling at the image of the close-knit
pair beside him.

 

As Julian started to fall back asleep in my arms, Nika stopped
her giggling and looked down at him. “Julie likes that, Mommy.” I
tilted my head at her, but her eyes were on my hand rubbing circles
into his back.  I smiled and hugged him tighter, feeling
connected to him through my daughter.

 

“Thank you, Nika,” I murmured quietly.

 

She smiled brightly, bouncing on Teren’s stomach. “Daddy, can we
go help Grandpa outside?”

 

Teren chuckled, halting her continuous pounding on his body. “Of
course.” Raising an eyebrow at her, he added. “I don’t think
Grandpa can run this place without us.”

 

Nika nodded and leaned down, like she was telling him a secret.
“I know, Daddy. He needs our magic.”

 

A look passed over Teren’s face then that I knew was pain…grief.
He knew that his father was aging, they all did, and there was
nothing that could be done about it. He was human, his life was
finite. Teren successfully changing me had pretty much been a
miracle, Gabriel had confirmed it. Most mixed turnings were fatal
to the human. And Halina wouldn’t bring someone into a full
vampiric life, not that Jack wanted that life. He’d made peace with
his fate long ago, and while he grieved for the future loss that
Alanna and Teren would have to suffer through, he had shown no
desire to live for all eternity. It was sad, but it was also a part
of life.

 

Teren’s face regained his warmth as he held his daughter, our
new life to help dull the sting of the old life passing. “You’re
right, sweetheart. We’ll go help him after breakfast, okay?”

 

She nodded eagerly, bouncing on his chest again. I felt Alanna
exit her rooms and start to head downstairs. Nika felt it too and
twisted her head to watch. Twisting back to Teren, she kissed his
nose. “I’ma go help Grandma.” She scrambled off his body as he
nodded.

 

I watched her leave, skipping out the door. Shaking my head at
her brightness, I looked back to him. “She gets her morning
peppiness from you, you know.”

 

Teren, looking thoughtful as he stared out the door, blinked,
then looked over at me. “What?” he asked distractedly.

 

Carefully shifting my sleeping child to the pillows, I sat up on
an elbow and placed a hand on his arm. “Hey, you okay?”

 

He sat up on an elbow too, looking down at Julian resting
between us. “I was just thinking about what Nika said, about my
dad.”

 

His voice was quiet, speculative. Downstairs, I heard my
daughter loudly proclaim her greeting to Alanna, who feigned
surprise at her entrance. Cupping my husband’s cheek, I brought his
gaze back up to mine.

 

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, knowing that there was nothing either
one of us could do about it.

 

He nodded in my hands, his eyes moister. Swallowing, he added,
“What you and Halina talked about last night…her afraid to move on,
her worried that I would be alone forever…” His eyes drifted to the
floor, to where we could both feel his mother. “She is
going to have that future.” He brought his eyes up to me. “And I
can’t do anything about it.”

 

I swallowed the sudden lump in my throat and leaned over to kiss
him. “No, you can’t, Teren, but that’s life, baby. That is the way
nature intended us to be.” I pulled back and shrugged. “Well, us
humans, that is.”

 

He nodded, then looked away from me, pulling my hand from his
face. “Don’t hate me for this…”

 

I tensed after he said that, not sure what he could possibly be
referring to. “For what?”

 

He looked back, sighing. “I want to move with them. I want us to
go to Utah.”

 

My mouth dropped nearly to the sheet. I stammered for something
to say, but really, I was too stunned to say anything. I’d just
assumed that the vampires would leave without us. Truly, I hadn’t
even considered moving with them, not that I’d had long to think
about it. I guess, since Teren and I had jobs here, and my family
lived here, it just never occurred to me that we’d be
moving.

 

Teren still looked his age, and would look his age, or close
enough to it, that it wasn’t necessary yet. Staring at him though,
watching him bite his lip as he watched me shuffle through my
thoughts, I saw the desire to leave, the conflict of being
separated from his own kind. Even if Teren desperately tried to
live a life of normalcy, he still needed them, needed to be with
them.

 

I sighed, a hand resting on my son’s back. “But…my family…?” I
let that trail off, knowing I couldn’t argue my family’s importance
over his own. There was just no way to do that.

 

He looked down, understanding that as well. “I know.” He peeked
up. “We could visit…constantly.”

 

I looked down to the end of the bed, where Spike had decided to
rest while he waited for us to get up. “If we left, would everyone
here be wiped?”

 

I glanced back at him and he looked down, then slowly nodded.
“Yes, not your family, of course, but everyone else…yes. They would
still remember you, vaguely, but not anything about you being with
me.” He shrugged. “I’m sorry.”

 

I sighed again, lying back to the pillows. I tried to imagine
every friend or acquaintance I knew only hazily remembering my
face, and probably not even remembering my name. I tried to imagine
leaving my mother and sister, only to see them on holidays and
special occasions. I couldn’t picture it. Being on “bed rest” had
been hard enough, and that had only been a few months. A long term
separation…would be painful. Feeling the tears sting my eyes, I
unfairly muttered, “But your family is immortal…mine isn’t.”

 

He brought his hand back to my face, twisting me to look at him.
“My dad isn’t.” He shrugged, like he knew it wasn’t a fair argument
either.

 

We both sighed at the same time and I had a sudden appreciation
for spouses that met and married great distances from each other’s
families. You pretty much had to choose which side to go over to,
and there was no way to really fairly decide that.

 

Looking glum, he whispered, “We’ve always moved together…” He
let that trail off and looked away from me.

 

I could see the guilt there and hated that he felt it. He
shouldn’t feel guilty for wanting to stay near the family he loved,
the same as I shouldn’t feel guilty. Pushing aside a decision that
was still, at the minimum, a year away, I brought my fingers to his
stubbled jaw. He looked back at me, sadness in his pale eyes.

 

I smiled warmly. We could work this out. Our being together was
the most important thing anyway. Smiling even wider, I stroked his
cheek. “We have time to think about it. We have time to decide what
we want to do…and we’ll decide together, okay?”

 

He smiled softly, then nodded. “Together…I like that.”

 

His words reminiscent of a conversation held between us long
ago, a conversation regarding the two miracles we’d brought into
this world, I laughed lightly. He laughed with me, then leaned down
across Julian’s body to give me a soft kiss.

 

Julian stirred between us, a shudder running through him at the
feel of Teren’s chill. I bundled him up next to me and pushed Teren
away. “Why don’t you go keep your promise to your daughter, and go
help your dad.”

 

I said the last part softly and his eyes flicked over my face
for long seconds before he stood up. I watched him silently as he
stripped off the clothes that he’d slept in, then dressed in rugged
jeans and a button-up shirt. I sighed at how attractive the man was
and wished for the millionth time that he had a cowboy hat tucked
away somewhere. It would just complete the fantasy for me.

 

Finished getting ready for the day, he leaned over me and his
sleeping son, giving us each a cool kiss. “We’ll be outside, if you
need us.” He grinned, obviously eager to show his daughter the
world he secretly, or maybe not so secretly, loved.

 

He ruffled the fur on Spike’s head as he twisted to leave. “Come
on, boy.” Spike thumped his tail and eagerly hopped down, following
his master out of the room. Alone with a slightly snoring toddler,
I rested my cheek on his head and thought about leaving my
family.

 

I was still thinking about it when I walked downstairs awhile
later with Julian in tow. His energy level now matching his
boisterous sister’s, he bounded into Alanna’s arms when we met up
with her in the kitchen. She laughed merrily and effortlessly
picked him up. Sighing at the sight of them, so similar, so
perfectly natural together, I thought of my own mother, bad leg and
all. Alanna twisted her head to me as she held Julian on her hip.
“You alright, dear?”

 

Her voice was quiet, subdued, like she knew exactly what
thoughts were tumbling through my head. And I supposed she did,
probably having heard Teren’s and my entire conversation. Lack of
privacy was just something you got used to, hanging around
vampires.

 

I shrugged. “Just torn, I guess.” She rustled Julian’s hair then
made a bowl of cereal for him, setting it in front of a stool,
beside a granite island in the center of the room.

 

I watched him scramble up to his breakfast as she responded to
my vague reply. “Don’t let Teren’s concerns for his father,
override your own.”

 

I looked up at her, surprised that she wouldn’t immediately side
with her son. Surely she would want him to stay close? Noticing my
startlement, she shrugged again and lightly shook her head. “Jack
will be around for several more ranch shifts. Teren has nothing to
fear yet.”

 

She smiled sadly and I wondered for a moment if she really
believed that. Forcing a grin back to her features, she rested a
cool hand on mine. “We’ve already done so much to you. We won’t ask
you to give up your life here.” Her eyes flicked to the scar on my
neck. A scar I tried to keep hidden with my hair, but one their
super sight could see no matter what I did. The scar of where I’d
been bitten, where my life had turned a complete one eighty.

 

I looked down, troubled that she felt responsible for that in
any way. It really hadn’t been anybody’s fault. Well, except for
the prick who’d actually done it. Him I blamed wholeheartedly.
“Well, we haven’t decided yet either way and…we have time?” I
peeked up at her and she nodded slightly.

 

Releasing me, she went about prepping some food for her mother,
tucked away in her darkened bedrooms. I watched the eternally
youthful caretaker warm up a container of blood, wondering how
she’d get through the torment Halina and Imogen had both suffered.
I wished beyond anything that I could spare her that pain.

 

“Alanna…will you be alright?”

 

She looked back at me, her timeless eyes momentarily worn. “Of
course, Emma.” She turned and leaned her back to the counter, her
gaze wandering outside to where I could hear Jack whistling a soft
tune while he worked.

 

The edges of her lips curled into a small smile. “He’s the love
of my life. He’s given me so much joy and happiness. He accepted me
for what I was, because he loved me. He let go of every friend he’d
ever had to be with me. He deals with the gossip of being called a
cradle robber, every time we start up somewhere new. He watches me
kill. He watches me drink blood. And he watches me stay young…while
he ages.”

 

Her eyes came back to mine, soft pink tears in them. “And he
does it all without complaint, because he loves me, and he doesn’t
want to be apart from me.” She shook her head, her tears falling.
“He is my everything and I will take each day that I have with him,
each memory that we make together, and I will cherish him for all
eternity, whether he’s beside me or not.”

 

She smiled sadly while I sniffled. “But I won’t condemn him to
Halina’s life, nor does he wish to be condemned.” She shrugged
softly. “I will respect his wishes, by letting him die. In the end,
that is the best way that I can repay him for the sacrifices that
he has made for me over the years.”

 

I nodded, hating that I understood. A part of me wanted them
together forever, like Teren and I would be. But Jack was happy
human, and wished to stay that way. Alanna wouldn’t have him
changed for her own selfish reasons, and she was right, being with
vampires was a sacrifice. I could see that, as I contemplated my
own future. Jack had already given her so much, and all he’d asked
in return, was a normal, typical death. And while sad and horrible,
it was also the cycle we all lived by, even long-lived vampires,
eventually.

 

Walking up to the woman, I engulfed her in a warm hug. “You will
never be alone, Alanna. We will never let you be alone.”

 

I pulled back from her, my cheeks disastrously wet. She smiled,
wiping them dry. “I know.” She inhaled deeply, glancing over at an
obliviously eating Julian. “My family is what makes it okay for me
to let him go.” 

 

The blood warming on the stove filled the air with a warm,
refreshing scent, better than cinnamon on a chilly day. Alanna
smiled as she poured some into a thermos for Imogen. “And I
will let him go…just not today.” She winked at me and then
turned to go take care of her mother.

 

I shook my head at her as I watched her walk away, blown away by
yet another woman in Teren’s life.

 

Back at home a few days later, my mind was still tossing around
Alanna’s words. Even though I had an ample amount of time to
decide, I was torn over which direction to take my life. Thinking
of everything that Jack had sacrificed for Alanna, willingly,
without complaint, made it feel a little selfish to me to do
anything other than give Teren exactly what he wanted.

 

But I couldn’t really compare the situation. Jack may have had
no better option to him than his life with Alanna. Maybe what she
deemed a sacrifice, really wasn’t one in his eyes. Mentally, I made
a note to sit and talk with Jack. Even though he wasn’t the type to
open up with his feelings, he’d surely have some insight for me on
life with a vampire spouse.

 

As time went on, I thought to talk to Teren about it again, but
Teren didn’t seem to want to think about it again yet. No, Teren
had started to fixate on something else entirely.

 

“So, what do you want to do?”

 

I sighed, setting my mammoth bag on the on the couch. Julian and
Nika immediately started going through it. Watching Nika grab my
cell phone and start to pretend that she was talking to Julian on
it, I twisted to Teren. “Why do we have to do anything? Can’t we
just have a quiet night in?”

 

 I pouted a little as he smirked and walked up to me.
Slinging his arms around my waist, he shook his head. “You only
turn thirty once, we should celebrate in style.” He ducked down to
meet my eye. “We could get that overnight sitter?”

 

I smiled at his attempt to get me alone for awhile, then shook
my head. “I think, just this once, that I’d rather have a quiet
night at home with you and the kids, maybe watching a movie.”

 

Teren chuckled lightly, then pulled me into his body. “Alright,
I guess I should cancel the clowns and pony rides.”

 

Nika dropped my phone, staring up at us. “A pony?”

 

Julian peeked up too, but he frowned. “No clowns, Daddy.” Clowns
came with balloons, so naturally Julian didn’t like either one.
“Can we have a pony?” He brightened instantly and they were both
wrapped around our ankles begging for their own horses.

 

Teren laughed and I poked him in the chest. Some things you just
didn’t say around kids…“pony” was one of those things. Looking down
at my twins, I sighed. “No, Daddy was teasing, nobody is getting a
pony.”

 

They both groaned in unison, and still chuckling, Teren said,
“Sorry, guys, no ponies this year.”

 

As they groaned again, then twisted to storm off upstairs, Teren
tightened his grip on me and whispered in my ear. “I might still
get the bouncy house though.” He gave me a devilish smile as he
said it and my heart started to beat just a smidge faster.

 

From upstairs, I heard, “Yeah, bouncy house!” I rolled my eyes
and sighed again. Darn super ears.

 

Teren laughed again and was about to respond when we both
stopped and tilted out heads. A car was crunching to a stop in our
half circle drive. Our place was well spaced from our neighbors’
homes, so it was pretty easy to tell when someone was pulling into
our drive and not next door’s. Thinking it was my sister, I smacked
him in the stomach a final time before disengaging myself.

 

As I started walking to the door, I heard a voice I knew pretty
well, a voice that was not my sister. “Ugh, I hate San Francisco…it
stinks of salt.”

 

Rolling my eyes, I walked over to the door and immediately
opened it. In front of me was a blonde, spoiled, princess of a
vampire, one that Teren and I tolerated with as much grace as
possible, since she had been the one to find us when we’d both
needed her the most. Smacking on an annoyingly loud piece of gum,
she popped off her bug-like sunglasses as I said hello. “Hi,
Starla.”

 

“Hi-ya,” she said, immediately starting to walk into the
house.

 

Containing a sigh, I was just about to ask her what she was
doing all the way up here, when the door on her BMW opened. My jaw
dropped open when Gabriel stepped out of the car. It wasn’t that I
was shocked he was up here, Gabriel came up a couple of times a
month to see Halina and visit with the kids, but seeing him here,
in broad daylight, was a little disorienting.

 

“Good afternoon, Emma.” He walked up to me, imposing, powerful,
and extraordinarily beautiful. His emerald eyes caught a fragment
of the sunlight and glinted at me; they seemed more like jewels
than eyes in that moment.

 

“Good afternoon, Gabriel,” I stammered back, looking up at the
sky.

 

Gabriel was in Alanna’s generation. He could tolerate small
doses of rays, but not hours of it. When he did visit, he always
made the long drive at night. Tinted windows, while effective in
blocking the harmful effects of the sun for humans, just wasn’t
enough for vampiric skin. Some of them preferred the privacy and
mystery of dark glass, but really, it was just aesthetics for
them.

 

I felt Teren walk over to me as I heard Starla sigh and plop
down on our couch, making herself at home in our home. “You guys
have cable?” I heard her call out, but I ignored it, fixated on the
ancient mixed vampire in my doorway.

 

“Gabriel?” Teren asked, extending a hand out to him. “We’re
honored to have you, but…how are you here during the day?”

 

He looked up at the sky too, and Gabriel chuckled at the both of
us. Smiling languidly, he indicated our house through the open
door. “It is bright out here. May I come in?” he asked
politely.

 

I felt myself flush, irritated for not immediately letting him
in. Gabriel wasn’t as self welcoming as Starla. “Of course, please,
come inside.”

 

Both of his feet had barely hit our threshold before he was
nearly tackled by two tiny beings.

 

“Grandpa Gabby!”

 

Nika and Julian attached to a leg as I softly closed the door
behind him. The children had shortened his name earlier on. They
spoke well for their age, or so I was told, but Gabriel was a
mouthful, even for smarty pants like our little miracles. Gabriel
found the nickname charming and never corrected them.

 

A wide smile on his handsome face, he ran an ageless, lineless
hand through their hair. “Teren, Emma…my, how you’ve shrunk.”

 

The twins giggled and looked up at him. “No, it’s us, Grandpa
Gabby.”

 

He squatted down to their level, a genuine happiness on his
face. He may be scientifically curious about our children, but he
did care for them. “Well, so it is. Nika and Julian. You look so
much like your parents, I didn’t recognize you.”

 

I heard Starla on the couch sigh as she started flipping though
television stations. She wasn’t much for coming up here, since the
drive was a pretty long one. She also had a decidedly snobbish view
of her home town, and saw just about everywhere else as being below
it, although, she did like our home in San Francisco much better
than the dirt-filled ranch.

 

Ignoring Starla’s barely contained displeasure, I watched
Gabriel scoop up a child in each arm, eyeing them closely, like he
was mentally tallying their weight, height, and general health.

 

Looking outside at the bright, early evening sunshine, I again
wondered how he’d managed to come up all this way. As our group
walked into the living room, Teren asked him that very thing. “How
did you make it all the way up here, Gabriel?” He shook his head as
they each took a seat on the couch, Gabriel plopping down with his
arms still loaded down with giggling toddlers. “Aren’t you in
pain?” Teren asked softly, not wanting the question to bother the
kids too much.

 

Gabriel smiled at Nika bouncing on his knee and answered Teren’s
question to her. “Well, I discovered something…neat, and I decided
to test it out.” Nika giggled at the word and Starla tore her eyes
from the mindless program she’d found to raise an eyebrow at him.
Gabriel was well over a half century old and some words just
sounded really strange coming from his mouth.

 

Teren and I looked at each other as Julian repeated, “Neat.”
Curious, I asked, “You discovered something?”

 

Gabriel looked over to me, running a hand back through his
light, sandy-brown hair. Smiling, he nodded. “Yes, a compound that
blocks the affects of the sun.” He shifted the children to his side
and leaned over his knees, going into teacher mode. His face
animated, he started going over the specifics of what his brilliant
mind had conjured up.

 

Splaying his hands out over his knees, he said, “I’ve been
working on a way for early generation mixed to enjoy a more normal
life.”  His lips twisted into a sad smile. “None of us should
have to hide from the sun.” Gabriel shrugged, and for a moment, all
of his vast years were apparent on his face. He’d had to do a great
deal of hiding throughout his life.

 

He leaned forward and the kids, no longer the center of his
attention, started climbing over Starla. She groaned, but did
nothing to stop them from snuggling in her lap.

 

Before I could ask him just what he’d created, he told me. “I
made a breakthrough in a compound that I’ve been struggling with. I
bonded it with glass and had it installed in Starla’s car.” He
smiled as he glanced out our window. “The sun would normally have
me needing a break from it after several minutes,” he looked back
at us, “but I was in it for hours, protected under the coated
glass, and I didn’t feel any hint of the pain that I would
generally feel.”

 

He smiled satisfactorily, obviously pleased with himself, and
leaned back on the couch. Nika abandoned Starla to nestle in his
side and he smiled down on her, a hand running over her tiny
shoulders.

 

Teren next to me shook his head. “Wow, that’s amazing, Gabriel.
Can you do the same thing for full vampires?” I saw a gleam of hope
in his eyes that maybe his great-grandmother could finally get to
see what she’d longed to for so long.

 

Gabriel’s smile faded as he looked over Teren’s eager face.
Slowly, he shook his head. “I’m sorry, Teren. Believe me, I would
like to give that gift to them too.” He smiled with one side of his
mouth. “I’ve recently had a certain…personal desire to see that
happen.” Sighing, he shook his head. “But a full vampire’s
physiology is so different and complex. I just haven’t been able to
successfully create a coating strong enough for purebloods.” He
sighed again then shrugged and smiled. “It is on my to-do list
though.”

 

I laughed lightly. His to-do list probably involved things that
most humans wouldn’t ever accomplish in their lifetime, even the
most brilliant humans on earth. And aside from the fact that
Gabriel was a genius and wouldn’t ever naturally die, so time
wasn’t really a factor, I was pretty sure that he’d have completed
everything on that list anyway. He was just determined like
that.

 

Gabriel watched my face for a second, then shifted his emerald
eyes to Teren. “I’ve created enough to have your parents’ home
refitted with the new glass, so your family will feel more at ease
there.” He smiled widely. “Especially your grandmother. Imogen
shouldn’t have to hide in just a few tiny bedrooms. People should
feel comfortable in their own homes.”

 

Teren’s mouth opened wide and I swear his eyes watered. My jaw
dropped a little too and for a split-second, I wondered if Gabriel
had done that out of compassion for the first-generation mixed, or
if some part of him looked at Imogen as some sort of
step-daughter.

 

Shaking his head, Teren reached out and clasped his arm. “Thank
you. I…my family…” He looked over at me, then back to Gabriel. “We
just can’t thank you enough for what you’ve given us.”

 

Starla snorted and popped her gum, but Gabriel beside her
ignored it, focusing on the two of us instead.  As Julian gave
up on Starla as well, preferring to snuggle with Grandpa Gabriel,
he looked down on our twins. “I’m sure you’ll find some way to
repay me,” he said, very, very quietly.

 

The inquisitive look in his eyes was unsettling, but I pushed
back the pang of fear in my belly. Gabriel would never hurt our
children and even though he may be monitoring them visually, he
would never test them without our permission. Halina would have his
head if he did.

 

Finding comfort in the teenage vixen’s protective nature, I
curiously asked Gabriel, “Why is the sun harmful to vampires
anyway? I’ve never understood that.” That one myth had always
seemed a little odd to me. What about being undead made the
sun…unsavory?

 

Gabriel looked up from where my kids were listening to his
silent chest. Tilting his head at me, his face back to scientific
impartialness, he asked, “Have you ever heard of Solar
Urticaria?”

 

I looked over at Teren, frowning. He was frowning too.
“Um…no.”

 

Gabriel smiled softly, like he wasn’t surprised. “That is
understandable. It is rare for humans.” He leaned forward again,
the kids on either side of him mimicking his posture. “It is a
condition in which exposure to ultraviolet radiation, and in some,
even rarer cases, any sort of light, induces a case of hives all
over the skin.”

 

He spread his hands out, the kids miming the motion. “All
pureblood vampires suffer from a form of this condition…but a
hundred times over the human variation. To them, any exposure is
fatal, igniting the skin.” He shrugged, and my kids followed suit.
Starla looked over, smirking at them. “In mixed, the effects are
diluted, and usually fade by the third generation. In first, it is
the most severe, causing immense pain and discomfit, even
indirectly. In second, like myself, the direct sun can be tolerated
in small doses.”

 

He leaned back, watching his tiny copycats as he did so. Smiling
at them, he added, “Much like with the human version of this, no
one truly understands why.” He looked back up at us, a small smile
on his lips as he shook his head. “The body, vampiric or otherwise,
is a miraculous and complicated thing.” He smiled wider. “Solving
that puzzle is also on my to-do list.”

 

I laughed a little as I leaned into Teren’s side, both grateful
that neither he nor I, nor our children, suffered from the rare
trait that the other vampires did; it pushed us all that much
closer to the normal end of the spectrum. Watching Gabriel take a
moment to explain to the children how their hearts worked to pump
their non self-propelling human blood, I was also grateful that the
vampiric community had this brilliant man among them, striving to
solve their limitations.

 

Looking out our wall of windows that faced the Pacific ocean,
offering a sunset to die for, no pun intended, I also considered
the flip side of Gabriel’s research. If he did succeed in blocking
vampire’s limitations, they would be more prevalent among the human
race. And the human race, like it or not, was right at the top of
their dinner menu. A shudder running through me, I was warmed by
the idea that the vial that was keeping me alive had been a five
hundred year project for Gabriel. It could be several centuries
before vampires roamed free under the sun, maybe a few millennia
even.

 

Gabriel and Starla stayed until the magnificent sunsets our home
afforded filled the living room windows. They sat on the couch and
talked with us while we all enjoyed a plasma nightcap. Starla
winced over our blood choice, preferring wild animals to “tame”
mindless cattle, but Gabriel sipped his respectfully, the whole
while asking our kids a wide variety of questions.

 

He fixated most on their ability to feel each other, asking one
child what the other liked or disliked. When Julian would heatedly
tell him that Nika hated broccoli, Gabriel would smile and shake
his head, amazed by the connection that they shared. It made me
slightly uneasy, watching him run a mini-experiment right in front
of me, but he wasn’t hurting or bothering them with the questions,
so I let it continue.

 

Once the sun was nearly extinguished from the sky, he rose.
Starla rose with him, muttering, “Finally.” Gabriel raised a pale
eyebrow at her, his face stone-like in its disapproval. She
instantly bowed her head. It was a little submissive for my taste
and the feministic side of me wanted to tell Starla not to do that.
He may be her elder, but he wasn’t her master. But, the L.A. group
all deferred to Gabriel, calling him Father. And even though Starla
could be stubborn and childish at times, she clearly worshipped the
man and knew her place. I had the horrid feeling that if he
commanded her to kneel and kiss his feet, she would.

 

He didn’t though, he only turned away from her silent
chastisement and twisted to us, a warm smile on his face. I let the
knowledge of his power fade as I shook his hand. He wasn’t one to
abuse his position. He never insisted on people calling him Father,
he never asked for adulation. All he seemed to ask for from those
around him was a level of respect, to him and equally, to others.
The odd cult-like glorification seemed to come more from his
followers, than from Gabriel himself.

 

The world was lucky that Gabriel didn’t desire it. Given the
proper incentive, I was sure this powerful mixed vampire could do
just about anything.

 

Clasping Teren’s hand, he warmly said, “It’s been a pleasure
speaking with you again, Teren. I always look forward to our
visits.”

 

Teren smiled as he returned the firm shake. “As do I,
Gabriel.”

 

Gabriel’s eyes shifted to me, running up and down my body. It
wasn’t sexual in any way, merely a doctor surveying the health of
his patient. Cocking an eyebrow at me, he asked, “Any side effects
from your daily dosage?”

 

Knowing that he meant the life-giving shot I gave myself in the
hip each day, I shook my head. “No, I feel great.” I patted my
chest, my heart. “All is well.” He nodded at hearing it, not
looking surprised by my answer.

 

Starla beside him shifted impatiently, obviously eager to leave
what she clearly considered a dump. Knowing that Gabriel wouldn’t
leave the city without dropping by the ranch to see Halina, I bit
my cheek to hide the smile. I had to imagine that Starla would be
doing a lot of sighing and eye rolling this evening. The price you
paid when you chauffeured your father around.

 

Nika and Julian, starting to yawn as their long days caught up
with them, clutched at Gabriel’s legs. “Stay, Grandpa,” Nika
whined.

 

Julian immediately chimed in with, “Stay, Grandpa, stay.”

 

Gabriel smiled and rumpled their hair. “I wish I could,
children, but your grandmother is waiting for me.” He tilted his
head and raised his eyebrows, his face amused as he stared down at
our miniatures before him. “I wouldn’t want to disappoint her, now
would I?”

 

Sighing, both children finally let him go, whispering soft
goodbyes that almost had a tearful tone to them. Scooping them each
up in an arm, the weight almost unnoticeable with my strength, I
kissed each soft head.

 

Gabriel smiled warmly at them, then he and Starla both headed to
the door, Starla looking like she wanted to blur right through it.
Teren and I said our goodbyes again, our children softly mimicking
us, and Gabriel paused with his hand on the doorknob. Looking back
at us, his gaze locked on Teren’s.

 

“Before I forget, Halina had me looking into finding someone for
you. She was a little difficult to locate, living in a rather
isolated rural area, but I did and I’ve sent her to you.” He looked
up at the sky, almost like he was searching for this person in the
minute cracks of our ceiling. Dropping his gaze back to Teren, he
shrugged. “Assuming all went well, she should be getting on a plane
sometime this evening.”

 

Teren’s brows drew into a point. Mine did too. I had no idea who
he was talking about. Teren, following my mental path, asked, “Who
are you talking about?”

 

Gabriel straightened, releasing the door. Starla sighed, her
perfectly styled, chunky-haired head falling backwards with a light
groan.

 

Ignoring her, Gabriel took a step towards us. “Miss
Davids…Carrie. I found her, and had her sent to you.”

 

My heartbeat increased as that name passed his ancient lips.
Teren instinctually reached out for me, his arm encircling my
waist. I hadn’t heard that name in awhile and the shock of it still
stung a little bit. Not that there was anything wrong with the
woman herself, I’d only met her once and she’d been perfectly
pleasant about the whole thing, but she had an intimate history
with my husband. A history that she still remembered. She
remembered everything about him, right down to the pale eyes, dark
hair, and love of writing. No one was allowed to remember my
husband that clearly, but because he’d hidden her from his family,
she did. And he’d hidden her…because he’d knocked her up. It still
surprised me sometimes, that Teren had almost been a teen
father.

 

We’d struggled to conceive in time and he’d already successfully
done it once. That still blew my mind a little. But she’d lost the
baby and they’d been split apart. The part of me that could look at
the situation objectively saw how much that entire thing had hurt
Teren. He’d lost the first love of his life because she’d been
ripped apart from him. They’d never really had their moment of
closure, just a tragedy that hadn’t ended well for either of them.
I think that was the real reason Teren wanted to find her; he
wanted closure. He wanted to let his past die, so he could freely
relish his future, with me.

 

Plus, he’d never told her what he was, and he wanted to. Before
he had her mind wiped of all trace of him, he wanted to finally
confess what he’d hidden from her for so long. He just needed that
moment of release, and I was going to let him have it.

 

While I watched the emotion slide over Teren’s face, I thought
about Gabriel finding her. Then I thought about his last comment.
Shifting my head back to where he was intently watching Teren, I
asked, “What do you mean, you had her ‘sent’ to us?” How exactly
does one send a person?

 

Gabriel’s perfectly green eyes swung to me. “I had her compelled
to come back to Teren.” His eyes shifted back to Teren’s as his
eyebrows rose. “You did need to see her, correct?”

 

Teren nodded, then frowned. “You had her compelled? By a
vampire?”

 

Gabriel nodded, like it was no different than having takeout
delivered by a restaurant. “Yes. I knew one in the area, and had
him pay her a visit.”

 

Teren stepped forward, concern clear in his features. "A
visit?”

 

Gabriel furrowed his brows and crossed his arms over his chest.
“He was under instruction to not harm her, if that is your
concern.” Gabriel almost seemed offended that Teren would even
consider that possibility.

 

Teren shook his head but Gabriel beat him to it. “The vampire
was a friend, and trustworthy. I told him to send her to your
address as soon as possible.” His eyes swept down to the children
laying their heads on my shoulders, nearly asleep as I held them.
“I did not think you would want to fly to the northeast corner of
Maine.” He looked between the both of us, his eyes inquisitive. “I
suppose I could have her turned around, if you’d rather go to her?”
He tilted his head. “Perhaps I could watch the kids for you…while
you’re gone?”

 

Starla popped a bubble, breaking the sudden tension in the air.
Gabriel twisted his lips, then held his hand out. She sighed, but
immediately put her gum in his palm. Teren shook his head. “No, no,
she’s already on her way.” He smiled lightly. “I’m just…shocked, I
guess. You caught me by surprise, that’s all."

 

Gabriel relaxed his position and nodded. Smiling softly, he
said, “Well, I wouldn’t worry about her safety. I can nearly
guarantee that she wasn’t harmed in any way.” Nodding softly at us,
he twisted to open the door. “Enjoy the remainder of your evening,
Teren…Emma.”

 

I nodded distractedly, fixated on the word “nearly” and said,
“You too, Gabriel.”

 

A wry smile lit his beautiful face. “Thank you, Emma. I plan on
a very…enjoyable evening.”

 

I flushed, remembering exactly where he was going and he laughed
a little before exiting our home, taking the complaining Starla
with him.










Chapter 6
Letting Go


Teren checked the flight times between Maine and California
after we put the kids to bed. There was nothing direct, and with
multiple layovers, and the hour or so flight from L.A. to San
Francisco, the earliest she could show up was six or seven in the
morning. But we really didn’t know how long the vampire Gabriel
sent would take to find her and compel her. And we didn’t know if
he’d told her to go home first and get some stuff, or if he’d just
run into her on the street and told her to leave town. Hopefully
the man was nice enough that he let her make some arrangements
before she left. I’d feel horribly guilty if she lost her job
because some vamp compelled her to haul up and abandon her
responsibilities.

 

Teren wasn’t happy that she’d been “forced” into making such an
arduous trip, but I think the real reason for his snippiness as we
lay in bed, was the fact that he was nervous about seeing her.
While I’d briefly met her a few years ago, when I was pregnant,
Teren hadn’t seen her since high school. And the meeting was going
to be an emotional one, I was pretty sure of that.

 

Sighing irritably, he snapped shut his computer and flung it on
a chair. “It would be nice to know exactly what flight she was on,
so we could meet her at the airport.”

 

I rolled over on my side, placing a hand on his stomach; the
muscles under his shirt were tense, even relaxing in bed. “It will
be okay, Teren. Gabriel had her compelled to come all the way to
you. She’ll make it here.”

 

He looked over at me, swallowing. “I’m sorry you have to go
through this.”

 

I blinked at him, sitting up on my elbow. The long strands of my
hair curved around my arm and his fingers came up to stroke one; I
could hear the silkiness sliding along his skin. “You’re sorry for
me? Why? This is going to be hard on you…not me.”

 

He sighed softly, his eyes searching my face. I could see the
guilt in his features and stroked my thumb over his cheek. “You are
going to watch me reconnect with the first woman that I ever slept
with, a woman that I accidentally got pregnant… I can’t imagine
that you’re thrilled about it.”

 

Pulling back a little, I twisted my lips. “Well, when you put it
like that.”

 

He exhaled heavily and turned his head from me, flopping the
hand that had been stroking my hair over his eyes.  I turned
his face back to me, removing his arm. “I was joking. I know what
this means for you, how difficult it is. I’m not going to let some
petty jealousy stop me from being there to support you.”

 

He shook his head, relaxing back into his pillows. “I’m still
sorry. I should have taken care of this years ago.”

 

My hand drifted from his face down his chest, lingering on his
silent heart. “Yes, you should have.” He frowned and I quickly
added, “But I understand why you didn’t.” Sidling close to him, my
other hand brushed the hair from his forehead. He smiled, slipping
a cool arm around my waist. “You wanted someone important to you,
to remember what you had together. That’s very…human of you.”

 

He smiled wider, pulling on my back. Knowing what he wanted, I
lowered myself to his lips. Maybe it was his nerves, maybe it was
the conversation, but he immediately shifted into I-want-sex mode
and gently grabbed my head, angling me so our kiss was a deeply
heated one. His other hand ran down over my backside, squeezing
gently.

 

Grinning into his mouth, I wrapped my legs around his. He
groaned as my hips pressed into his side, then shifted my body,
pulling me on top of him. His breath heavier as we kissed, he
muttered, “You’re all I need, Emma. You’re the only one I need to
remember me.”

 

I groaned as his hands pulled my ready body into his ready body.
Hearing the breathy sounds of light slumber coming down the hall,
my body ramped up its response. I wouldn’t need to tone this down
with our super-hearing children asleep. Grinding my hips into his,
I mumbled, “I could never forget you, I will never forget
you, husband.”

 

Panting as we simulated what we were both yearning for, I heard
a light whimper escape his lips. His hands started frantically
pulling down the light sleep shorts I was wearing. “Emma, I need
you. I just really need you.”

 

Hearing the desperation in his voice, I helped his hands slide
off my underwear. Not even bothering to shut off the light on his
nightstand, we pulled off his pants and I settled myself over him.
The word “please” passed his lips as his eyes closed in
anticipation. Watching his face, I lowered myself onto him,
groaning with relief as his coolness filled me. Even after all this
time, it was still an incredible sensation.

 

As was my heat enclosed around him. His mouth fell open once we
were connected. The desperation in his face relaxed, the rigidness
in his muscles relaxing as well. I leaned over his body as we began
moving together. His eyes still closed, his face euphoric, his
hands clenched and released my hips at a steadily increasing pace.
Understanding what he was silently requesting, I matched my hips
with that rhythm, clenching him internally as I did.

 

His head dropped back as he made a noise that I prayed our
sleeping children didn’t hear. Attaching my lips to his neck, I
whispered, “You like that, baby?” His only response was a quickly
sucked in breath through his teeth. I let out my own groan that I
prayed our little angels couldn’t hear.

 

Feeling my husband’s need beneath me made me feel even more
connected to him. It nearly seemed that our bodies weren’t separate
forms, working together for a common goal. No, for that moment we
seemed like one body. That feeling got especially intense when his
hands came up my back and clutched me to him. I wrapped my arms and
legs around him, holding him just as hard. Then we both buried our
faces in the other’s necks, crying out in unison as we came
together.

 

Like most things with Teren, it was intense and emotional and
made me feel like everything was going to be okay, because he had
each other.

 

Softly panting into his friction-warmed body, I listened for any
noise from down the hall. Not hearing any, I smiled and kissed his
neck. Sliding over to his side, I left my legs wrapped around him.
A content smile on his face, he peeked over at me. “Sorry, I just
needed that.”

 

I thumped his chest. “Are you seriously apologizing for amazing
sex?”

 

Laughing lightly, he raised an eyebrow. “Amazing? I don’t even
feel like I did anything.”

 

Feeling the lingering waves of bliss running through me, I
smiled crookedly. “Maybe that’s why it was amazing?”

 

He frowned at me, then laughed and shook his head, pulling me in
for a tight hug. “I love you, thank you.”

 

I pulled back again, kissing him softly. “You don’t have to
thank me for that, Teren.”

 

He shook his head, his fingers tucking loose strands of my hair
behind my ear. “I’m not. I’m thanking you for being so
understanding…about Carrie.” He sighed and shook his head again. “I
don’t think most women would be.” He smiled softly, his earlier
tension about her visit gone.

 

I sighed and kissed him again, loving how my enhanced senses
could pinpoint the very flavor of his skin. “I just
understand…you.” He smiled, holding our faces together. I smiled at
the peace I saw on his, then shrugged. “Besides, I haven’t told you
all of my skeletons.”

 

He blinked and pulled back. “You have skeletons?” He grinned
crookedly at me in a way that nearly made me want to crawl on top
of him again.

 

Placing my lips against his, I murmured, “I have a myriad of
secrets that you don’t know about.”

 

He chuckled against my mouth, rubbing our lips together. “I’m
intrigued…do tell.”

 

I smiled, then sighed. “Well, I never told you about the gang
member that I dated briefly. Or the package that he had me take to
a friend of his in Vegas, which I’m pretty sure held some illegal
stuff in it.” I twisted my lips and shrugged. Yeah, that
relationship hadn’t exactly been wise…or long lasted.

 

He pulled back further, his face a little surprised. “You were a
drug runner?”

 

I chuckled at how he made it sound. “Only once. I broke up with
him after that little trip.”

 

He shook his head, pulling my body flush to his. “Interesting,
anything else?”

 

Biting my lip, I looked down at his chest. “I actually did have
a pregnancy scare once.” His arms tightened and I looked back up at
his perfectly emotionless face. I had to imagine that if he’d still
had a heartbeat, it would be racing. I shook my head to reassure
him. “I never was. I was just a lot later than usual.”

 

I frowned as he relaxed in my arms. “The ass freaked out when I
told him, told me I’d done it on purpose.” Teren narrowed his eyes,
obviously irritated at my jerk of an ex too. “I dumped him and my
period started the next day…go figure.” I laughed and he finally
smiled at me.

 

Shaking his head, he shrugged a little. “You dated a lot more
interesting people than I did. Mine mainly ran away screaming, once
I told them the truth.”

 

I raised my eyebrows. “Did you really tell them all?”

 

His face serious, he nodded. “After Carrie, I made sure that
they all knew, as early as I felt I could tell them.” Looking down,
he sighed. “After that mess, I was scared off girls for awhile. I
didn’t date again until college.” Peeking up at me, he smiled. “I
think my family thought I didn’t even like girls at that
point.”

 

I chuckled and ran a finger along the rough length of his jaw.
“Who was the lucky girl who got you dating again?”

 

Smiling, he rested back on his pillows, his finger
absentmindedly tracing random patterns in my skin. “Her name was
Gwen. We met in the quad when she asked me directions to her
class.” He laughed lightly at his memory, staring up at our
ceiling. “I had no idea where it was, but I faked it so I could
talk to her.”

 

I grinned, imagining a younger version of my husband trying to
impress a girl. “Did you ever find her class?”

 

Swinging his eyes back to mine, he shook his head. “No, and we
spent so long looking for it that she missed the class anyway.” He
shrugged. “We ended up having lunch instead.”

 

Watching my charming husband smile at me, I thought that maybe
Gwen had done that intentionally. I know I would have lied and
blown off a class to spend an afternoon with him. “Cute. What
happened with her?”

 

His smile faltered. “We dated for a few months…then she wanted
to move into my dorm.” He looked back up at the ceiling, the memory
of that moment clearly not as pleasant as their first meeting. “I
couldn’t…without telling her first, so I did.”

 

He pressed his lips into a firm line, his jaw tightening. “And?”
I asked, my fingers running over the curve of his arm around
me.

 

Twisting his head to me, he sighed softly. “She ran out crying…I
never saw her again. I told Great-Gran it was over and she…handled
it.” He sighed again, his fingers coming up to tuck my hair behind
my ear.

 

I frowned at the look on his face. “You really liked her, didn’t
you?”

 

He shrugged. “At the time, yeah. But she wasn’t for me. I knew I
couldn’t be with someone who couldn’t accept what I was, and she
was only the first in a long line of girls who couldn’t handle the
truth.” Pulling me tight, his mood lightened. “Only you handled it
well.” He smiled wryly. “I definitely never got to have sex with
any of them afterwards.”

 

I flushed and smacked his chest, remembering the evening that
he’d first told me what he was. I may have been a little…eager to
be with him. Well, he was the most attractive person I’d ever
seen…inside and out. “Was I the only one you told by piercing my
tongue with your teeth?”

 

He closed his eyes and shook his head. “God, that was
embarrassing. I thought it was too soon to tell you the truth. I
had no idea what to tell you. I was so frazzled, I couldn’t even
pull my teeth back up in time.” I laughed at the memory and he
peeked his eyes open.

 

Cupping my cheek, the cool metal of his wedding band rubbed
against me, caressing me. “Yes. You were the only one that so
absorbed me, I couldn’t even concentrate on the one thing that was
as natural to me as breathing. I couldn’t pretend with you. That’s
how much you affect me.”

 

I swallowed, feeling my face heat.  Smiling at the color he
saw there, he nestled his head in my hair. “Well…since we’re having
the exes discussion, I should probably tell you that I did date a
vampire once.”

 

I pushed him away from me, instantly remembering a conversation
with Alanna about a couple of visiting female vampires. “I knew it!
You so let that woman bite you!” Hearing my children stir
in their beds, I quieted my voice. “Didn’t you?”

 

His eyes widened as he stared at me. “You…know about that?”

 

I smirked and narrowed my eyes. “Yes, your mother mentioned it
once.”

 

He closed his eyes, then started to chuckle. “Ugh, God, I bet
most men don’t have to worry about their families discussing their
sex lives.” Peeking over at my twisted lips and narrowed eyes, he
shrugged. “Just once…a tiny, tiny bite.” I narrowed my eyes even
more and he grimaced. “I was curious, surely you can understand
that?”

 

I sighed, my lips curving into a small smile at the look on his
face. We’d been through too much together for me to feel any
jealousy over his past experiences. Besides, being a vampire now,
and understanding the thrill of biting, I could see how he’d be
curious about what being bitten felt like. I probably would have
done the same thing if I’d been in his position.  Raising an
eyebrow, I calmly asked, “Did you bite her? Was she better tasting
than me?”

 

My lips twitched as I tried to contain my amusement; I already
knew that I was his first. Seeing the humor in my face, he pushed
me to my back and hovered over me. “No one could possibly taste
better than you.” His eyes drifted down my body and I had the
distinct feeling that he wasn’t talking about my blood anymore. A
different sort of flush washed over me. He smiled, sensing it.

 

As his fingers slid up my ribs, pushing up my shirt, I closed my
eyes. “And no, you are the only woman I’ve ever penetrated. The
only one I ever will penetrate.” He huskily said that directly in
my ear.

 

My breath picking up pace, I ran my hands up his back, taking
off his shirt. “Did you like her teeth in you?” I asked, equally as
huskily, only curious if he enjoyed the sensation as much as I
did.

 

Settling himself on me, his lips started trailing down my body.
Peeking down at him as he glanced up at me, I watched the desire
building in the pale depth of his eyes. Shaking his head, he
whispered, “No, I didn’t really care for it…until you. I definitely
never asked for it before you.”

 

I groaned and he smiled cockily, his fangs sliding out. Groaning
again, I muttered his name. Then I shut the light off and forgot
all about our exes, vampiric or otherwise.

 

The next morning, I kissed Teren goodbye as I left for work.
He’d decided to stay home with the kids, just in case Carrie showed
up at the house. I hoped for his sake that she arrived later, so
Halina could be on hand to instantly wipe her. And, later, so I
could be there too. I really didn’t relish the idea of him
entertaining his ex all day long.

 

I pushed it out of my head when I got to work though. He would
be a perfect gentlemen to Carrie if she did show up before I got
home. And I knew without a shadow of a doubt that he would be
faithful to me. Unlike with some marriages, the question of either
one of us straying wasn’t an issue. We were eternal, bonded through
blood. No one on this earth could break that connection. But I did
want to be there, for support, if nothing else.

 

Wishing I could make time blur as quickly as I could, I nearly
bumped into Tracey. The perky blonde excitedly grabbed my
shoulders. “Get a babysitter for Saturday night. Ben and I are
taking you out for your birthday.”

 

I contained my groan. “Oh, really, I don’t feel like making a
fuss over this one. I just want a relaxing weekend with Teren and
the kids.”

 

She raised an eyebrow at me, her perfect lips frowning. “That is
no way to celebrate turning thirty.” She shook her head, crossing
her arms over her chest. “Ben and I are taking you to a club and
getting you sweaty and drunk.” She smiled and tilted her head, a
blonde curl swinging over her shoulder. “That is how you ring in a
new decade.”

 

I sighed and thought to argue with her, but I could hear my boss
mutter something about a report that was missing from a file.
Knowing I needed to take care of that, I shrugged at Tracey.
“Whatever, Trace. We’ll talk about it later, okay?”

 

She giggled and spun on her heel and I mentally sighed, knowing
I was most likely going to a club for my birthday and not leaving
that club until I was smashed.

 

Throughout the day I checked on Teren, texting him right in
front of Clarice, since she could no longer bitch about those sorts
of things to me. Every time, Teren responded instantly, telling me
that she hadn’t shown yet. By lunch, he started getting anxious
about her safety. I did my best to reassure him that she was fine,
but I wasn’t really sure of that. We didn’t know this vampire that
Gabriel had sent to collect her and, trustworthy or not, something
easily could have gone wrong.

 

By the end of my work day, when she still hadn’t shown, I
imagined that I could sense my husband pacing. I couldn’t, the
distance between us kept his location to me more generalized. I
knew he was over in that direction, but until we reconnected, it
wouldn’t be distinct enough for me to feel the pacing. And I was
pretty sure that’s what I would be feeling when I got home –
endless pacing.

 

That was all but confirmed for me when I pulled into the drive.
His form blurred from upstairs to downstairs and back again. I
frowned that he was using so much of his super-speed around our
children. We generally tried to lead them by example. In fact, I
could feel them starting and stopping with their own phasing
movement as they copied him.

 

Slamming shut my door, so he’d break out of his cycle and
realize that I was home, I muttered, “Stop that…calm down.” I felt
his presence pause downstairs, two little beings pausing with
him.

 

Over the mutual giggle of our children, who were apparently
enjoying their game with Daddy, I heard him sigh and sheepishly
mutter, “Sorry…I just needed to burn off some energy.”

 

I smiled as I walked to the front door, inhaling deep as the
sense of homecoming I’d started to feel once I began heading in his
direction crashed over me. Hoping the euphoria that I was feeling
would farther calm my husband, I opened the door. He was standing
right there, smiling at me so warmly, that I knew he’d finally let
our bond distract him from his worry.

 

Amid the joint shouts of, “Mommy!” he walked over to me,
exhaling with relief as his arms wrapped around me. As a twin each
grabbed a leg, I wrapped my arms around him, my sigh equally
content. Into my hair he muttered, “I love it when you come
home.”

 

Pulling back to look at him, I was glad that I could give him
such comfort, just by approaching him. Cupping his cheek, I stroked
the coarseness of his jaw with my thumb. “And I love coming home to
you.” I took about five more seconds to relish the completion of
the bond with my husband, then my children pretty much demanded my
attention.

 

Laughing as I scooped up the tiny beings trying to literally
crawl up my legs, I heard Teren start to close the door behind me,
then pause. The breathing that he mimicked so seamlessly that it
almost made you forget that he didn’t have to do it anymore,
completely stopped. Hugging and kissing my children, I twisted to
look at him. He was frozen at the door, staring outside, one hand
still on the frame, like he’d been struck immobile halfway through
the process of shutting it.

 

“Teren, you okay?” I asked, concerned. Then I heard the sound
that was disturbing him and my breath stopped. Walking over to the
door, I watched a yellow and black checked taxi cab approach our
house. Even though it wasn’t, the car seemed to be driving in slow
motion.

 

Forcing an exhale from my body, I set down our kids and told
them they could watch a movie in Mommy and Daddy’s room. They
gleefully took off to go jump on our bed with Spike. Turning back
to Teren, still watching the painstakingly slow cab, I put a hand
on his back. He jumped a little bit, then finally looked over at
me. “You okay?” I asked quietly.

 

Swallowing, he nodded.  Watching his wider-than-normal
eyes, I again imagined his silent heart would be beating much
faster if it still worked. Lacing our hands together as I stood in
the door with him, I felt mine increasing. There was just a lot of
tension in the air.

 

Looking back to the driveway, we both watched the cab crunch to
a stop behind my cheery, yellow car. The brakes squealed and I
flinched at the loud sound in my sensitive ears. Teren didn’t move
a muscle and I began to wonder if he’d even be able to do this. I
squeezed his hand tighter in encouragement as the sound of a Disney
movie started trickling down to me from upstairs.

 

We heard a woman’s voice thank the gruff taxi driver, then the
back door creaked open. A light, flower scent caught the air just
as an averagely pretty woman stepped out of the cab. She looked
over to us immediately and I felt myself tighten and my eyes
narrow. I couldn’t tell if she was still under the vampire’s
compulsion or not. When she smiled at us, I wondered if she even
knew what she was doing here.

 

Teren let out a long, low exhale as he raised his hand from the
door and waved at her. She merrily waved back, her girl-next-door
face happier than I remembered seeing it the last time. Of course,
the last time I’d seen her, she’d been crying…over Teren, over the
loss they’d shared together.

 

My enhanced sight could pick out the slight moisture in her
blue-gray eyes, and the perfect straightness of her slim-curved
body; while filled with life once, I was certain that those trim
hips had never swelled out with a child. Remembering why she was
here, remembering the grief that I’d seen in her eyes before,
compassion filled me for her. A child was something that she’d
seemed to want. Maybe her fear of losing that one, had made her too
scared to try again? Yet another reason Teren should finally clear
her.

 

I released my husband, so he could go and be the gentleman that
I knew he was itching to be. Glancing at me briefly, he started
walking towards her. I leaned against the doorframe as I watched
them meet in the drive. With mixed feelings, I heard him greet her
and heard her reply that he looked just the same. They hugged, very
briefly, then Teren grabbed her bags out of the back of the cab. I
smiled that the vamp had indeed let her pack some bags. I’d feel
really horrible if all she had were the clothes on her back.

 

Teren indicated the front door to her and Carrie looked up at
me, her bright eyes beaming. As the floral scent wafting from her
strengthened with her approach, I fortified my stomach. I had
nothing to fear from this woman.

 

She stepped up to me, her hand outstretched. Being so tall, I
had to look up to meet her eye. “It was Emma, right?”

 

I nodded, then smiled genuinely. “Carrie. It’s good to see you
again.” Curious, I couldn’t help but add, “And a little surprising
too. What are you doing in our neck of the woods?”

 

Teren gave me a warning glance, since we really didn’t know what
she’d been told, and I bit my lip. Well, really, did it matter if I
spoiled the story, since we were just wiping her mind anyway? If I
knew it, I could probably tell her who really shot JFK and it
wouldn’t matter.

 

Not bothered at all by my question, she walked into our home
when I moved aside to let her pass. “Oh, it’s just the oddest
thing.” Her gray eyes swept our home, brightening when she saw the
piano in the adjoining room; a piano our kids loved to bang on
ceaselessly. Meeting my eye as Teren set her bags down and closed
the door, she explained further. “I was just getting into town for
my two week vacation, when my phone rang.”

 

She glanced over at Teren, who had an expertly warm smile on his
face. To the human eye, that was. I could see the slight frown line
in his forehead as he listened to what she’d been forced to
believe. Smiling, she indicated him with her hand. “Teren calls out
of the blue to invite me over the next time I was in town.” She
shook her head, like she was amazed by life’s little coincidences.
“I told him I just got in,” she shrugged, “so he invited me over
for dinner, and here I am!” She laughed on the end and shook her
head again.

 

I laughed too and shook my head. Discretely watching Teren, I
saw him glance at me and shake his head a little. He hadn’t called
her. I doubt he even knew her number. Slapping a warm smile on my
face, even as a ball of ice formed in my stomach, I gave her a
friendly hug. “Well, we’re glad you’re here.”

 

A vampire had commanded her to find us, making her believe that
she was on a previously planned vacation and Teren had just
happened to call her when her plane landed. And she completely
believed it. I was fairly certain that in her mind, the memory of
every piece of that story was there. It was overwhelming, the power
purebloods had. It was how they’d stayed hidden from the world for
thousands of years. They controlled human beings like we were
puppets on strings. I was immensely grateful that my children and I
had vampire juice in us, and could never be controlled like that,
and a little terrified for all of the people I knew that did not
have that sort of protection.

 

Pulling apart from her, I kept all of those fears from my face.
I had to keep in mind that being a vampire did not make you evil.
There was no inherent gene in the blood that instantly turned a
person into a murdering, soulless beast. That was still a personal
choice that all vampires made on a one-on-one basis. And from what
I’d seen, most were content to merely…nibble from humans.

 

Absentmindedly, I fixed the hair covering my scar. Most
vampires…not all.

 

As I began showing Carrie our home, Teren quietly excused
himself to make a phone call. I knew he’d spoken with his family
last night and probably several times today. Halina had even wanted
to stay here the night before, but Teren didn’t have a lightproof
enough area for her to hide in and she hated sleeping in the
ground. He’d promised her that he’d call when Carrie showed up. As
the sun was still out, I figured we had a few hours with Carrie
until Halina whooshed in to swipe her mind.

 

When he was back a few moments later, we all headed upstairs.
Visiting our bedroom last, I stood with Carrie in the doorway as
she looked in on Teren’s children.  A light smile was on her
lips as her hand drifted to her stomach. I watched the emotion fill
her eyes as she stared at the miniature version of a man she’d once
been very close to.

 

Stepping into the room, my kids tore their eyes from the TV to
look up at me, then Carrie. Lying on their bellies, their feet
clicking together in the air and their heads resting in their
hands, they were the image of innocence. Spike lifted his head and
barked once, finally noticing a stranger in the house. Guard dog,
he was not.

 

The kids giggled and sat up as Carrie stepped up to the bed.
Teren came up and put a cool arm around my waist. Grinning widely
at his children, he extended a hand to them. “Carrie, these are our
children, Nika and Julian. Kids, this is a…friend of Daddy’s.”

 

“Hi,” they said at the same time. Nika blew a stray light brown
lock from her face, then smiled cheesily, like she was posing for a
camera. Julian scratched his dark head, trying to watch the movie
and look at the new person simultaneously.

 

Carrie laughed at them, her eyes filling immeasurably. “Well,
hello there. You are both very lucky to have such wonderful
parents.” She looked back at me, her eyes sad and happy at the same
time. It made me want to hug her again.

 

Nika immediately nodded. “I know! Daddy’s magic.”

 

I froze, knowing what Nika really meant. Carrie only thought she
was being cute though. Laughing, she twisted to Teren, her finger
swiping under her eye. “I’m sure he is.”

 

Teren locked eyes with her for a moment, squeezing me tighter.
Nodding and exhaling, he motioned back downstairs. “Shall I make us
something to eat?” Leaning into his side, I looked up at my
husband, just as my stomach stubbornly growled.

 

Carrie laughed as she looked over at me. “Oh, good, I’m not the
only starving one.” She shook her head. “I can’t even remember the
last time I ate.”

 

I laughed nervously, wondering if she’d been “allowed” to eat on
her trip here. Kissing my kids, I followed her and my husband
downstairs.

 

We sat in the little used formal dining room, the kids laughing
as they sat across from each other, trying to kick the other under
the table. I tried stopping them, warning them under my breath, but
they were having too much fun to really listen to me, and Teren was
too busy talking with Carrie to notice.

 

As he set plates of roasted chicken and vegetables in front of
everyone, they caught up on their many years apart from each other.
Teren listened raptly to her tales of working for a small bakery in
a tiny town in the very upper corner of Maine. She lived a pretty
secluded life, but she liked it that way and she was happy. She
even had a secret crush on her boss, which delighted me. A crush on
her boss probably meant that she wasn’t secretly pining for
Teren.

 

Teren told her several details of his life, although nothing
that included vampirism. He told her about awards that he’d won for
his writing, camping trips we’d taken, and his parents’ ranch. I
watched them breezily converse, a feeling of familiarity evident
between them, although, nothing romantic. They seemed to just have
a natural friendship. One that became even more apparent when their
conversation shifted to their mutual childhood.

 

As the kids finished up and raced back upstairs to watch another
movie, they sat back in their chairs and began to reminiscence
about funny friends or sweet moments that they’d shared. I cleaned
up everyone’s plates, Teren’s empty, since he’d been secretly
feeding the dog with his dinner under the table, and left them to
what would be their very last conversation. It hurt my heart a
little as I cleaned up in the kitchen, listening to them.

 

Teren laughed as they talked about old classmates and what that
person was up to now. Carrie brought him nearly to tears when she
repeated a story about a field trip that had gone horribly wrong.
He talked with her in a way that I routinely talked to friends that
I bumped into from high school. They talked about people and
experiences that they’d both shared during that eventful time in
their lives. For a moment, I wasn’t hearing an ex-girlfriend, I was
hearing a friend. A friend that had meant a great deal to him at
one time and a friend that he was about to release…forever.

 

It brought tears to my eyes as I watched the sun start to set.
Listening to his happiness, I nearly wished that we could call this
off, that she could be allowed to remember him. I saw his point,
about wanting someone to know that they knew you. It was something
that we all took for granted, being alive in other people’s
memories. It was an intrinsic part of being human and Teren was, as
he loved to tell me, mostly human.

 

It was a dilemma I was going to have to face one day, if we
moved with his family.

 

As the sun set completely, I felt Halina start to streak towards
us, probably anxious to get this over with. I sighed. Teren in the
dining room sighed as well, feeling her streaking to our
doorstep.

 

Walking back into the room, I watched him lower his head and I
moved over to stand behind him. He looked up at me, just as Carrie
asked, “Is everything okay?”

 

As I placed my hand on his shoulder supportively, he reached up
to clasp my fingers, squeezing me back gratefully. With a soft
sigh, he said, “I’ve done something to you, Carrie, that
was…unforgivable of me.”

 

I squeezed his fingers in mine as Carrie furrowed her brow and
looked between us. She shook her head, her shoulder-length hair
swishing around her neck; it brought a wave of that floral scent to
me and I was pretty sure that I’d forever associate the smell with
her. A moment of realization hit her face and she looked down to
her lap.

 

"Oh, Teren, that was both of our faults, not just yours.”

 

He sighed, his shoulders slumping under my fingertips. Reaching
out for her hand, kitty-corner from him, he grabbed the tips of her
fingers. “I’m not talking about the pregnancy, Carrie, although,
that was pretty stupid of me too.”

 

She looked up at him, confused again. “What do you mean
then?”

 

He looked up at me, reluctance and maybe a little bit of fear in
his eyes. It was a hard thing, telling someone that you deeply
cared about, all of your deepest, darkest secrets. Moving around to
sit beside him, I held one of his hands in both of mine; he
clenched me like a lifeline.

 

Shaking his head at her, he quietly said, “I’ve been a real
bastard to you, letting this pain you’ve felt go on for so long.”
He looked down at our laced together hands. “I really am having a
hard time forgiving myself for it.”

 

Her look of confusion didn’t ease any. Tucking her hair behind
her ears, she leaned forward a little bit. “What are you talking
about, Teren? What could you have possibly done about my pain?”

 

His eyes drifted over her face, perhaps studying the features
that he’d never see again after tonight. “I could have taken it.
You could have lived these past fifteen years obliviously happy…and
it’s my fault.”

 

She blinked at that and sat back in her chair. “Who said I
haven’t been happy?” she whispered. Her eyes flashed upstairs
though, and I clearly saw the pain in them as she looked up at
where I could hear my children singing along to the musical
playing.

 

Teren’s enhanced sight saw the look as well. Exhaling in a long
breath, he calmly said, “When we were younger, I couldn’t tell you
something…something about me.” He shook his head, biting his lip
and I squeezed his hand tighter. “I was so afraid that you’d run
away from me, if you ever learned the truth. You meant so much to
me and I didn’t want to lose…”

 

He looked down, then over at me. “I learned over the years that
I couldn’t hide who I was from the person I was with.” He looked
back at her, conviction in his eyes. “I just couldn’t spend the
rest of my life living a lie.” He raised his eyebrows and leaned in
slightly. “Being with you taught me that,” he whispered.

 

She shook her head, still confused, but he continued without
letting her ask her questions. “Over time, I learned to open myself
up to people. It was hard. It was painful. It was terrifying. But,
because of what happened with us, I knew I couldn’t be with someone
who didn’t know. Most couldn’t handle it, couldn’t accept me.” He
looked back at me, love and devotion clear in his eyes. “In fact,
only Emma could.”

 

As we gazed at each other for a second, Carrie popped up with
her summation of his statement. “Are you…gay or something?”

 

He closed his eyes, a soft laugh escaping him. Looking back at
her, he shook his head. “I wish it were that simple.” The poor
woman did not look any clearer on what he was talking about. I bit
my lip, knowing she would soon. Very soon, as Halina was nearly at
our door. Feeling her as well, Teren stumbled into his next
sentence. “Before we go our separate ways, I needed you to know, I
needed you to see…what I am.”

 

He sadly shook his head as her confused face softened. “It might
fill in some of the blanks for you…about why I never came looking
for you when your parents pulled you, why I never attempted to
contact you after all these years, why I may have, at times,
seemed…distant from you when we were together.”

 

Her shoulders relaxed as she shook her head. “Yeah…there were
times…”

 

He nodded and I had to imagine that there had been several
unexplained moments in their relationship. Knowing how secretive
Teren could be with me, when I knew almost everything, I had to
believe that he’d been a very closed-off person with her. She must
have written it off as teenage hormones, but it was so much more
than that with him.

 

He looked down and peeked up at her. “I want you to know that it
was never you. You were warm and sweet, and taught me a lot about
the person I wanted to be.” He smiled softly at her. “You were just
what every first love should be.”

 

She smiled warmly, but shook her head, her brow furrowing again.
“Teren…I don’t…”

 

Feeling him tense and Halina nearly on our doorstep, I clenched
his hand tight. He squeezed me back as he kept his eyes on Carrie.
“Me, all of the women in my family, my children, and recently, my
wife…are all vampires.”

 

She stared at him blankly, her face expressionless. In the
silence, my kids suddenly yelled out, “Grammy Lina!” and blurred
downstairs to race to the door. Carrie had turned her head upon
hearing them yell and had seen the blur of their movement through
the archway. She stood up and pressed herself against the wall, her
face draining of color.

 

Teren stood as well, his face apprehensive. “Carrie?” he said
softly.

 

She started to look back at him, but Halina had walked through
the door and her eyes widened even more at the pale white, dark
beauty striding through it. Halina scooped up the children and
strode with them into the dining room. Her face impassive, she eyed
Carrie as she held the twins in a way that no human body her size
could. They sat facing outwards in her arms, nestled on her biceps
like they were sitting on swings; Julian was even kicking his legs
back and forth.

 

Carrie’s eyes widened even further at the physically impossible
feat of strength before her. She looked back at Teren, panic clear
on her face. “What?” She finally whispered.

 

He walked to her slowly, careful to not make her bolt. Opening
his mouth, he extended his fangs to her. She screamed and our
children covered their ears. Calmly, Halina said, “Stop that
immediately.” Carrie stopped immediately. Her body shaking lightly,
she looked over at Halina. She seemed conscious of the fact that
she hadn’t willingly stopped screaming; she was even swallowing
like she was trying to still make it happen.

 

Teren sighed and stepped in front of her. She shook as she
watched him and he smiled around his fangs. “I won’t hurt you,
Carrie.” He shrugged. “I’m still me.”

 

Her shaking eased a bit as she ignored his fangs and stared into
his eyes. Not removing herself from the wall, she shook her head.
“Oh my God, Teren…that’s not possible.”

 

He lightly touched her arm. She flinched back from his cool
touch, maybe now realizing why he was so cold. “I’m sorry…but it
is.” He removed his hand from her. “I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you
this back then. I think if I had, and you’d left…I wouldn’t have
had a problem wiping your mind.”

 

She relaxed against the wall as that word echoed in her brain.
“Wiping my… What are you talking about? What are you going to do to
me?” She started to inch away from him a little bit, but that
brought her closer to Halina, so she stopped. “Are you going to
hurt me?” she asked, looking back at him.

 

He tilted his head and I stood up to stand beside him, clenching
his hand again. Carrie looked between our hands and his teeth,
seemingly unsure how I could stand so close to him. Just as he was
about to answer her question, Julian beat her to it. “Daddy’s nice,
Daddy don’t hurt.”

 

We all looked over to him, at his little brow scrunched in a
frown. I wasn’t sure what my children thought of Carrie’s reaction,
but it was obviously bothering Julian. Carrie seemed to realize
this too and instantly slapped a smile on her face. “Oh, I know
that, sweetheart. I was just…kidding around.” She laughed lightly,
but I could hear the nervousness behind it.

 

Walking over to my children, I picked them off of Halina’s body.
“If you two go upstairs and get ready for bed, you can sleep with
Mommy and Daddy tonight, okay?” They both grinned and turned to run
upstairs. “Remember to brush!” I called up after them.

 

Twisting around, Carrie was staring at me flabbergasted. “I’m
sorry. I didn’t mean to scare them,” she said quietly.

 

I smiled at her concern and shook my head. “We freaked you out,
it’s understandable.”

 

Straightening, she looked back at Teren, his face sad, his fangs
extended. “You’re…a vampire?”

 

He nodded, looking over at me as I walked up to him and wrapped
my arms around him. Meeting her eyes, I dropped my own fangs. “We
all are…and we have no desire to hurt you.”

 

Halina snorted derisively, but I ignored it. Luckily, Carrie
ignored it too. “But, you are going to…wipe me?” She cocked her
eyebrow and looked between the two sets of fangs before
her. 

 

Teren and I slipped our teeth up at the same time. Smiling
sadly, he said, “I’m just going to fix a mistake. We don’t let
anyone remember us, and I never should have let you remember losing
the baby. That was…selfish of me.”

 

The scent of fear easing from her, she shook her head. “I won’t
remember you?” She looked back at Halina, her own tall form inches
higher than the teenage vampire’s. Swallowing at the blank look on
the intimidating woman’s face, she twisted back to Teren. “But not
all of you is a bad memory.” She smiled warmly, her body relaxing
as she took a step forward. “Most of you is a good one.” She
flushed slightly as she glanced at me. “A very good one,” she
whispered.

 

I flushed too as I remembered Alanna commenting once that sex
with a vampire was…unforgettable. I had to imagine that, even new
at it, Teren had been…skilled. Forcefully shoving the idea of them
tangled in a bed together from my mind, I firmly compressed my
lips.

 

Teren smiled slightly and looked down, maybe remembering his
mother say that as well. Peeking up at her, he softly said, “It
will be easier for us both…if you don’t.”

 

She sighed, looking over his face. Shrugging her shoulders, she
shook her head. “Will it hurt?”

 

Teren smiled widely, placing his hand on her arm. She didn’t
flinch away this time. “No, of course not.” He laughed once, a hint
of sadness in the sound. “And for the first time, I actually
believe that this won’t hurt me either.” I squeezed his waist,
resting my head on his silent, loving heart.

 

He looked down on me and then back to her. “You taught me so
much about being careful, being cautious…about how dangerous my
secret could be. Because of what we went through, I knew I had to
take the chance and let Emma in. I had to let her love me, as me.
And luckily for me, she did.” He laughed lightly as I felt that
flush come back. Teren sighed softly. “I thank you, for showing me
that.”

 

She smiled and nodded at Teren, then swallowed nervously when
Halina took a step forward. Stepping up to Carrie’s side, Halina
tilted her head. Flicking a glance at Teren, she coolly said, “Did
you tell anyone about Teren getting you pregnant?”

 

Carrie swallowed and shook her head, her gray eyes wide. “No,
aside from my horribly rude conversation with Emma,” her eyes swung
back to mine, apologetic, “I don’t talk about my miscarriage.” She
shrugged, still looking at me. “I mean, even before they passed
away, I never told my parents who the father was.” Her eyes glanced
over at Teren. “It was…private.”

 

Halina grabbed her arm, swinging Carrie’s attention back to her.
“Good, then this will be very easy for me.”

 

Carrie started shaking again as Halina held her arm and her
gaze. Stepping forward, Teren cupped her cheek. “Don’t be afraid,
you won’t remember any of this.”

 

She nodded, a tear filling her eye and dropping down her cheek.
“I’ll miss you.”

 

Teren smiled sadly, his own eyes filling. “No…you won’t be
missing anything, Carrie.” I sniffled back my own tears as Teren
twisted to his great-grandmother. “Take it,” he whispered, his
tears finally falling. “Take it all.”










Chapter 7
Happy Birthday


Teren woke me up the next morning with soft lips on my neck.
Murmuring good morning, he sighed a content, cool breath into my
ear. I smiled and shivered, twisting to wrap my arms around him.
Exhaling in a long, satisfied way, he squeezed me so tight I had a
little trouble breathing.

 

Pushing him back a little, I laughed when I could breathe again.
“Good morning to you, too.” Glancing over his shoulder at his
clock, I frowned. “It’s so early, why are you up?”

 

He shook his head, his pale eyes glowing with phosphorescence
and happiness as he watched me in our still dark bedroom.  “I
just couldn’t sleep anymore.”

 

I frowned, my glowing eyes flicking over his face. “I know
yesterday was hard for you, are you okay?”

 

He inhaled a deep breath, letting it out in a rush. “Yeah, I
feel great. Like a weight has been lifted, a weight I didn’t even
realize I’d been carrying. I feel…free.” He chuckled and rubbed his
nose along mine. “And I owe it all to you.”

 

I giggled as his nose ran along my cheek, his lips running up to
my ear. Sliding my hands up his back, I pulled his body into mine.
“I didn’t do anything, Teren.  Last night was all you.”

 

I smiled as I remembered his last moments with Carrie. Halina
had looked her in the eye and calmly given her a new life. She’d
been told that she’d never had a serious boyfriend in high school,
that she’d never been pregnant before, that the name Teren Adams
meant nothing to her, and upon leaving our home, she would forget
everything about the man standing before her.

 

Under Teren’s guidance, Halina then told her that she was going
to stay in the city, enjoying the remainder of her two week
vacation, then she was going to go home and enjoy her life. Teren
also threw in that she was going to confidently ask her boss out on
a date. He’d smiled widely after Halina had rolled her eyes and
imbedded the suggestion.

 

I’d been a little shocked with the ease that Halina had wiped
her clean. Once Carrie had been escorted to a cab and sent to a
hotel that Teren had reserved for her, I’d made the mistake of
proclaiming my surprise at how simple it was to Halina. She’d
looked at me like I’d offended her. “You expected
something…grander?”

 

Shrugging, I’d only managed to come up with, “Well, yeah,
actually.”

 

Her response, as typical, had been better than mine. “The human
mind is exceptionally pliable. All I have to do is tell you what to
believe, what to do, and you do it.” Smirking, she finished with,
“Truly, you are not much different than the cattle.”

 

I was still trying to not be too offended by that.

 

Teren paused in sucking on my earlobe. “You did so much for me,
just by being there.” He pulled back to look at me, his playful
eyes suddenly serious. “I don’t think I could have done it without
your support.” The glow highlighted our sheets as he looked down.
My vamped-up vision could make out a section of the glow that was
brighter, a ring directly around the iris. It was beautiful.

 

“I should have done that ages ago, but I was so scared to let
go.” He smiled and looked up at me. “But it was easier than I
thought it would be.” His fingers came up to caress my cheek.
“Because of you. I didn’t really lose anything, because I still
have you.” Tilting his head, a look of pride on his face, he added,
“I kind of feel like I grew up last night.”

 

I laughed softly. “Well, welcome to being an adult.”

 

Chuckling, he kissed me softly. “That’s what I get for marrying
an older woman.” I gently smacked his arm and he chuckled again.
“What? You are almost out of your twenties.”

 

He raised an eyebrow and I smacked him again, harder. “And you
already are, even if you still look perfect.”

 

His grin turned devilish. “Perfect?”

 

I sighed and looked him over. “Yes…perfect.”

 

He looked me over as well, the thumb on my cheek stroking my
skin. “Not as perfect as you,” he whispered.

 

I sighed softly again, placing my hand over his on my cheek. He
leaned in and we kissed tenderly, arms and legs and bodies tangling
together. Just as I was pulling him on top of me, our light kissing
getting more intimate, a foot kicked me in my rib. Breaking apart
from his lips, I glanced over at my son beside me. I’d nearly
forgotten that I’d told them both that they could sleep with us.
Quite a feat, since I could feel them in my head. Without looking,
I knew with certainty that Nika was on the other side of Teren.

 

He glanced over at her fast-asleep body, then shifted to my
side. Grinning at me crookedly, he shrugged. “Want to go outside?
It’s been a long time since we’ve had sex in the car?”

 

I laughed out loud, then slapped a hand over my mouth. It was
too late though. Nika immediately sat up and looked over Teren’s
shoulder. “Morning, Mommy!” she exclaimed brightly. Inwardly, I
groaned. If was too early for me, it was way too early for
them.

 

“Morning, sweetheart,” I whispered, hoping that at least Julian
was still sleeping. No such luck.

 

“Quiet, Nick,” he mumbled, sitting up and rubbing his eyes.

 

Teren chuckled and rolled onto his back, Nika immediately
scrambling on top of him. He looked over at me, twisting his lips
and shaking his head. “Nice going…Mommy.”

 

I rolled my eyes and smacked his shoulder. “Quiet, you. You’re
the one that was up before the dawn.”

 

Chuckling to himself, Teren squeezed Nika to him in several
short bursts, making her laugh; Julian sleepily laughed too.

 

Since we were all up, we decided to have a nice filling
breakfast together. Humming to himself, Teren finished off the
kids' pancakes by adding strawberry eyes, whip cream mouths and a
blueberry nose. The twins giggled in delight at their pancake
people and I smiled at the peace on my husband’s face. Snipping
that last piece of his childhood away had certainly freed him. He
was lighter than I’d ever seen him. Well, it rivaled when the
children were born, at least.

 

Still having to go into work before me, he kissed all of us
goodbye, lingering on me the longest. His fingers clutched my face
while he gave me an intimately deep kiss, for a morning farewell.
My heart was a little fast when he pulled away.

 

He smiled as he discretely ran his fingers over my heart,
copping a feel in the process. “I love that I can still do that do
you,” he whispered.

 

I bit my lip, squeezing his bottom. “Maybe later, you could do a
bit more?”

 

He glanced over at the kids making bubbles in their glasses of
milk. Laughing huskily, he turned back to me. “They’ll probably be
passing out earlier than usual tonight.” The edge of his lip curved
up as his pale eyes flicked down my body. “I’m sure I can come up
with something.”

 

I had to stop biting my lip as I momentarily lost the hold on my
teeth. Nearly slicing my skin, I quickly slipped them back up, but
Teren noticed the loss of control and smiled devilishly. Smacking
his shoulder, my face feeling overly heated at slipping up in a way
that I hadn’t slipped up in months, I shoved his cocky butt out the
door. Laughing, he kissed me goodbye a final time then practically
skipped to his car. I smiled and shook my head at his good
mood.

 

His good mood stayed with him throughout his day at work, where
he called me and told me about Ben and Tracey wanting to take me
out tomorrow night. I matter-of-factly told him that I was backing
out of those plans, that I didn’t want to make a big deal about my
birthday. A quiet weekend at the ranch with my family sounded ideal
to me. He laughingly told me that he and Ben had already made all
of the arrangements. It was a done deal. I sighed, irritated at his
good mood.

 

Saturday morning found Teren and me heading to the family ranch,
like typical, just with plans to leave it for a few hours in the
evening. I wasn’t too thrilled about it, and told Teren that we
weren’t leaving until after bedtime, so I could still tuck the kids
in.

 

Grinning ear-to-ear, he only said, “That’s fine, the fun doesn’t
start until later anyway.” I twisted my lips at him, wondering just
what he had in store for me. Smiling secretively, he would say
nothing more on the matter.

 

Shutting the car off in the drive of the palatial Adams estate,
he chuckled at the look of curious annoyance on my face. “We’re
here kids,” he proclaimed brightly as he opened the door.

 

Rolling my eyes, I opened mine and went about the task of
unbuckling the kids.  No sooner were they free than they were
surging to the open front door, Alanna bent over on her knees
awaiting them. I blinked in surprise when I saw Imogen standing
back in the recesses of the entryway. Imogen didn’t come out during
broad daylight, it was too painful. She was standing a ways back
from the open door, none of its indirect light reaching her, but
the home was loaded with wide windows and she was drenched in the
sunlight streaming through them.

 

Teren stared at her, shaking his head. “I’ll be damned,” he
muttered. “He did it.” I glanced up at Teren’s stunned face, then
remembered what Gabriel had said before he’d dropped the
Carrie-bomb on us. He’d developed a protective coating that blocked
the harmful side effects of the sun from mixed vampires. He had
offered to have the Adams home fitted with the new glass and
apparently he had. I shook my head as I grabbed Teren’s hand.
Gabriel worked fast; that had only been a couple of days ago.

 

We walked into the home and Alanna shut the door behind us.
Imogen was smiling and laughing, frolicking with her grandchildren,
chasing them around the fountain of a woman crying that took a
place of prominence in the room. My eyes stung watching the bright
rays streak over Imogen’s dark hair. She hadn’t had a moment like
this…her entire life.

 

Alanna smiled at her mother, pink tears down her cheeks. All of
us silently watching Imogen play tag, happy, content, and most of
all, pain-free, she quietly said, “She’s been like this ever since
Gabriel finished with the windows.” Twisting to smile at Teren, she
shook her head. “She won’t go back to her rooms.” She laughed on
the end, wiping her cheeks dry.

 

Teren and I laughed as well, Teren slinging an arm over his
mom’s shoulders. When the kids eventually tore off to play in
another room in the house, Imogen stood up and walked over to us,
her face more alive than I’d ever remembered seeing it. “Teren,
Emma…it’s so good to see you out and about on this fine
morning.”

 

She laughed as she embraced me in a cool hug. I laughed as I
wrapped my arms around the grandmotherly woman, my joy for her
causing the tears stinging my eyes to splash onto my cheeks. Darn
emotional vampires.

 

“Imogen…I’m so happy for you.” I pulled back from her to stare
at Alanna as well. She had an arm around her son’s waist and was
standing in a bright shaft of light under a large sun-filled
window. She’d been standing there for awhile, perfectly free from
pain as well. “Both of you.”

 

Alanna sighed, glancing up at her son and then down at the
floors to where I could feel Halina’s still presence. Her eyes
swinging back to me, she looked over my body. “Gabriel…he’s done so
much for our family. I really don’t know how we’ll ever repay
him.”

 

I swallowed a little nervously. I’d wondered that myself.

 

Imogen, Alanna and I spent a good chunk of the afternoon lazing
in a bright patch of sunlight in the living room. Stretching
languidly, I sort of felt like a giant cat, sleeping in the
sunshine. Both vampire women giggled and sighed contently. I had to
imagine that the heat that I could feel caressing my skin, felt
even better to their cool bodies, especially since they’d never
really had the chance to revel in it before.

 

Teren laughed at the three of us, shaking his head before
heading outside to go fishing with his dad. The kids went with him.
They found it enormously funny, using their enhanced abilities to
snatch up the fish bare-handed, just like Daddy.

 

It wasn’t too much later when I felt Teren and the kids zooming
back to me at lightning speed. A little alarmed, I sat up on my
elbows. More alarmed when I could hear my children crying, I jumped
up to my feet. Alanna and Imogen sprang up with me, both looking
like they wanted to rush out to Teren. Knowing he would be in the
house in a matter of seconds, we made ourselves wait. Even though I
only counted five of those seconds, it felt like five years.

 

When he entered the room, Teren immediately met my eye. “They’re
fine, more upset than anything.”

 

Believing him, but needing to see for myself, I blurred over to
them. The tang of blood was in the air and my heart rate spiked.
Both kids reached out for me, both crying. Smelling the blood on
Nika, I only grabbed her. It hurt my heart to choose, but she was
the one that smelled injured. Imogen snatched up a crying Julian
though, patting his back as he clung to her, sobbing. My heart
racing as I held my crying daughter, I peeked up at Teren running a
hand back through his hair, his lips twisting in what almost seemed
like amusement.

 

“What happened?” I snapped out.

 

He shook his head and started to answer me, but my crying
daughter beat him to it. Pointing viciously at Julian, she wailed,
“Julie bit me!”

 

Julian covered his ears and sobbed harder. Blinking at a
shrugging Teren, I looked over Nika. Sure enough, she had fang
marks on her arm. I looked over at Alanna. Never having raised
vampiric children before, or any child before, I wasn’t quite sure
how to handle it. She smiled softly, wisdom in her youthful eyes,
and reached her arms out for Nika. “Come here, sweetheart. Grandma
will clean you up and then we’ll have a nice cup of cocoa.”

 

Nika perked up, her sobs shifting to sniffles at the thought of
a chocolate treat. She practically leapt from my arms into
Alanna’s. Hugging her tight, Alanna nodded her head at Julian. “You
two may want to have a talk with him.”

 

Imogen smiled and kissed his head. As Nika’s emotions calmed
down, so did my son’s. When I could hear her giggle as Alanna
tickled her, Julian even smiled. At that point, I figured he was
probably more upset at feeling how upset Nika was. It sort of put a
whole new meaning to the word guilt, when you could feel
the pain and distress you caused someone.

 

Setting him on a chair, Imogen kissed his head again, then
blurred to the kitchen with Alanna and Nika. Hearing them begin a
conversation with her on biting, I started my own with my son.
Teren and I squatted down in front of him as a few last sniffles
escaped him. His eyes red and watery, I stroked his cheek. “Did you
bite your sister?” I asked quietly.

 

He nodded, his lip quivering as he looked between Teren and I.
Teren ran some fingers through his hair. “Why?” he asked, equally
as soft.

 

Julian looked down and shrugged. “I was hungry.”

 

I bit my lip. This was not the sort of thing that most mothers
had to deal with. How do you tell your child that feeding off your
siblings was just not okay? Especially since it was in their nature
to do so. Even if we wanted to ignore it, being attuned to blood
and heartbeats was just a part of being a vampire. Sure, it was
easy for an adult to make the conscious choice to not attack the
meals walking past them, but three year olds?

 

Sighing softly, I cupped both of his cheeks. “If you want some
blood, you come to Mommy or Daddy, and we will get you some.”
Shaking my head at him, I firmly said, “You don’t ever bite people.
Understand?”

 

He nodded in my fingers, then frowned. “Daddy bites you?”

 

Removing my fingers, I felt my entire body flush. We tried to
keep that part of our relationship hidden, but they’d apparently
caught on to that little fact. As I stammered for something to say,
Teren filled in for me. “I only bite Mommy because she said it was
okay. You never bite someone without their permission.”

 

His face serious as he gazed at his son, I realized that this
was a conversation Teren must have heard himself as a child. He
didn’t have siblings to nibble on, but he’d probably been warned
anyway. Julian’s face got equally serious and he nodded, just once.
“Okay, Daddy.”

 

Hearing Nika laughing and telling Alanna and Imogen that she
wouldn’t ever bite someone, that it was icky, Teren and I smirked.
Julian brightened when he saw that we weren’t mad. “Can I have some
cocoa?” he asked, his pale eyes hopeful.

 

I nodded and he dashed away, giggling like his sister. As I
looked back to Teren, he started laughing. “I had no idea that he’d
ever seen me bite you.” I closed my eyes and shook my head. No, I
was pretty sure regular parents didn’t ever have these kinds of
conversations.

 

When dusk settled in and our children were sleepily huddled off
to bed, we reiterated that biting was not something that they
should do, especially with each other. Halina laughed for ages when
she was filled in on the situation, especially after Julian
repeated to her that Daddy bites Mommy because Mommy says it’s
okay. I wanted to crawl into the earth and never come out
again.

 

Once we’d said our goodnights and tucked them into their joint
bed, my daughter’s arm thoroughly covered up in Hello Kitty
bandages, Teren scooped me up and told me to change into something
nice. I smirked at him as he dragged me into our bedroom. “I didn’t
bring anything nice.”

 

He smirked right back. “I did.” Grinning crookedly, he pointed
over to a garment bag that I hadn’t packed.

 

Frowning as I unzipped it, I muttered, “You all know my birthday
isn’t until Tuesday, right?”

 

He laughed as he slung his arms around my waist and kissed my
neck, the unscarred side. “Yes, but it’s typical to celebrate the
weekend before, when the date falls in the middle of the
workweek.”

 

Groaning as I pulled out a sexy little black dress, I mumbled,
“Thanks for the tip, Mr. Birthday Etiquette.”

 

I listened to my children say goodnight to each other as I
slinked off my clothes. When I was just in my bra and underwear, I
posed for Teren, thinking that maybe if he was wrapped around me,
he’d ditch this idea of going out. His eyes did lock onto my body,
but he stubbornly kept getting ready, buttoning up a black shirt
that complemented his dark hair.

 

Cocking an eyebrow at me, he waited for me to cover up my body
once he was finished. Rolling my eyes, I slipped on the dress. It
fell mid-thigh and slinked so low in the back that I had to take my
bra off. I sexily removed it and flung it at him. He caught it
one-handed, baring a fang at me as he did. I bit my lip, wanting to
stay for another reason and he chuckled, slipping his teeth back in
as he walked over to my bag on the dresser. Rummaging for the
supplies, he prepared my daily shot for me. When he had the syringe
ready, he gave me a questioning look, as he always did, and I
nodded.

 

Silently he walked over to me, shot in hand. Stepping behind me,
his fingers ran up my thigh. I closed my eyes as his other hand
rested on my hip. I could feel the desire rising in me as his hand
rose higher up my leg, the syringe enclosed in it barely scraping
against my skin. A low growl escaping him as he sensed it, he drug
his teeth over my ear. “Stop that,” he murmured. “We have places to
be.”

 

I let a small moan escape my lips as I leaned back into his
body, grinding my hips into his. “Then stop teasing me…and do
it.”

 

He groaned a little bit as his free hand slipped under my dress,
cupping the back. “You’re too sexy…” Then he stiffened and pushed
me away from him. Surprised, I twisted to look at him; his eyes
were narrowed at me. “Are you trying to turn me on, just so we
won’t go?”

 

I smiled and shook my head. “I don’t know what you’re talking
about, Mr. Adams.”

 

Shaking his head at me, he grabbed my hips and pulled me into
him. He injected me just as our bodies lined up. “There,” he
whispered, “I did it…we can go now.”

 

Gasping as the heat of the shot flowed through my hips and
desire pooled through my body, I grabbed his face and kissed him.
He kissed me back just as hard and fierce as I kissed him. His
hands ran up my legs, fisting my underwear at both sides. I
whimpered as his cool tongue stroked over mine. Then he jerked away
from me.

 

Blurring to the other side of the room, he panted lightly as he
stared at me. “Hmmm, you’re good, but we are going.” He
raised an eyebrow at me, his face playful, but serious. Smirking,
he put the empty syringe back into our belongings, where our
children wouldn’t find it and accidentally hurt themselves with
it.

 

After slipping on my family locket, I took a few minutes to
readjust my hair and makeup, but we were still on the road to
destinations unknown in no time. As I sighed, Teren chuckled at me.
“What about this are you not looking forward to?” he asked with a
smirk. “Spending some quality time with your friends…or your
husband?”

 

He raised his eyebrow and I laughed, relaxing. “You’re right. I
guess it’s just turning thirty that I’m struggling with a bit.”

 

He furrowed his brows, his Prius flying down the road without
him even looking. “You don’t have to, you know. Turn thirty, I
mean.”

 

I relaxed back into the seat, watching the headlights light the
road before us, much like our eyes did in pitch-black darkness. I
knew what he meant, he meant I could stop taking the shot. I could
die and stop my body from aging. I knew that, I just wasn’t ready
for it yet.

 

“No, I want to. Really, I do.” I looked back at him as he
twisted his head back to the front. “It’s just the end of an era. I
wasn’t expecting that to bother me, I’d even been looking forward
to it up until now…but, I don’t know. I guess I just wanted to
celebrate this milestone quietly.”

 

Teren frowned, looking back at me. “Do you want me to call this
off?”

 

I shook my head, feeling silly for objecting, now that we were
out of the house and free for the evening. Putting my hand over
his, I smiled widely. “No, I want to spend a night out with my
husband, celebrating the fact that I’m still alive.”

 

He grinned, placing a cool kiss on the back of my hand and
stepping on the accelerator. “Good, because I think you’ll like
this.”

 

While I was expecting to pull up in front of some packed club or
maybe a swanky bar, he ended up driving us to the San Francisco
Symphony. I stared at him open mouthed as we parked. “You got me
tickets to the symphony?”

 

He tilted his head and nodded at my astonishment. I hadn’t been
to the symphony since my mom had taken me when I'd graduated from
college. It was one of those things that I'd always wanted to go
back to, but it always seemed to slip through the cracks.

 

“I asked your mom what you might like to do and she said the
last time you were here, you teared up.” He shrugged. “I thought
you might appreciate this more than Tracey’s plan of getting you
smashed and making you sing karaoke.”

 

I shook my head, my eyes already brimming. “Oh my God, I love
you.”

 

He chuckled against my lips. “See what I’m willing to sit
through for you.” I laughed when I pulled away from him. I had a
feeling that Teren wouldn’t mind sitting through the symphony. He
was just more open to culture than most men.

 

Stepping out of the car, I heard Hot Ben’s grumble before I saw
him. Turning around, my flirty black dress swirling around my
thighs, I watched as the modelesque man walked up to us, his fiancé
on his arm. While Hot Ben had a slight grimace on his sculpted
face, Tracey was ear-to-ear smiles, eager to try something new. The
perky blonde immediately engulfed me in a hug when she saw me.
“Happy birthday, Emma.”

 

The scent of freshly applied hairspray stung my nose, but I
managed to hold in the sneeze. “Thank you, Tracey.” I pulled back
from her, my own face nearly splitting open with the wide grin on
it. “You realize it’s not today, right?”

 

She shushed me in the air with her hand. “Close enough. Can you
believe the guys are taking us to the symphony?”

 

She started going into detail about how thoughtful our boys were
and how romantic the evening was going to be, but from behind me, I
heard Hot Ben grumbling to Teren and I couldn’t stop myself from
eavesdropping.

 

“Dude, I cannot believe you talked me into the symphony. I mean,
aren’t you supposed to be a badass, soulless, bloodthirsty
monster?” Sighing softly he muttered, “I can’t believe I was ever
terrified of you.”

 

I inadvertently laughed, causally switching it to a cough in my
hand, and looked over my shoulder at Ben. Looking quite dashing in
his semiformal suit, his light eyes and blonde highlights made him
seem more like a movie star than a substitute kick box instructor
and former vampire hunter. He was the one human outside of my
family that knew without a doubt what the Adams clan was. The only
reason he still knew was the fact that he’d earned their trust,
earned it and kept it. He still hadn’t told anyone about what he
knew, not even his clueless bride-to-be.

 

He shrugged sheepishly at me as Teren clapped him on the back.
Sometimes Hot Ben forgot just how good our hearing was. Actually, I
think sometimes Ben forgot what we were entirely. A fact that made
my husband exceptionally happy, as he sometimes liked to forget
what he was too.

 

Just as the four of us started walking towards the front doors,
a familiar car rumbled into the parking lot. I heard its particular
jumble and smiled at my husband. “You invited my mom?”

 

He smiled and shrugged, squeezing my waist. “And your sister.”
Shaking my head at him, I leaned in to give him a light peck. Mom
and Ash found a spot near the front to park and Tracey finally
noticed they were here when Ash stepped out of my mom’s compact.
Grinning through her disfigured lips, Ashley waved at our foursome.
We all waved back, Tracey breaking free from Ben to give Ashley a
sisterly hug.

 

Tracey had always had a soft spot in her heart for Ashley, even
trying to set her up with a cousin of Ben’s once. The not-too-bad
cousin that she’d once tried to line up for me. Apparently, he was
still looking. Ashley had politely refused though, telling Tracey
that she was perfectly capable of finding her own dates. I hadn’t
heard of any yet, but if my sister had proved anything to me, it
was that she was indeed capable of doing anything. I was sure that
meant finding a man too.

 

Wrapping her in an embrace when Tracey was finished, I ran a
hand through one of the soft curls that were flowing down the
hair-growing side of her head. “You’re beautiful,” I whispered.

 

She grinned and hugged me tight. “So are you, although…” She
studied my face in the parking lights and for a moment I worried
that the glow of my eyes was visible. Then she grinned crookedly.
“I think I see a wrinkle.”

 

I smacked her shoulder just as my mom came up to hug me. “You’re
not funny,” I said, breaking into laughter before I even finished
saying it.

 

“Sure she is,” Teren said, filling in for me as he warmly hugged
my sister. She wrapped her arms around him like he was just another
family member. Of course, my sister had been the first one to know
about him and completely accept him. The two of them shared a
certain bond. According to the world, they were both monsters, Ash
on the outside, Teren on the inside.

 

As our expanded group sat in the plush box seats that Teren had
procured for me, I started listening to the swirl of conversations
going on among the crowd assembling. I started to worry that my
enhanced hearing would be overwhelmed by the noise a full symphony
produced.

 

Teren noticed me worrying my lip and squeezed my leg. “Don’t
worry. Focus on one instrument at a time, until you can handle them
all together.”

 

I smiled over at him, relieved and warmed that he knew what I
was thinking. Clutching his arm tight, I leaned into his side,
feeling my heartbeat slow as peace settled through me.

 

As the music started, I realized that Teren was right. I was
afraid it would be overwhelming for my sensitive ears, but I could
actually hear more levels of the music than I ever could before. My
attunement to sound could pick up highs and lows that normal humans
could not, and it added to the piece in a way that had tears
ruining my mascara in no time. I couldn’t help it, it was just…the
most beautiful thing I’d ever heard. Each note was distinct. Each
individual instrument could be distinguished. Yet, at the same
time, it was a beautiful, perfectly synchronized sound that blended
together effortlessly. My vampire ears were in heaven. Glancing at
Teren as I wiped my eyes, I smiled at the look on his face. Eyes
closed, peace on his features, he absorbed the music into himself,
relishing it in a way that only we could.

 

Either that…or he was sleeping.

 

After the show, we went to a martini bar and everyone tried a
different flavor. Except Teren, of course. He faked sips left and
right, but never actually took a drink. And I helped with the
deception, finishing off mine and the one he’d ordered for
himself…and the second round he’d ordered for each of us.

 

By what I thought was maybe my fourth martini, I was completely
game for singing karaoke with Tracey, who was also feeling no pain.
But our stubbornly responsible men called it a night. It was
probably for the best anyway, since once Teren scooted me into the
car, I had a little trouble holding my fangs in. Really though,
just remembering how to walk straight when you’re tipsy is hard
enough, having to constantly hold in your supernaturally long
canines? Well, it’s nearly impossible.

 

Teren expertly kept Tracey away from me as we said our goodbyes.
My mom and sister only laughed, since they knew about me anyway.
Hot Ben laughed at me too, until I gave him a big kiss on the cheek
and told him, “I love you, Ben, because Teren loves you…and that
makes me love you, so I love you.”

 

He blushed horribly after I slurred that out and told me to go
home and sleep it off. I gave him a thumbs up as he shut the door
on me.

 

Driving back to where my sense could feel my sleeping children,
I leaned back in the seat and giggled. It had been a long time
since I’d been drunk. Pre-pregnancy for sure. Running my hands up
my body, I stretched out my limbs. Every inch of my vampiric flesh
tingled, especially the good spots.

 

“Teren…?” I mumbled, closing my eyes.

 

“Yes, Emma,” he said back, a tremor of laughter in his
voice.

 

“Can we have sex in the car when we get there?”

 

His laughter filled my ears, making me laugh as well. “Why would
you want to do it in the car, when we have a perfectly spacious
bed?” he murmured.

 

I looked over at him, my eyes hooded and my vision wavering in
and out. “Because you said it’s been awhile since we’ve been
naughty in a car.” My eyes drifted down his body and I sighed. “And
you’re right, it’s been awhile.”

 

He smiled at me, then shook his head and fixed his eyes to the
road. My light-headed mind surprisingly pieced something together
while we drove along. One, we had at least a half hour drive ahead
of us, a half hour in which my foggy head would start to clear. And
two, my husband knew this empty stretch of road so well that he
really didn’t need to see it, to drive it.

 

Giggling at what I wanted to do, I unbuckled my seatbelt. Teren
immediately looked over at me, his brow furrowed. “Emma, what are
you doing?”

 

Still laughing, I ran my hands up my flirty dress and pulled off
my underwear. Teren’s eyes widened as he drove the way I knew he
could, without looking. “It’s my birthday,” I got out around
giggles. “I want my present.”

 

He dragged his eyes back up to mine. “And that would be…?” I
laughed even more as my fingers started in on his slacks. “Oh, uh,
Emma, I don’t think…”

 

As my mouth replaced my fingers in his lap, he found it hard to
finish that. Actually, he found several things hard…

 

His hand clutching my hair, he started breathing heavier. When
he was as ready as I was, he moved his seat back as far as he could
while still keeping his foot on the pedal. “Emma… ” was all he got
out before I straddled him, taking him in.

 

There was something about doing something highly illegal that
made it all the more exhilarating. Or it could have been that the
drinks I’d had were really strong and I was high off my butt, numb
in all of the right places. For whatever reason, the feeling of him
inside of me was unlike any other time before. Thanks to my mouth,
he was warm, and incredibly hard. Filling the small cabin with the
sound of my ecstasy, I jerked my hips back and forth over his. He
laid his head back, trying not to close his eyes, trying to still
drive. I wasn’t sure if he would, or if he’d just pull over. I sort
of wanted him to keep going, I sort of told him that too.

 

“Emma…”

 

His voice was tense with the restraint he was maintaining,
focusing intently on doing two opposing actions, driving and
lovemaking. While I stared down at him, I watched his fangs slip
out. I smiled, working over him harder, turned on even more by the
fact that he couldn’t maintain three all-consuming activities. He
sucked in a quick breath as his hand tightened on the steering
wheel. I could hear the leather creak in protest at the amount of
pressure being applied to it. A part of me hoped he didn’t break
it; most of me didn’t currently care.

 

My drunken body wasted no time getting to the good part and
before I knew it, I was exploding, clenching him tight to me as I
ground myself into him. He panted and groaned with me, his free
hand on my hip fisting the loose material of my flowy dress as he
released too. The car sped up and swerved, just fractionally,
before he got it under control again.

 

Kissing him languidly as we both came down off our high, I
thanked him.

 

He laughed while he fought to regain his breath. “Um…you’re
welcome?”

 

As I slid off of him, fixing his pants, he groaned and laid his
head back. “Oh my God.” Adjusting his seat back to where it had
been, he looked over at me with a forced scowl, his fangs tucked
away again. “While I’m not complaining, remember what I said about
you worrying about yourself? I could have wrecked us.”

 

I giggled, completely satisfied with my evening. “I trust your
abilities.”

 

He rolled his eyes but smiled charmingly. Under his breath I
heard him mutter, “I need to get you drunk more often.”

 

By the time we got to the ranch, my high had faded, but I felt
no regret over my actions. Nothing I did with Teren ever made me
feel anything but happy, not even when we’d christened Hot Ben’s
car or had sex beside a dumpster.

 

As we pulled up to our beautiful second home, a vehicle turned
into the mammoth driveway behind us; I could hear its tires
crunching up the road, even under the soothing low jazz playing
through the speakers. Halina rushed out from the main doors and
tilted her head at us, then at the car as it came into view. I
couldn’t sense any other movement in the house and figured every
other immobile blip on my radar was asleep.

 

Teren’s brow furrowed as he looked over at a black sedan with
dark tinted windows pulling up beside us. Looking at me for just a
second, he opened his door. Feeling my head clear considerably, I
got out of my side as Teren walked around to join Halina. The ranch
didn’t often receive visitors during the day, and as it was well
after two in the morning, it was a little outside of standard
visiting hours.

 

The car’s taillights brightened then blinked out as the vehicle
was shut off. Just as I was planning on how to grab my kids and get
out of here, if things turned violent, the sedan’s doors opened.
Surprise flitted through me at who stepped out. Surprise and a
trace of fear.

 

Her face splotched from what looked like hours of crying, her
eyes completely bloodshot, an obviously distressed Starla stumbled
out of the door. Blinking at seeing her, I watched as Gabriel
popped up from the other side. Stepping out of the driver’s side
was a familiar blond mixed vampire that I’d briefly met in L.A. a
few years ago, Jacen.

 

Looking between the three of them, I felt a sobering ice flood
my veins. They all had serious expressions and glum faces. Starla
sniffled, seeming to be on the verge of losing the tenuous hold on
her composure.

 

“Gabriel?” Teren asked.

 

“What is it?” Halina immediately added.

 

Gabriel smiled briefly at her before swinging his emerald eyes
to me. My heart nearly stopped from all of the anticipation
swirling in the air. “Emma…we need your help.”










Chapter 8
Please Help Me


Stupidly dazed, my head swam a little bit as I stepped forward.
Cursing myself for getting carried away with my birthday
celebration, I pressed my fingers to my temple. “Gabriel?” I
croaked out, sure I was having some sort of alcohol induced
hallucination.

 

He tilted his head at me while Halina calmly walked to his side.
“Are you…inebriated?” he asked curiously, inhaling me from where he
stood.

 

Feeling heat flush to my cheeks, I was preparing my mouth for
the brilliant response of, “No,” when Jacen leapt forward.

 

“You have to help her. You owe her!” he nearly shouted at me.
Teren moved in front of the mixed vampire, shielding me. Jacen sort
of resembled Starla, with a slight build, over-styled hair and
blue-green eyes. Those eyes were wide and fearful as they stared at
me.

 

I had a feeling Jacen would have flung Teren over the Prius,
stormed over to me and lifted me into the air, demanding my
assistance for whatever his problem was, but Gabriel blurred over
to him before he could move. Lightly touching his fingers to
Jacen’s shoulder, Jacen reluctantly straightened. In a more subdued
voice, he said, “Please,” and slunk his arm around Starla’s
waist.

 

It was a little surprising to see the affection, since those two
snarked more with each other than legitimate brothers and sisters
did, but Starla buried her perfectly spritzed-in-place head into
his chest as she stared at me, teary-eyed.

 

“Help her with what?” I said slowly, proud that I didn’t sound
the least bit slurred, although, even I could smell the alcohol on
my breath. I smoothed my hands over my hair, just in case I was at
all frazzled from my romp in the car with Teren.

 

One of Gabriel’s hands reached around Halina as she stepped into
his side, the other lifted to the open front door of the house.
“May we come inside?”

 

Teren blinked out of his stupor, placing his arm around my waist
in a steadying way as I minutely stumbled. “Of course, please, come
in.”

 

Starla sniffled again, clutching Jacen tight. The cutely similar
couple leaned against each other for support as Jacen led her up
the granite steps to Teren’s family home. Gabriel looked down at
Halina for a moment before they both followed. My head evening out
in the crisp, clean, cattle-fragranced air, I took a deep breath as
Teren and I followed our surprise guests.

 

Starla and Gabriel had both been here before, of course. Starla
at times reluctantly driving Gabriel up to visit with Halina, and
even more reluctantly spending the evening in the living room,
playing board games with Jack, Alanna and Imogen while her “father”
occupied himself with his girlfriend. But Jacen had never been.
Surprisingly though, he didn’t even look around. His pale eyes were
fixated on Starla; he didn’t seem to notice his surroundings at
all.

 

Concern flooded through me as Halina led the group into the
comfortably plush living room. Whatever was distressing Starla and
Jacen had to be bad. As Halina draped her body across a lounge
chair, Gabriel walked over to stand in front of the lit fire. The
flue behind him was encrusted with stones that were shaped into a
giant flame. I’d always thought it was an exquisitely beautiful
piece of art, but as I sat down, I also noticed that it provided a
fitting backdrop for what looked to be a speech.

 

Teren and I sat close together on a long couch, staring over at
Starla and Jacen on a nearby chair. Jacen held her tight as she
gazed at the floor, still looking like she was suffering from
shock.

 

“We are very sorry to intrude on your evening,” Gabriel began
calmly.

 

My heart rate increasing, I shook my head. “What is this about,
Gabriel?” I didn’t need his formalities. I needed to know why
Starla looked on the verge of an emotional collapse.

 

His eyes drifted over to his daughter, his child by
responsibility, if not blood. The aged eyes seem to tire right in
front of me. “There has been an…incident,” he looked back to me,
“in my lab.”

 

I blinked, not expecting him to say anything like that. Behind
him the fire popped and sizzled, the smell of mesquite swirling
around the room, overlapping the scent of vodka seeping through my
pores. Halina and Teren straightened as Gabriel sighed and shook
his head. “We had a break-in. They destroyed…everything,” he said
quietly.

 

Starla sniffed again, digging into Jacen’s side. Jacen, looking
just as overcome with emotion as she was, leaned over to us. “She’s
going to die unless you do something!”

 

I blinked again, my head feeling a step behind. “Die?” I glanced
back up to Gabriel, who was giving Jacen a clear warning in his
stern gaze. “What does he mean, die?”

 

Gabriel’s deep jade eyes connected with mine again. Before he
spoke, Teren beside me sighed and hung his head, seemingly having
pieced together what was going on already. I felt a little out of
sorts that my fuzzy mind hadn’t yet.

 

“Emma,” Gabriel began slowly, a hand running through his dirty
blond hair, “they demolished every vial of medication that I had.”
He shrugged. “I can make more, I even left Jordan to begin the
process, but it will take months for the first batch to be
ready.”

 

As I narrowed my eyes at him, trying to picture how such a thing
could have happened, Starla’s small voice filled the room. “I don’t
have months, Emma.”

 

I gasped as my eyes flew to hers, icy understanding filling me.
No, Starla didn’t. Unlike me, who was taking the shot simply
because I wasn’t ready to die, Starla was taking the shot to stay
alive. As she’d confessed to us once, she came from a line of
“defective” mixed vampires. Her body wouldn’t complete the
changeover. Once she began her conversion, she would never finish
it, she would simply…die.

 

“Oh, Starla, I’m so sorry.”

 

She sniffled again as Jacen closed his eyes and buried his head
in her neck. Gabriel sighed, dragging my attention back to him. “I
have many vampires who will be converting in the next several
hours, but Starla, as you know, won’t live through the process.”
His eyes pulled away from where Starla and Jacen were cuddling to
stare at me again. “You have the last of the remaining samples, the
only supply large enough to see Starla through the interim of
making a new batch. I’m so sorry, Emma, but we need your help. We
need your medicine.”

 

All of the blood drained from my face, taking any remnants of
alcohol with it. I’d never felt more sober in all my life. They
were asking for my lifeblood. They were asking me to give up my
heartbeat, so Starla could keep hers going. As I processed that,
Teren beside me exhaling in a long, controlled breath, Starla
quietly said, “I know that you probably don’t care for me. I know
I’m sort of…bitchy.”

 

Her voice cracked and looking over at her, I watched fresh tears
stain her cheeks. “But this is a death sentence for me, Emma. I
won’t survive a conversion.” Jacen kissed her head, looking like he
was going to start crying too. I instantly knew that the man loved
her, deeply loved her.

 

“Of course it’s yours,” I whispered.

 

Jacen, in his concern, didn’t hear me. He looked up at me, his
watery eyes fiery. “You can’t condemn her to death, not when you’ll
survive. You can’t be that selfish!”

 

Having heard me, Starla shushed him and blinked at me. “You’ll
give it to me?” She seemed genuinely surprised that I’d help
her.

 

Jacen did too, once he figured out what I’d said. “You’ll help
her?” he whispered.

 

I looked between the two of them. “Yes, of course.”

 

Teren lifted his head beside me. “Emma…”

 

I looked back at him, his perfect eyes torn. Lightly shaking my
head, I smiled softly. “I won’t let her die, not when
I’ll…survive.”

 

Teren’s fingers came up to touch my cheek, his eyes watery now
too. “Are you sure?”

 

I nodded, emotion filling my own. No, I wasn’t sure if I wanted
to die, who was ever sure of that? But I wasn’t going to let
another person permanently die, just so I could hear my heart beat
a little while longer. Looking back at her, I smiled through my
hazy vision. “It’s yours, Starla, take it.”

 

She started sobbing in earnest, then flung herself away from
Jacen to engulf me in a hug. She sobbed mercilessly into my
shoulder while I held her, patting her back. Jacen ran his hands
back through his hair and then down his face. “Thank God,” he
murmured over and over.

 

Watching me comfort his child, Gabriel smiled warmly, fatherly
affection in his face. “Thank you, Emma, for giving Starla a
chance.” He looked down to his daughter as she clung to me like my
very presence was keeping her alive. “She’s the only one that I
knew for certain wouldn’t survive this.” As Starla sniffled and
straightened, I handed her over to an eagerly awaiting Jacen.
Gabriel watched the two embrace with a raised eyebrow as he said,
“I am working on her problem, but it’s…complicated.”

 

He left it at that. I looked up at Starla and Jacen holding each
other tight in front of me, not even knowing where I’d start to
help her…genetically.

 

Starla smiled down at me, Jacen easing his grip on her
reluctantly. “Yes, thank you, Emma.”

 

I nodded, flushing that they were actually thanking me for
giving them back something that technically was theirs to begin
with. Shaking my head, I muttered, “You don’t have to… You’re
welcome.”

 

Narrowing my eyes at her, I examined her body more closely. Even
my enhanced sight didn’t catch anything unusual about her. Aside
from being disheveled from her earlier worry, she was
picture-perfect as always. “Do you need a shot now? Have you had
one today?”

 

She shook her head, her turquoise eyes filling and spilling.
“The lab was trashed when we got back to it. We looked everywhere
for a spare, but everyone kept their supply safe in the lab.”

 

Gabriel frowned at her. “I’ve told her to keep an emergency
supply in her car, since she cannot afford to miss a dose, but it
apparently…ran out and she never refilled it.”

 

Starla hung her head and shrugged sadly. Glancing between them,
wondering how much time she had, I turned to Teren beside me. “Will
you go and get her mine please?”

 

Teren eyed me for a moment, seemingly not happy about this, but
knowing it was the right thing to do. He nodded, then blurred away
upstairs.

 

Starla’s hand came out to touch my arm as she separated from
Jacen. “Thank you, it took a long time to get here and I’ve already
missed my evening shot. Father says I have another couple of hours,
at the most…” Emotion locked up her throat and she shook her
head.

 

I smiled and stood up to hug her warmly as my husband came back
with the few vials that I’d brought for the weekend here. He
immediately prepared one and injected her with it in the arm.
Starla didn’t react to the sting, anymore than I did. After awhile
of daily shots, you just get used to it. As he pulled away, she
reached out and hugged him tight. Teren blinked at the snobbish
vampire’s rare display of affection. I guess being that close to
death can leave you with a different view on what’s important in
life.

 

I was even more certain of that when Jacen stepped forward and
shook Teren’s hand, then pulled Starla back into his arms. “Thank
God, Starla. I don’t know what I’d do if you…” He sighed and
clutched her to him like he was scared she’d vanish at any
moment.

 

As they pulled away from each other and started romantically
gazing into each other’s eyes, a feeling started to build in the
room. It was an uncomfortable one, like we were intruding on a very
private moment. Like any second, they were going to lean forward
and kiss, quite possibly, for the very first time.

 

I turned away respectably. Halina snorted. “We have several
guest rooms available, if you’d like to consummate this little love
fest going on?”

 

Jacen’s eyes widened and he immediately stepped away from
Starla. The tiny debutante twisted to Halina, the attitude I knew
and loved, suddenly returning. “Bite me, Grandma.”

 

Halina slowly rose from her chair, tilting her head, like she
was considering Starla’s suggestion. Gabriel grabbed her hand as
she took a step towards Starla. Halina ran a hand down her forever
nineteen body, a smirk on her lips. "Careful, child, you wouldn't
want to have an accident… now that you're free to age again."

 

Starla sniffed defiantly and raised her chin. “I’ll ponder my
slowly fading youth tomorrow,” she raised an eyebrow at the
pureblood, “while I’m basking in the bright, California sunshine.”
Her smirk rivaled Halina’s and I heard a familiar growl burrow out
of the elder vampire’s chest.

 

I knew Starla was skating around very thin ice, and was about to
whisper at Teren to do something, when Gabriel spoke up. “Enough,
Starla. Please take the vials out to the car and wait for me with
Jacen.”

 

Starla’s eyes sank to the floor as she immediately responded
with, “Yes, Father.” Jacen took the few vials that Teren was
holding as Teren stood between Starla and his great-grandmother. If
things had gone down between the two snarky women, I wondered what
Teren would have done? If it were me, I’d have run for cover.

 

After Jacen took the medicine, Starla grabbed his hand and
pulled him away. The heavy smell of her hairspray marked her
passing. As Jacen left with her, I noticed several emotions passing
his youthful face. He seemed a little angry at Halina’s comments, a
little embarrassed by the moment he’d been caught in, and grateful
that Starla was going to be okay. But over all of that, he also
seemed…intrigued. As his eyes firmly locked onto the back of
Starla’s tight dress as she paraded him out of the room, I thought
that they might do a bit more than just “talk” once they got in the
car.

 

I contained my smile, hoping Gabriel gave them enough time
before he went out there, otherwise he may walk into something even
more private. As he was watching them leave with a frown on his
face, I wondered if he was thinking the exact same thing.

 

Halina shook her head at the couple then sauntered over to
Gabriel. They smiled at each other as she ran a hand back through
his hair, then she frowned. “Who trashed your lab?” Her question
got the attention of my silently debating husband. Teren sat back
down beside me and looked over to the pair of them, his sad eyes
turning inquisitive. “Who could pull off something like that, in
your own home?” she asked.

 

That was something to consider. Gabriel’s home was even more
impressive than the Adams’ place. It was also packed with
purebloods and mixed alike. The lab was a few floors underground,
in a soundproof room where Gabriel spent most of his days. Anyone
that had gotten down there and destroyed it must have known exactly
how to get in and out undetected. Either that, or there was now a
fresh pile of dead-vampire goo somewhere in Gabriel’s house.

 

Gabriel sighed and surprisingly looked over at Teren and not
Halina, who had asked the question. “I believe that someone I’ve
been hunting was giving me a message…to stop.” One edge of his lip
curled up; it was sort of menacing on the powerful man, especially
with the orange firelight reflecting on his features. “I don’t
intend to.”

 

I tilted my head at Gabriel. “Who have you been hunting?” I felt
myself cringing, not all that sure that I wanted an answer to my
question. If he was hunting a hunter, well, I knew what he did with
them once he found them.

 

His cool eyes turned to mine as he started to answer, but Teren
beat him to it. “The vampire who changed me…the one who stole from
you, right?”

 

A small gasp went through me and I twisted in my seat to face
Teren. “The one who gave that hunter the botched drug?” My eyes
shifted over to a frowning Gabriel. “Is he right? Is that who
you’re tracking?”

 

Gabriel’s lips twisted as Halina slunk her arms around him.
“Yes. I sent out people to bring him to me for a… conversation,
once you’d filled me in on what he’d done.” He frowned deeper and
Halina lightly scratched his stomach. “He’s a slippery one though.
He’s managed to successfully evade my net for years now, but I have
eyes everywhere and we are getting closer.” He raised an eyebrow
and shrugged. “It’s only a matter of time before he’s…dealt with.
The crime committed against you will not go unpunished, Teren.”

 

I swallowed nervously, knowing Gabriel’s form of justice
probably didn’t involve lawyers. Teren grabbed my hand, his eyes
still focused on Gabriel’s. “But he’s getting to you too. If he got
into your lab, then he can get close to you.” Teren’s eyes flicked
to Halina as concerned filled his voice.

 

Gabriel noticed and looked over at her too. She looked between
the two of them and straightened. “I am not afraid of one pissy
vampire.” She rolled her eyes. “I think I can handle one
man.”

 

Gabriel smiled crookedly at her. “I’m sure you could, dear.”

 

As she grinned at his comment, Gabriel's eyes twisted back to
Teren’s. “I believe he only successfully got into my lab because I
was out of the house, visiting a potential patient.” He smiled
softly. “A girl, twenty-two, looking to start a family. I’d like to
give her longer to think about it.”

 

He shrugged, sighed, and looked down as he sat on the stones in
front of the fireplace. Even though the fire was small, more for
ambiance than a heat source, I could feel the warmth of it on my
sensitive face. But Gabriel didn’t seem to mind sitting directly in
front of the heat. If anything, he almost curled into it, like a
cat enjoying a warm snuggle. The small blaze was enough to warm the
dead vampire’s chilly flesh. Halina’s too, as she sat beside
him.

 

His hands clasping around Halina’s, he looked at their joined
flesh as he sighed softly. “We will be losing so many overage mixed
in the next twenty-four hours.” He looked up at her, shaking his
head. “It does hurt my heart.”

 

Thinking about the mass conversions happening soon, I started
thinking of my own; it made my heart speed up. Teren squeezed my
hand harder, then leaned over and kissed my cheek. I knew he sensed
my unease. It had to be apparent to every vampire in the room.
There was no stopping the reaction though, my nerves were spiking
as I started thinking about dying.

 

Gabriel studied me, his eyes analyzing. Wiping a palm on the
edge of my flirty dress, I swallowed nervously again. “How long do
you think I have?” I asked in a trembling voice. Clearing my
throat, I more steadily added, “Until I die?”

 

Teren sighed and rested his head against mine. I nervously
fingered the locket around my throat while I tried to put on a
brave face. Teren had done this, surely I could too. Gabriel tilted
his head while Halina narrowed her eyes, almost like she was
waiting for me to keel over. “You had your shot this evening?”
Gabriel asked calmly.

 

I nodded. “Before we headed out. I usually take it around
bedtime every day, between eight or nine.”

 

Gabriel nodded as the facts entered his brain. I could nearly
see his brilliant mind calculating and formulating, printing out an
answer as fast as any computer in the world. “Your consistency has
acclimated your body to the drug. It will expect the dosage around
that time tomorrow. When it does not receive it, you, like Starla,
will have a few hours until your heart gives out.” He looked over
at Halina, squeezing her hand, then returned his eyes to mine. “I’m
very sorry, Emma, but I don’t think you’ll be alive when the sun
breaks Monday morning.”

 

Breathing in slowly, I closed my eyes and clenched my locket in
my fingers. So, that was it. I would be a walking, fictional myth
by the time I went back to work Monday. I would be heartbeatless
and chilly to the touch and wouldn’t be able to handle any sort of
food. I’d be unchanging to the world around me and would have to be
more careful about leaving any loose ends. I’d be fully entrenched
in the charade that Teren and his family had lived their whole life
in.

 

As I silently absorbed it all, Teren’s voice cut through the
room. “You are sure…that she will convert?” An edge of
fear was in his voice and I opened my eyes; the fear was on his
face too. Regardless of Gabriel’s assurances that I’d make it, that
his blood would be enough to finish the conversion, Teren was still
worried that I wouldn’t.

 

Gabriel smiled and nodded. “Yes, I see no reason why she should
have any difficulties completing the process.” He raised an
eyebrow. “Assuming she is fed enough, of course.”

 

Teren’s mouth firmed into a hard line. “Don’t worry about food.
She will eat.” He looked over at me, the determination still in his
features. “Even if I have to pour it down her throat myself,” he
added quietly.

 

I smiled at the love I saw in that determination. Letting the
locket swing loose against my skin again, I looked over at Gabriel.
“How long will the conversion take?”

 

Gabriel’s appraising eyes shifted to Teren. “How long did yours
take?”

 

Teren shifted in his seat, uncomfortable with even remembering
what had happened to him. He shrugged as he answered. “Not long,
under an hour.”

 

Gabriel nodded, like it wasn’t too surprising to him. “You are
essentially his carbon copy, so yours will take roughly around the
same amount of time.” He shrugged. “The process gets more efficient
with each mixed generation, but around an hour is about as quickly
as I’ve ever seen it completed.”

 

I nodded, leaning against Teren’s side. In the silence that
followed his last statement, I whispered. “What does it feel
like…dying?” Gabriel looked down. Actually, every vampire looked
down. Teren released my hand, folding his arms around me, but he
wouldn’t look at me either, instead, burying his face in my neck.
My heart rate spiked a little higher at their silent confirmation
of my fear.

 

It was going to be…unpleasant.

 

Hearing my heart, smelling my fear in the air, Gabriel peeked
his eyes up at me. The firelight glinted off of them, turning the
emerald into an eerie shade of bronze. “I’m so sorry, Emma, but I
have no words to describe it.” He looked over at Halina, the two of
them sharing an understanding that only undead vampires knew.
“Dying,” he whispered, “is different for every creature on this
earth.”

 

Halina sighed and looked over at me, her ageless eyes filled
with a compassion that I wasn’t used to seeing on her. I think that
terrified me more than Gabriel’s next sentence. Looking over at me
too, he shrugged. “In the end, death is something we must all face
alone.”

 

I nodded repeatedly while Teren kissed my neck, the stubble of
his jaw scraping over my skin. Wiping my hands over and over, I
prayed for the tears I felt stinging my eyes to not fall. Honestly,
I had no reason to be afraid. I would survive death, just as my
husband had. I had no reason to fear it. Now, if I could only
convince my body of that.

 

Gabriel gracefully stood, Halina standing up with him. He walked
over and squatted in front of me. Exhaling slowly through my mouth,
I tried to stop the light tremors that I could feel throughout my
body. He placed his chilly hands over mine, staring unblinkingly
into my eyes. Even though there was no glow emanating from them,
his ageless eyes had a calming quality about them and I found my
body relaxing.

 

Teren sat up, rubbing my back as he felt me easing as well.
Smiling softly, Gabriel quietly said, “You will survive this, Emma,
and you will be reunited with your family.” He closed his eyes
briefly, a small smile on his lips. I thought that maybe he was
taking a moment to mentally check in on his family. While everyone
in his nest was genetically a stranger to him, he did have two
blood children out in the world, and he could feel their presence
in his head, the same as I could feel mine.

 

“Thank you, Gabriel,” I said softly, folding my hands over
his.

 

He opened his eyes and stood. “No, thank you, Emma…for saving
Starla. I know she can be exasperating, but she is family to me.”
He looked through the home to where we could all hear the sounds of
very obvious heavy breathing and lip smacking. He frowned slightly
while I grinned. Jacen and Starla were indeed…celebrating her
survival. Gabriel sighed and shook his head. “And I am apparently
not the only one who would have missed her.”

 

As Teren kissed my cheek again, Halina wrapped her arms around
Gabriel. “You could stay tonight? Let them connect in a guest room
while we connect in my room?” She raised an eyebrow suggestively
and Gabriel smiled crookedly.

 

I flushed and wrapped my arms around Teren, giving them a moment
of privacy, visually at least. I could still clearly hear Gabriel
softly kiss her, and then sigh. “I wish I could stay, my dear, but
I have too many conversions happening or about to happen. I need to
get back home, to be there for them.”

 

I peeked up to watch Halina sigh and bite her lip, then nod and
lightly kiss him. Gabriel kissed her once more then reluctantly
shifted to leave. Teren and I stood and followed Halina to escort
him out.  As the fresh night air hit my face, I inhaled it
deep, letting the crispness settle the last of my nerves. It would
be fine, I would be fine, and now, Starla would be fine.

 

Smiling as we approached the sleek, black sedan they’d driven up
in, I tried to not listen to just how “fine” Starla currently was.
Gabriel approached the door just as I heard Jacen murmur that she
was beautiful. Just as Starla giggled, whispering that she knew
that, Gabriel jerked the door open. I bit my lip to not laugh at
the look on Jacen and Starla’s faces. Clearly absorbed in each
other, the high maintenance vampires hadn’t heard us coming towards
them. They looked equally shocked, and equally rumpled.

 

Gabriel cleared his throat and motioned outside. “Can you think
clearly enough to drive us home, Jacen?”

 

Lying on top of Starla, her arms and legs firmly wrapped around
his body, Jacen immediately stammered, “Yes, Father,” and tried to
disengage himself from the young woman beneath him.

 

Recovering from her shock, Starla frowned and looked up at
Gabriel. Popping a bubble with her fresh piece of gum, the mint
smell hitting me from where I was standing with Teren, she twisted
her lips. “Father,” she said coyly, her arms cinching around a
struggling Jacen, “do you think you could drive us back?” She
smiled with just one edge of her lip. “So Jacen and I
can…talk?”

 

Gabriel cocked an eyebrow at her while the laughter I’d been
struggling to hold in bubbled out. Shaking his head at her, Gabriel
let out a soft laugh as well. While not too sure about two of his
“children” hooking up right under his nose, he didn’t seem to be
able to refuse the woman who’d been so close to death. “Alright,”
his eyes locked onto Jacen’s wide ones, “but you will act in
accordance with your age, Jacen.”

 

Jacen nodded, his face serious. Well, his expression was
serious. It was a little hard to take his face seriously with his
hair sticking out every which way and faint streaks of lipstick
across his mouth. “Yes, Father.”

 

Giggling again, I tried to block out the fact that Gabriel was
correct in pointing out Jacen’s age. Even though he didn’t look it,
Jacen was older than Halina, which made him considerably older than
the twenty-something Starla. But to vampires, age was irrelevant at
a certain point. Gabriel himself had a huge age gap with his own
girlfriend…by hundreds of years.

 

As Gabriel moved to the driver’s side, Teren touched his arm.
“I’ll drive you to my place. We can pick up the rest of the vials.”
He looked over at me, a sympathetic sadness in his eyes. As much as
Teren wanted forever with me, he knew what I was about to face and
wouldn’t wish that on anyone. I smiled and nodded reassuringly.
This was the right thing to do.

 

Gabriel nodded at him and cracked open the car door.

 

“Gabriel?”

 

He looked up at Halina as she stepped up to the car. Maybe it
was a trick of the lights coming from the spacious windows of the
home, or the mixing of every vampire’s dimly glowing eyes, but
Halina seemed…nervous as she approached him.

 

Maybe sensing that, Gabriel closed his door. “Yes, dear?”

 

Looking over at Teren and I, then Starla and Jacen, she lightly
grabbed his hand, pulling him towards her. “May we…talk for a
moment, before you go?”

 

Gabriel smiled widely, then nodded. “Of course.”

 

They walked towards the house and I watched them curiously,
wondering if Halina was about to break up with him. While she’d
seemed like she’d decided to let him into her heart, the woman was
a mystery and could have easily swung herself the other way. Maybe,
since we no longer needed his assistance with me, she felt this was
a good time to end things. I hoped not. Regardless of her worries,
I knew that she loved him and love should be celebrated, not pushed
away.

 

Teren and I watched Halina separate from Gabriel and then take a
running leap to the top of the house. She landed effortlessly on
her hangout, the covered section of the roof where we’d had our
girl talk not too long ago. Gabriel looked up at her and smiled,
then took a couple of steps and jumped. He landed as effortlessly
as she had. I frowned that my attempt at that jump hadn’t been
nearly as graceful as the two of theirs.

 

Beside us, Starla giggled and I heard the rear car door slam
shut. Glancing down at the dark car, the sounds of lip smacking
resuming, I shook my head at the eager girl. Teren chuckled lightly
then slung his arm around me. “I could tuck you in before I go?” he
whispered in my ear.

 

I shook my head. “I don’t think I’ll be sleeping anytime soon.”
My hand covered my stomach, a tension knot forming. There was just
no way to fall asleep after someone tells you that you only have
twenty-four hours left to live. His pale eyes tracked the movement
and he nodded. Sighing as I leaned into his side, I murmured, “I
just want to stare at our children for awhile.”

 

He nodded against my head, then led me into the house. As we
silently walked up the stairs to the twins’ room, conversations
from the roof drifted down to me. I didn’t really want to listen,
it being a very private conversation and all, but blocking out
sound wasn’t always possible, and I was curious if Halina
was going to end their relationship.

 

Climbing up the steps with my arm around Teren’s waist, I heard
Halina casually state, “I just wanted to tell you that I’ve…grown
fond of you.” I smiled and looked over at Teren; he smiled too,
also listening. Halina sniffed and I pictured her standing tall and
straight, her chin held high as she reluctantly poured her heart
out. “I enjoy your company and miss you when you are gone.”

 

I heard Gabriel’s light steps as he approached where I sensed
her. “I miss you too,” he said quietly, a warmth in his voice that
I didn’t usually hear.

 

As Teren and I reached the top step, Halina’s voice lost some of
its casualness. Sounding much more like the teenager she resembled,
she told Gabriel, “I may…have feelings for you.”

 

Teren smiled wider and shook his head. She may? I was pretty
certain that she did. Gabriel seemed certain too. “You may?” he
asked softly. I pictured him cupping her cheek. I pictured her with
tears in her eyes. Of course, she may have been smirking for all I
really knew.

 

“Maybe…possibly…”

 

I smiled and bit my lip to not laugh at the normally confident
woman. She would hear it, and I didn’t want to disrupt her
outpouring by embarrassing her, even though she wouldn’t think
twice about doing the same thing to me. She delighted in
embarrassing me.

 

Approaching the door that my sleeping children were behind, I
heard Gabriel laugh softly. “Are you trying to tell me that you are
in love with me, Halina?”

 

I paused with my hand on the doorknob and looked up to the roof.
Teren looked up as well as we both waited for her answer. In true
Halina fashion, she scoffed at his question. “Of course not.” I
frowned at her stubbornness, but then I heard the distinct sound of
a kiss. After that, she muttered, “Maybe…I don’t know.”

 

Teren looked over at me, smiling as he nodded at the closed
bedroom door. Silently, I twisted the knob.  A patch of light
from the hallway highlighted the sleeping bundles in the large bed
they shared. Spike had come with us again this trip and he was in
his favorite place, huddled between them. He lifted his head at us
as we stood in the doorway, then lowered it, his bushy tail
slightly wagging at his master’s return.

 

Teren sighed contently as he watched the chests of our children
rise and fall, almost simultaneously as they obliviously slept.
Unaware of just what had transpired tonight, they held hands across
Spike’s body. Tears sprang to my eyes as I watched our tiny
miracles slumber. Whatever price I had to pay to remain with them,
I would. Teren clenched my hand tighter, kissing my head as we
watched the lives we’d brought into the world.

 

From up above us, I heard Gabriel sigh at Halina. “I…have
developed feelings for you too, feelings I never expected to feel
again. You have…taken me by surprise, Halina. I do believe that I
am in love with you.”

 

A wide smile broke out on my face as I looked over at Teren. He
smiled and tilted his head, listening for his great-grandmother’s
response to an outright declaration of love. I nearly wanted to
cross my fingers that she’d finally admit it back to Gabriel.

 

“I…I…” She paused for so long that I’d have sworn that she’d
jumped off of the roof, if I couldn’t still feel her up there.
Sighing, she finally said, “I will miss you. I wish I could help
you clean up the mess you’ve been left with.”

 

I shook my head at her and Teren shrugged. Some things Halina
was just not ready for. Admitting love was one of them. Gabriel
lightly laughed again, not at all bothered that she still couldn’t
say it. If anything, Gabriel was exceedingly patient. “It is nearly
dawn, my love, you cannot come with me. But, as soon as I…settle
some things, I will return to you.”

 

I heard light kissing, then Halina murmured, “I suppose I should
stay here anyway, at least until Emma is safe. I wouldn’t want her
to die on my watch.” I frowned as I looked up at where she was.
Teren let out a soft chuckle and I switched my frown to him.
Halina’s seeming indifference to me was sort of a joke around the
house. But I understood enough about Halina to not take offense to
it anymore. Well, most of the time anyway.

 

Returning my gaze to my children, I heard Gabriel chuckle and
lightly kiss her again.










Chapter 9
One Last Supper


When Halina and Gabriel finished up with their touching moment
on the roof, Teren blurred down to drive Gabriel to our place.
Smiling as I listened to Gabriel break up Starla and Jacen’s
canoodling, I heard Halina tenderly wish him a safe trip home. As
Teren’s vehicle departed along with Gabriel’s, I heard Halina sigh,
nearly with content.

 

In the silence of the sleeping household, I told her, “I’m glad
you didn’t break up with him, Halina. You two are good together.” I
smiled as I thought about how similar they were. Both had been
alone for a long time, having lost their respective loved ones ages
ago, Gabriel even longer than Halina. Both were the protectors of
their families and both could be ruthless when they needed to be.
Yet, in this, in falling in love again, they were equally new and
inexperienced. Almost…innocent.

 

Halina scoffed, blurring into the doorway beside me. “Well, I do
enjoy having intercourse with him.” She sniffed. “I wasn’t ready to
give that up yet.”

 

Like I said…almost innocent.

 

I rolled my eyes and shook my head at her as I stared at my
children. I could feel Teren pulling away from me in my head and
sighed softly, hoping he hurried back to me. The warmth of our
reuniting would help ease the growing knot of anticipation in my
belly. My head couldn’t stop mentally ticking off the moments.
Every heartbeat I had, every breath I took, every second of time I
felt passing by, was one less that I’d have…alive.

 

Silently watching me, Halina tilted her head, her dark hair
flowing down her bare arm in the strapless dress she was wearing.
“Are you freaking out?” she asked curiously.

 

Frowning at her, I shook my head and crossed my arms over my
belly, subtly pressing in that ball of tension. “No, of course not.
I know I’ll be fine.”

 

I lifted my chin, but even I felt the lie in my declaration. She
surprisingly put a hand on my shoulder. “My own transformation was
different from what you’ll be facing, but after having watched
Imogen and Alanna go through the torment, I’d be fearful of it, if
I was about to experience it.”

 

My eyes widened as the ball in my stomach grew considerably
larger. Was that supposed to make me feel better? Noting my
features, my accelerated heart, she shrugged. “I don’t believe in
coddling you. This will be painful.” She raised an eyebrow. “But it
is only pain and you have overcome far worse. I know you
can do this, Emma.”

 

Nodding my head at her, I actually did feel a little comforted.
Looking in on my children, she smiled softly. “I’m going down to my
room.” Looking back at me, she gave me a serious expression. “Enjoy
every moment of your last day as a human.” Shaking her head, she
whispered, “You won’t get another.”

 

I gave her a swift hug, even though she didn’t look to be asking
for one from me, then watched her languidly head down to her rooms
below the earth. Once her presence was settled downstairs, I walked
into my kids’ bedroom. Needing to feel connected to the people that
made this scary process worth having, I crawled into bed with
them.

 

Spike shifted to lie at our feet as I nestled in-between them.
Disturbing them only temporarily, I felt Nika murmur, “Hi, Mommy,”
across my skin as she wrapped her little arms over me. Julian
muttered the same as he wrapped himself around me too. Closing my
eyes, I inhaled their scent: the grass, the dirt, the baby shampoo,
and the distinct essence of them. It calmed me, and that horrid
knot melted away.

 

The next morning Teren and I filled in the rest of the family on
what had happened the evening before. Imogen and Alanna were
sympathetic, each giving me long hugs as we discussed my fate over
breakfast. Trying not to worry, I watched my children build houses
out of their French toast. I wasn’t hungry, but I made myself eat.
I knew that this was the last breakfast I was ever going to have,
so I wanted to enjoy it. I savored every bite that I made myself
take.

 

Jack sighed and put a hand over mine as I popped a slice of
bacon in my mouth. “I’m very sorry for what you’ll be going
through, Emma.” His warm brown eyes clearly showed that while he
adored his vampiric family, he had no desire to go through it. He
had no desire to become one.

 

I rested my hand over his, locking in the memory of how
similarly warm our skin was. “Thank you, Jack.”

 

He nodded, his eyes glassier than normal. Shifting his gaze to
his wife, he asked her, “Should I stay the night somewhere else
then?”

 

Alanna immediately nodded, her eyes protective. She didn’t look
at me, but I wanted to vow to her, on my very soul, that I’d never
hurt him. I couldn’t though. Having watched Teren suffer through
it, I knew that there was a very good possibility that I might go
after Jack. I hung my head at the thought. My next one immediately
brought my eyes back up.

 

“The children!”

 

My panicked eyes flew to them. I could clearly hear their
heartbeats, even across the table from me. Surely, they would seem
appetizing to a creature literally dying of thirst? Hadn’t Halina
confessed that she’d nearly killed Imogen? The thought of harming
them made bile rise in my throat. My trembling hand covered my
mouth just as Teren rubbed his hand over my back. The combination
gave me chills.

 

“We’ll get them away, Emma,” he said softly, soothingly. I
looked over at him, suddenly worried that I could somehow hurt them
no matter how far away they were from me. That would be my worst
nightmare, my absolute worst. Teren smiled and cupped my cheek. As
I heard other voices telling me that it would be alright, his sky
blue eyes drew me in. “I won’t let you hurt them, Emma. I’ll keep
them safe.”

 

I nodded in his fingertips and he gave me a soft kiss. The kids
giggled, not understanding the seriousness of the situation, only
knowing that Mommy and Daddy were kissing. With a faked
not-a-care-in-the-world smile, he twisted to them. “How would you
two like to spend the night with Grandma Linda?”

 

My kids erupted in loud cheers, clapping their hands. Spike,
sitting behind them in case they dropped anything to his level,
barked and thumped his tail, almost like he’d understood the
question and wanted to go see my mom too. I laughed at the trio and
slapped on my fake smile. “Okay, but you need to go easy on
Grandma. She’s not as quick as your other Grandmas.”

 

They both nodded, their little faces alive with yet another
upcoming adventure. “We know, Mommy,” Julian informed me.
“Grandma’s not a vampire.” He stumbled a bit on the word,
pronouncing it more with a W sound than a V, and I smiled genuinely
at the innocence there. Soulless, bloodthirsty monsters? I don’t
think so.

 

I slightly frowned as I rethought that. For a moment, just a
moment tonight, that was exactly what I’d be. Driven by pure
eat-or-die instinct, I’d be the epitome of every late night horror
show I’d ever seen. It was not a good weight to carry around, and I
was relieved that my children wouldn’t be there to witness it. Even
though they’d go through it themselves one day, they shouldn’t have
to see a parent that way. It would be unsettling for them. And I
wouldn’t exactly be setting a good example.

 

Teren looked back at me while they laughed around their mouths
stuffed with spiced bread. “I’ll call and make arrangements for
them and Spike.”

 

I sighed and leaned into his side. “Don’t tell her about me,
okay?”

 

He kissed my hair, his arm slinking around me. “Are you sure?
She would want to know what you’re…going through.”

 

Leaning my head on his shoulder, I looked over at Imogen and
Alanna talking together in a bright patch of sunlight. Even though
they were in a conversation themselves, about which cows should be
given up…for me, I knew that they were partially listening to our
conversation. “No, my mom would insist on being here, and it’s not
safe.”

 

Into my hair, Teren whispered, “We could make her leave once
you…fall asleep.” I smiled and looked up at him. He meant when I
died, but he didn’t want to scare the children with that word. They
still weren’t entirely informed on what went down during a
conversion. We weren’t about to tell them either, not at three
years old.

 

Frowning as I thought over the scenario he was referring to, I
shook my head before laying it back on his shoulder. “No, I haven’t
told her yet about that part of this and…” Sighing, I watched
Alanna twist to look at me. “No parent should have to watch their
child…fall asleep.”

 

Alanna smiled softly at me, her eyes shifting over to Teren.
Imogen grabbed her hand and she looked back at her mom. I wondered
if Imogen had watched her daughter die. As the youthful but
grandmotherly vampire smiled remorsefully and cupped her daughter’s
cheek, I figured that she had.

 

Pulling back from Teren’s shoulder, I looked up at him. “I wish
you didn’t have to see it.” He twisted his lips and shook his head,
but before he could speak, I quickly added, “But don’t leave
me.”

 

His eyes watered a little and he shook his head before resting
his forehead to mine. “I’m not going anywhere, Em. Nothing could
tear me away from you right now.” He leaned down to kiss me again,
but a piece of toast sailing across the table distracted him.
Straightening, he looked over at Nika and Julian pretend sword
fighting with sticks of toast. “Don’t play with your food.”

 

Knowing the seriousness of our conversation, knowing the
seriousness of my upcoming demise, I couldn’t help my reaction at
the look on his face as he instantly shifted from that seriousness
to stern parent, scolding our children for improper table manners.
I started laughing. In my anxiousness, I started belly laughing.
Tears were streaming down my face as my children joined in on the
gaiety.

 

Knowing I was disrupting the discipline that we usually tried to
instill in them, but needing a release, I grabbed a slice of my
toast and chucked it over the table at them. Their little eyes
widened, but giggling at me, they started throwing food right back.
I dodged half eaten chunks of bread as I tore up tiny chunks of
food to glob over at them. Teren sighed, but didn’t deny me my
moment of fun. Softly chuckling, he eventually joined in, grabbing
some fresh sticks from a platter of them in the center of the
table. Only Teren started chucking them at his mom. It was about
three seconds after that when a full-on food fight was in
progress.

 

I laughed until my sides hurt. Spike happily cleaned up the
mess.

 

Picking stray pieces of food out of my hair, I spent the bulk of
the afternoon with my children. We did everything that they loved
to do. We colored, we read books, we put together puzzles, and
Teren and I each grabbed a child and did the vampiric version of
piggyback rides, meaning we were mere streaks rushing through the
house. We wore them out so much that they crashed in my arms at
naptime. I stayed cuddled with them on the couch, listening to our
hearts beat in unison. I tried to imagine never hearing that again,
but I’d become too accustomed to it, I couldn’t.

 

Teren stuck close to my side throughout the day, holding me when
he could, kissing me repeatedly. I knew he was offering what
support and encouragement he could, and I loved him all the more
for it. We didn’t speak of what was going to happen to me anymore.
It was too hard to talk about around the children. I didn’t want to
worry or scare them. I would come out of this fine. I was pretty
sure anyway.

 

After naptime, Alanna started preparing the most elaborate meal
I’d ever seen; it rivaled Christmas dinner. When I asked her what
she was doing, she would only tell me that she was making something
special for me. It twisted my stomach at the same time that it
warmed it. She was literally making me my last meal. After today,
I’d be on the same all liquid diet that Teren was on. While he told
me all the time that food didn’t even sound appealing anymore, I
really had a hard time wrapping my head around it. How could
hamburgers, fries, pizzas, mochas, pasta and ice cream, suddenly
not sound mouthwateringly good?

 

As the children played with some floured dough balls, getting
the white powder all over themselves in the process, I helped
Alanna cut up some vegetables. From across the house in the
library, I could hear Teren call my mother, asking her if she’d
like the kids for a couple of days while he whisked me away on an
impromptu birthday getaway. She exclaimed her joy at the idea of
having them overnight and I sighed, watching Julian help Nika
squash her ball flat. It wasn’t exactly the situation I’d imagined
for their first night away from me. I wasn’t sure how I’d handle
them not being around, but I knew I needed to, for their
safety.

 

When Teren told her that Jack would be bringing the kids by,
since we were leaving shortly, I sighed again. I hated that he had
to lie to my mother, but it was for the best. You just couldn’t
tell a parent that your heart would soon stop beating and not
expect them to rush out to you. I’d always meant to tell her that
it would happen to me someday, but I’d never found the time…or the
courage. Like most things that happened with me, I’d have to tell
her after the fact. I did feel a little guilty about that.

 

Alanna patted me briefly in sympathy before returning to the
feast she was preparing. Teren hung up with my mother and
immediately called Hot Ben, both to fill him in on the situation
and to talk over his own stress with a friend. He didn’t outright
mention his fear, but I heard it in the tenor of his voice. I tried
to stop listening, to give him some privacy, and shifted my
attention to a lightly humming Alanna; she also seemed to be giving
her son privacy.

 

“Mom?” I asked softly. She twisted to me, smiling warmly at
being addressed as family. Lifting her eyebrows, she waited for my
question. Curious if Alanna would have done what I’d been doing for
the last few years, up until last night actually, I asked, “Would
you have taken Gabriel’s shot? Would you have wanted to keep
aging?”

 

Alanna smiled and leaned back into the counter as Imogen walked
into the room. Running a hand over the button up shirt tucked into
her jeans, she paused to rub her empty stomach. “I would have loved
to give Teren a sibling.” She sighed as Imogen walked over to slink
an arm around her. Looking between the two was like watching twin
sisters, not a mother and daughter. Shaking her loose, black hair,
Alanna shrugged. “It was hard for me to get pregnant. I would have
loved to have had more time to try again.”

 

I twisted my lips and nodded, trying to picture Teren with a
brother or a sister. Imogen sighed as well, her free hand skimming
over the long skirt she typically wore. “It was difficult for me as
well.” She squeezed Alanna tight. “You were my only miracle.”
Alanna smiled up at her while Imogen looked over at me. “Gabriel
says that it is harder for a female vampire to conceive, than it is
for a male vampire to…” She cut off, glancing down at my children
watching us curiously.

 

Filling in the part she didn’t want to say in front of my
impressionable youngsters, I let her know that I understood. “Oh, I
didn’t know that.” It was easier for vampire men to knock up
humans, than vice versa.

 

Imogen shrugged, a strand of dark hair falling from her loose
bun. “If we’d known that with Teren, we probably wouldn’t have
pushed him so hard.” She smiled as she listened to her grandson
laughing with Ben as his friend eased his mind. “He just seemed so
disinterested in settling down, we were worried that he wouldn’t
want children…until it was too late.”

 

All of us looked at the twins. They each smiled at the sudden
attention, swinging their legs back and forth on the stools as they
poked holes in the dough with their fingers. Alanna handed them
some pretzel sticks, showing them how to make animals with the
sticks as legs. I walked over to Imogen and she looped her cool arm
around me. “We shouldn’t have pushed him, I know, but look at those
two…” her eyes drifted back to Nika and Julian. “How could we not
pressure him for them?”

 

Alanna peeked her head up from in-between them, her lineless
brow furrowed. “But I raised my son properly, and he knew that he
had to find the right woman first, before he brought children into
this world with her.” Her face relaxed as she looked over at me.
“Actually, I think Carrie taught him that,” she whispered.

 

I nodded. Yes, his ex had taught him a lot about responsibility.
But then, all exes teach us something about who we are, about who
we want to be. Alanna smiled as she went back to making dough
animals with the kids. “He just took his time finding you, is
all.”

 

“Says who?” Teren asked, finally walking back into the room.
Smiling confidently, he slipped his arms around me and nuzzled my
neck; the roughness made me laugh. “I think I found you just when I
was meant to.”

 

I leaned back into his arms and closed my eyes, nodding. “Yes,
yes you did.”

 

The kids started getting anxious to leave shortly before dark.
They waited until Halina was awake, so she could see them off, but
really, they’d been bouncing off the walls for most of the
afternoon. Spending the night at my mom’s house had never happened
for them and it was an excitement that was nearly palpable.
Especially when Teren told them that my mom had fresh blood in her
fridge.

 

I frowned at him while the kids clapped their hands. “Where
would she…?” My eyes widened as I remembered something about her
getting a chicken coop a couple of days ago. “Did she get those
chickens just…for that?” My eyes drifted down to my kids hugging
Halina goodbye. Teren bought live chickens so he could drain them
before cooking them. I knew my mom was okay with what the kids
were, but her going so far as to provide a food source for them was
pretty startlingly, especially since they really didn’t need that
much blood.

 

Teren held me tight and shrugged. “She said she didn’t want to
deny them what they needed.”

 

I sighed, recalling her saying that to him earlier when they’d
spoken. I remembered Teren’s response; it was the same as my own.
“She doesn’t need to do that. We give them all the blood they
need.”

 

He shrugged again. “I know, but she’s a proud grandma.” Laughing
softly he added, “I think if our kids breathed fire, she’d laugh
and have them make her s’mores.  Anything to make them feel
special.” He laughed again and kissed my neck.

 

I shook my head at my mom. She sure had embraced them in a way
that I hadn’t anticipated. I hoped her level of acceptance
stretched to me as well when I came back…different. With how much
she constantly surprised me with them, I was pretty sure she
would.

 

As Jack came down the stairs with his overnight bag, a pang went
through me. This was really happening. He was spending the night at
our house while our kids stayed with my mom. I watched him walk
over to his wife and gently kiss her goodbye. She put on a brave
face but my enhanced sight saw the tremble of her lip, the moisture
in her pale eyes. She probably hadn’t spent a night apart from him
since her own conversion. Guilt washed through me that I was
forcing them apart, if even just for one evening. I knew he
couldn’t stay though. It was too risky. And I knew Alanna wouldn’t
leave me until she knew I was safe. That just wasn’t her way.

 

Whispering words of love to each other, I pulled my sight from
them, to give them as much privacy as I could. Our children
detached from where they were saying goodbye to Imogen and darted
to Teren and I. We each knelt down to enfold a child in our arms.
Nika shivered as she held her daddy. Julian melted into me as I
held him. I closed my eyes and swallowed, knowing I’d feel
different the next time they held me.

 

“Love you, Mommy,” he said merrily, not a trace of fear or worry
in his voice.

 

I choked up, my eyes nearly overflowing. “I love you too,
baby.”

 

Nika separated from Teren to trade places with Julian. Nestling
my head in her hair, I felt my tears fall free and heard them
splash on her body. She peeked up at me, her fingers coming up to
touch my cheek. “Why are you sad, Mommy?”

 

I smiled as even more tears fell. “I’m not, sweetheart. I just
love you…so much.”

 

Julian broke free from Teren to rush back to me. I crushed him
to my body, suddenly not wanting to let them go, even though I knew
I had to. “Don’t cry, Mommy,” he murmured as his little hand
stroked my back.

 

It was too much for my stressed body and the few tears were now
a torrent. I kissed each head repeatedly as I sobbed out, “I’m just
so happy to be your mommy. I love you both so much.”

 

Just when I felt myself really starting to lose it, my own
emotion starting to reflect in my children as they voraciously
clung to me, Teren gently pulled them back. “Okay kids, time to go,
Grandma’s waiting.” His voice was light and soft, carefree,
everything mine was currently not.

 

Not wanting them to know anything was wrong, I wiped my eyes dry
and threw on the happiest smile that I could. “Daddy’s right.” I
cupped their cheeks, their smiles returning as my tears dried up.
“You guys have fun, okay?”

 

They both nodded and giggled, rushing to give Alanna a final hug
before heading out the door with Teren. He glanced back at me with
apologetic eyes and I mouthed, "thank you," so he would know that I
wasn’t upset with him for disengaging them from me. I knew he was
right to break the tension. I didn’t want them to feel anything but
joyous about what was happening.

 

He nodded and left, their presence in my head shifting to the
parking lot as he transferred their car seats to his dad’s truck.
Jack and Alanna gave each other one long, last hug before
separating, Alanna handing him a bag of the supper that he’d be
missing. Jack walked over to me while I held in my stomach,
anxious, nervous, and sad that half of my family was forced to flee
from me. Looking down at me for a second, he shook his head and
then swept me up into a hug. I blinked and hugged him back
fiercely.

 

He wasn’t super affectionate, unlike Alanna and Imogen, so I
knew that he was truly feeling concern for me. Patting my back
while he held me tight, he whispered, “You come back now,
alright?”

 

Swallowing, I nodded. “I will, Dad.” The word still tore my
heart. Having lost my father at such a young age, I’d had a hole in
me that Jack had helped fill. I loved him as the surrogate father
that he was, and was very grateful that he wouldn’t be anywhere
near my menu tonight.

 

Pulling apart from me, he sniffled, then headed out the door
after Teren. I made myself stay in the house, but I heard my
children laughing and barking with Spike. Jack said his goodbyes to
his son, wishing him well with the conversion. I could hear them
hug, then car doors started shutting. I turned away after that, not
really wanting to hear my children leave me.

 

Surprisingly, I turned into Halina. The vixen said nothing, only
wrapped her ice cold arms around me. I held in my tears, sniffling
into her shoulder. She patted my back, soothingly murmuring, “Don’t
worry, they will all be safe.” She hugged me a little tighter. “As
will you.”

 

She said something else after that but it was in Russian. I
caught a little of it, and from what I could make out, she was
saying that I would finally be a sister of the night and we would
celebrate with a slaughter, bathing our bodies in blood. Or she
could have been wishing me an early happy birthday. My Russian
still wasn’t that great.

 

Teren swished back into the room as the sound of tires crunching
down the driveway filtered back to me. I was handed off from one
vampire to another as Halina passed me over to my husband. Clinging
to him, I thought that I’d probably never needed him as much as I
did in that moment.

 

Sensing my turmoil, perhaps sharing it, he scooped me up as I
laid my head on his shoulder. Too exhausted to keep standing
anyway, I was grateful for the assistance. Kissing my head, he
sighed. “This isn’t exactly how I pictured our first overnight date
without the kids.”

 

Blinking, I peeked up at him. Smiling softly at me, he shrugged.
“I’ll do better next time.”

 

I laughed lightly and he smiled wider, giving me a soft kiss.
Alanna walked up to us, gently placing her hand on my back.
“Hungry, dear? Dinner is ready.”

 

She looked at the door and I knew she was thinking of her
husband. Reaching out to her, to give her some comfort for her own
loneliness, I nodded. “I’m starving, Mom. I would be honored.” She
smiled widely and started walking towards the kitchen. Even though
my stomach felt too knotted to have food in it, Alanna loved
providing for her family and I knew I’d just lifted her spirits by
accepting it. A small sacrifice for her much larger one.

 

We all sat down to the feast fit for a King. Alanna had prepared
all of my favorite things it seemed. Adams’ ranch steaks, the best
in all of California if you asked me, roasted chicken, mashed
potatoes, macaroni salad, and even a lasagna. It was way too much
food for only one person to eat, but I appreciated the sentiment.
She piled my plate with a little bit of everything, then kissed my
head as she tucked me under the table.

 

I thanked her and stared at my plate as the carafe of blood was
doled out. I wasn’t the tiniest bit hungry. It made me a little sad
that I wasn’t, since this would be it for me, food-wise. But
really, eating was the last thought in my head; even the blood I
could smell wafting in the air didn’t sound good.

 

Handing Teren his steaming glass, Alanna patted my back. “Eat,
Emma, it will help ease the…discomfort, if your stomach is
full.”

 

My eyes widened a bit, but I picked up my fork and did as she
said. I trusted her advice; they all had a lot more experience with
this than I did. Teren drank with his arm around me, cool and
comforting.  A silence settled around the table as the meal
extended. It seemed to take about three times as long as a typical
meal at the ranch. Probably because I was picking at my food. They
all watched me too, like each vampire was waiting for my heart to
beat its last beat right there in front of them. I wanted to tell
them to stop, that I wasn’t even late for my shot yet, but as the
time went by, I started to do it too, listening internally to my
steady, wet thump.

 

Bedtime for my kids rolled around when Alanna brought out a
cake. I smiled at the chocolate treat and made myself take some. My
thoughts were on my kids though. I imagined my mom laughing and
reading them stories. I pictured them holding hands and telling
each other goodnight. It hurt my heart that I was missing it. While
I frowned, Teren kissed my head, also aware of what time it
was.

 

As I finished with all of the food that my body could handle,
the time finally passed over when I typically took my shot. It felt
strange to not take it. A warning bell was dinging in my head that
I had to consciously ignore. It was hard to. I’d been taking the
medicine for so long now that my body was nagging at me, constantly
reminding me that I was forgetting to do something. Only I wasn’t
forgetting. I was not doing it on purpose.

 

Swallowing as I leaned into Teren’s side, I stared back at all
of the ice blue eyes curiously watching me. Nervous and anxious, I
turned my head to Teren. “If we go to Utah, what would we do for
work?”

 

Teren startled a little, his brow narrowing. Obviously he hadn’t
expected me to ask that. “You want to talk about that…now?”

 

I nodded as I rubbed my full stomach. “Yes.” My eyes drifted
around the table. “Waiting around to die is started to kill me…” I
narrowed my eyes as Halina smirked at me. “You know what I mean,” I
muttered, swinging my eyes back to Teren. “Distract me…please.”

 

Teren smiled and shook his head. “Well, I’ll get a job writing
somewhere, maybe another monthly magazine, or maybe a newspaper.”
He smiled wider, hugging me tight. “You can get a job at another
accounting firm, or…really, we could get you a job anywhere you
want. Feel like changing careers?”

 

I pulled back from him and scowled. “How are you going
to get me a job anywhere I want?”

 

He twisted his lips and was about to answer, but Halina across
the table got my attention by smiling slyly and waving. I dropped
my mouth open as I understood. They compelled their way into jobs.
Twisting my head back to him, I sputtered, “That’s cheating.”

 

He shrugged. “The job market is competitive, sometimes an edge
helps.”

 

I scoffed and shook my head. “An edge…really.”

 

He chuckled and shrugged again. As I looked around the table, I
took in the opulence that the family gathered around themselves -
gold cutlery, crystal goblets, fine china in a pantry against the
wall. And this was just one of their ranches. Even for a successful
business, it seemed a little over the top.

 

Looking back at Teren, I cocked an eyebrow. “Okay, I know a few
things about financials.” My hand swirled around in the air to
indicate the luxury around us. “And a few ranches scattered across
the country could not have possibly amassed the amount of money you
guys have.” I looked over at Halina pointedly. “This can’t all be
from ranching…so where did it come from?”

 

I heard Teren scratch his stubble, and Alanna and Imogen looked
at each other. Only Halina kept my gaze. “Do you really want to
know?”

 

Taking in the reluctance around me, I sighed. “I’m going to find
it…unsavory, aren’t I?”

 

Halina grinned widely and sat back in her chair. “That depends
on your definition of unsavory,” she said sweetly. “I call it
survival.”

 

Twisting my lips, I sighed, “Okay, hit me.”

 

She smirked and shrugged. “Well, in my many years on his earth,
I may have crossed paths with a millionaire or two. They may have
felt…compelled to donate some of their wealth to my well being.”
She shrugged again as Teren shifted beside me, watching me
intently.

 

My jaw dropped practically to the floor. “You stole it?”

 

She tilted her head, her youthful face contemplative. “Well,
that’s where the savory-unsavory line comes into play.” She
shrugged causally. “I asked…they gave.”

 

I raised an eyebrow at her. “Did they have a choice?”

 

She grinned merrily. “No.”

 

I sighed and leaned back in my chair, taking in the “stolen”
wealth around me. “So, all of this isn’t really yours?”

 

Imogen leaned forward, her brows concerned. “Emma, it was just
to get us up and running.” She smiled lightly. “I’m pretty good
with financials too, and I make sure that we have sound
investments, so mother doesn’t have to…do that.”

 

I scrunched my lips at her and shook my head. “But if those
investments ever dried up?”

 

Imogen raised an eyebrow, her face confident. “They won’t.”

 

I leaned forward. “But…if they did?”

 

Halina snorted and crossed her arms over her chest. “They
won’t.” Her tone was definite; she clearly meant it in the literal
sense. If they lost everything they had, money-wise, then she’d
find another person with an abundance of it and “ask” him or her
for a charitable contribution, one that they wouldn’t be able to
refuse.

 

Shaking my head, I murmured, “Now I sort of wish I hadn’t
asked.”

 

I sighed again, not sure how comfortable I was with the
situation. Teren squeezed my shoulder and looked about to speak up,
but his great-grandmother beat him to it. Leaning over her arms on
the table, Halina shook her head at me. “Try to understand the
situation, Emma, before you condemn it solely on principle.”

 

Hanging her head, she lowered her voice. “I was turned when I
was nineteen. I was alone, in a foreign body, with a newborn
infant. My husband was dead. My creator was dead. And every day, I
worried that I might turn on my own child.” She peeked up at me,
the wisdom in her eyes betraying the youth of her body.

 

Tilting her freely swirling mass of black hair, she indicated
the land around us. “My husband left me with a fraction of this
ranch that you see now, and no one here to help me with it during
the day.” Sighing, she looked over to the window, out to the fields
where dark shapes were standing still in the distance, sleeping.
Every vampire in the room was stone silent, listening to her story;
no one besides me was even breathing.

 

Shaking her head, she muttered, “I fed on cattle and what other
animals that I could find nearby, too scared to even approach a
human. Too scared that once I did, a bloodlust would take me, and I
wouldn’t be able to stop killing humans.” She looked back at me,
her eyebrows raised. “Believe it or not, but I didn’t want to be
that kind of creature.”

 

Shifting her eyes to her daughter, she sighed again. “But
eventually the cows started to dry up. Eventually I didn’t have any
left to get milk for my child. Eventually, I had to go
into town, to feed her.” Her eyes saddened as she looked back at
me, and I didn’t see the sultry vixen who liked to ceaselessly
tease me anymore. I saw a concerned mother, same as me.

 

Imogen rested her hand on her mother’s shoulder as Halina
continued. “I fought against my hunger, as Imogen was my priority.”
Her lip quavered a bit as anger filled her voice. “She was
screaming she was so hungry, and out of fear and desperation, I
begged a man on the street to get her food.” The anger fled her
voice as wonder replaced it. “To my complete surprise, he did.”

 

She smiled as she looked down at the table, shaking her head. “I
watched him walk across the street, not even bothering to move out
of the way of the cars on the road. I watched him break into a
closed store and come out with bundles of food - rice, bread, and
bottles of milk.” Looking back up at me, she shrugged. “He walked
right over to me, dropped it at my feet, smiled, and then
left.”

 

I felt a shiver run through me thinking about what she’d made
that man do. It was so much power for one person to hold. I
wondered what I’d do with her abilities? Would I use them for
“good” as Teren had once teased me?

 

Tilting her head, her ageless eyes as awed as her voice, she
said, “I had no idea that I had that kind of power until that very
moment. I tried it out on others, getting the things that I
needed.” Smiling softly, she looked around the home, her home.
“Soon, I had food, I had cows, I had help with the ranch,” she
focused her eyes back to me, “and most importantly, I had a way to
keep my child healthy, happy and alive.” She raised her eyebrows as
she let that sink in. After a second, she shrugged and grinned. “I
even compelled someone to take care of her during daylight hours,
when I couldn’t be there.”

 

Marveling at the woman before me, I watched her lean back in her
chair and raise her chin defiantly. “Now, given my options, Emma,
what would you have done differently?”

 

Shaking my head, nearly speechless with awe, I could only get
out, “Nothing…”

 

She gave me her trademark smirk, then swirled her hand around
the room, similar to how I’d done it earlier. “So, now, this may
seem opulent to you, but I’m providing for my family, all
of my family, however many generations of us may come along.”
Looking around the room at her family, she met and held each pair
of pale eyes. Teren smiled when she got to him.

 

In a low, passionate voice, she continued with, “None of them
have my abilities and once I go…they are all on their own. I won’t
leave them destitute, penniless.” She swung her eyes back to me, a
fire in the icy depths. With a snarl of determination she spat out,
“No child of mine will ever scream for food again.”

 

Blinking back the tears, I shook my head. “You…really are an
amazing woman,” I whispered.

 

Slapping on an effortlessly casual crooked grin, she rested her
leather boots on the table. “I like to think so.”










Chapter 10
The Death and Life of Emma Adams


After dinner, I still had quite a few hours to kill before I
died. Not really knowing how to spend the last moments of my life,
I alternated between pacing, stressing and restlessly twitching. As
the minutes marched on and on, each one bringing the sun just a
fraction of an inch closer to rising again, my heart started
accelerating. I wasn’t dying yet, just anxious. While I knew the
actual act was going to be a bitch, the waiting around for it to
happen was probably going to be the worst part. The mind was a
cruel weapon at times, imaging every ache before the body even gets
a chance to feel it.

 

Teren squatted in front of me when I started biting my
fingernails. Smiling softly, he cupped my cheek. “Come with
me?”

 

I looked around the room. All of the vampires were watching me,
all with expressions of anticipation that matched the jumble of
nerves in my belly.  “Where are we going?” My voice hitched
nervously.

 

His cool thumb stroking my cheek, he soothingly said, “Just for
a walk, just to get your mind off things.”

 

I looked back at him and raised an eyebrow, chuckling in a
bubbly, anxious way. “You think that’s possible?”

 

He smiled sadly and shook his head. “No, but I’d like to
try.”

 

I stood and nodded. Everyone in the room stood with me. It was
almost like I’d suddenly become royalty and they were all following
my every whim. It made me laugh inappropriately; none of this was
funny.

 

Halina smiled at me but Alanna and Imogen only looked even more
concerned. They all started to follow Teren and me as we headed
towards the slider leading out back, but Teren shook his head at
them. “I’d like a moment alone with my wife.”

 

They all nodded and only Teren and I stepped through the glass
doors.

 

I shut my eyes as the cooler night air blew across my face. I
could smell the awakening of life in the wind – new plant shoots,
pollen, freshly cut grass, blossoming night flowers. It gave me a
sense of renewal, grounded me with the power of nature.

 

Teren had told me once that he felt more connected to the world
after his death. I already felt more in tune with it, with my
enhanced senses. I wondered if that would change even more.

 

Grasping my hand, Teren led me to the edge of the flat rocked
patio. I smiled over at the chorine filled pool as we walked by it.
I had a lot of memories in that pool - diving in on a hot summer
day, teaching the kids to hold their breaths, getting in a water
fight with Teren, trying to race with him and losing miserably. But
mostly, that softly lit water reminded me of getting married. We’d
said “I do” over those shimmering-in-the-moonlight ripples. Dead or
alive, it would always hold a special place in my heart.

 

Stepping off of the back end of the patio to a trail of granite
steps that led down to where the equipment was kept, I felt the
distance of the other vampires in my head. My children were the
farthest, sleeping peacefully with my mother back in the city.
Halina and the other girls were just where we’d left them, in the
living room, probably watching me through the windows as I
disappeared with my husband down the back of the hill. I knew
they’d be able to find me once I gave out. Locating me was never a
problem anymore, not since I gave off a GPS signal to them too.

 

Heading down a light trail in the tall, tan grass, Teren started
swinging my hand like we were on a first date or something. I
smiled over at him, grateful for his calming presence. “Thank you
for doing this.”

 

He looked over at me, a light smile on his handsome face. “I
only wish I could do more.” He shook his head, his eyes glowing
brighter the farther away from the lights of the ranch that we got.
“I wish I could take the…”

 

His voice trailed off and he looked down. I filled in the
blanks. “The pain?”

 

Glancing up at me, he sighed. “Yeah, I’m sorry. I’d experience
it all over again if I could, just so you didn’t have to.”

 

He sighed again, his face forlorn, and I cuddled into his side,
ignoring the shiver that went through my body when I pressed
against him. “Hey, how bad can it really be? I mean, I’ve had two
kids, it can’t be worse than that.”

 

I expected him to laugh, but he only looked at me with a raised
eyebrow. Swallowing, I muttered, “Right…”

 

I closed my brightly glowing eyes and laid my head on his
shoulder. We walked along in silence, our eyes highlighting the
vague trail that repeated passings from the Jeeps had created. We
walked back through one of the empty pastures. The ranch hand’s
house was visible to my very left, but the large home was empty.
The family brought in help a few times a year, but this luckily
wasn’t one of them.

 

The man who led the rotated groups brought onto the property,
kept in contact with the family often and I’d even spoken to him
once or twice. Peter Alton was a genuine cowboy and seemed to have
the stoic character down pat. He never asked the Adams any
questions about their oddities, but I was pretty sure he knew. The
family seemed content to let the quiet man believe whatever he
wanted to believe, as he’d worked for them for years and had never
betrayed their trust. I wondered if he’d be going to Utah with
them, or if he’d be “retired” from their services.

 

As we moved away from the empty home near the barn, I thought
about leaving my family behind in a year or so. Suddenly lonely for
them, I squeezed Teren’s hand. He kissed my head as I sighed, “I
wish my family was here.”

 

He kissed my head again. “I know.”

 

I’d called my sister after dinner, not able to stand not talking
to her, but she hadn’t been home. It had alarmed me at first, until
I realized that she was probably with my mom, entertaining my
children with her. I couldn’t call over there and tell her what was
really happening without clueing in my mom. I was pretty sure Ash
would cry, or freak out, or demand to come over here, and Mom
wouldn’t buy Teren’s cover story after witnessing my sister going
into hysterics. Ashley would just have to be told after the fact as
well.

 

Watching the moonlight glint off the lightly waving grass, I
buried my head in his arm. “I’m scared,” I whispered.

 

Hearing me, he wrapped his arm around me and kissed my head
again. “I know,” he whispered back.

 

I peeked up at him, picking out the strong lines of his features
with the light I produced. He really did know what I was feeling;
he’d gone through it himself. Only his had been worse, so much
worse. He’d had to wait to die, knowing that he’d probably kill me
when he woke up. He’d waited around to feel excruciating pain while
already being in excruciating pain, having had both of his legs
beaten to pieces. I couldn’t even imagine how terrified he’d been
and I’d truly seen none of it. For me, he’d put on a brave
face.

 

Stopping in the grass, I reached up to stroke his face. “Have I
ever told you how amazing you are?”

 

He smiled and nodded in my fingertips. “Yes, once or twice.” He
chuckled then leaned down to kiss me.

 

Resuming our walk, we headed down to one of the ponds that Teren
and his dad frequently fished from. Some small animals darted away
as we approached. A low growl escaped my chest before I stopped it.
The heartbeat I heard retreating was a small one, but it still
revved up that part of me. I suppose that was just my body getting
ready.

 

Teren slinked his hands down to my fingers, sitting down at the
edge of the water. I sat with him, a little embarrassed at the
primal part of me releasing. He smiled and laughed lightly. “Don’t
worry about it. It’s just a part of who you are.” He leaned in to
kiss the scar on my neck, a spot that he usually avoided, but as it
was sort of prevalent in the air tonight, he didn’t bother trying
to ignore it.

 

I smiled that he understood so much about me. Being married to
someone who had gone through everything I was going though was very
comforting. “Will that finally be gone,” I asked as he pulled away
from the constant reminder of my attack.

 

Peeking up at me, he nodded. “Yes, you’ll heal,” his eyes
scoured my body, “everywhere.”

 

I smiled that my stretch marks would be fading too then.
Slinking my hand over his propped up knee, I exhaled slowly. “What
is it like…waking back up?”

 

I knew he wouldn’t tell me about dying, but surely he could warn
me about coming back to life? He looked away from me, his eyes
shifting to glow on the empty fields across the stream. Near
silent, he finally said, “You won’t feel like you. You’ll be
pure…animal. Nothing about who you are will feel familiar…not even
your own name.”

 

He sighed and looked back at me. “And you’ll be hungry. So
hungry,” he whispered. I swallowed but didn’t look away. His
fingers came up to touch my cheek, to tuck a lock of hair behind my
ear. “I want you to embrace the animal, to let it take over. 
It will help you fight through the pain, it will help you live.
Don’t fight the instinct…okay?”

 

His brow bunched as his face shifted into concern. I saw the
fear in the depths of his pale eyes and knew that he was, again,
holding back how afraid he truly was. I nodded, cupping his hand to
my cheek. “I won’t hurt you?” I whispered.

 

He shook his head. “No, I don’t have a heartbeat.  I won’t
be…interesting to you. You’ll be looking for pumping blood, the
harder the better.” He shook his head again. “And you won’t have to
look far. I’ll have it right there for you.” He calmed his features
as best as he could. “You have nothing to fear, Emma. I’ll take
care of you.”

 

I inhaled a big breath, holding it for ten seconds, absorbing
his words. I knew he was right, I knew that he’d die again before
he let me go, but it’s human nature to fear the unknown, and death
is a pretty big unknown. He held me close as we sat along that
bank, the light of our eyes highlighting each other’s features as
we talked about less frightening things – whether or not we put the
kids in a public school, when or if my sister would find someone,
my mom’s health, his dad’s, Hot Ben and Tracey’s upcoming
nuptials.

 

I could feel time passing by, but as Teren made me laugh, or
kissed me, or made me smack him with some smart aleck remark,
everything in the world seemed to stop. I wasn’t about to die. My
kids weren’t a worry in the back of my mind. Halina’s struggles
weren’t playing on repeat throughout my brain. For a moment beside
that pond, Teren and I were just a couple in love. It was nice to
go back to that simplicity.

 

But eventually as the night wore on we decided to stand and head
back to the ranch. Teren stood first and, always the gentleman,
held his hand out for me. With a smile on my face, I reached up to
grab it. I was halfway to standing when the smile fell off my face.
My heart missed a beat, like it did sometimes if I was really
nervous or anxious. It was an uncomfortable feeling and I rubbed my
chest. Teren’s brows furrowed as I straightened my legs.

 

“Emma? Are you feeling…okay?” he asked tentatively.

 

I started to take a step forward, telling him that I felt fine,
but my body had other plans. My half-step towards him brought me
right back down to my knees. I looked at myself confused; it was an
odd feeling to have your body do something that you didn’t tell it
to do. Before I could worry about it too long though, my heart
missed another beat. This time it hurt.

 

Knowing it was happening, knowing that I was minutes away from
dying, I felt my heart shift into overdrive. In my anxiousness, my
breath picked up to near panic level. Looking around myself, I felt
the world constrict around me, suffocating me. I wasn’t ready.

 

Immediately Teren’s calming eyes filled my vision. Strong hands
grasped my face as he forced me to focus only on the hypnotic
depths of his eyes. Oxygen flooded through me as my panic attack
subsided.”I’m right here, Emma, I’m not leaving you.”

 

I started to nod, but my heart stuttered. My hands feebly went
to my chest, like I could somehow externally help the organ along.
My smooth running engine was sputtering, part of it wanting to keep
going, the rest of it too tired to even try. Like my toddlers
tripping over their own feet, my heart couldn’t get back up
again.

 

Fire erupted through my chest and down my arms as my heart
surged and stopped. It was a different sort of pain than I’d ever
felt before. Sharp and intense, dull and aching, and all the more
terrifying because it was laced with a razor sharp edge of panic. I
knew what was happening, and being aware made it ten times worse. I
suddenly envied the cows that would probably be dying tonight as
well. At least they had no idea it was coming.

 

As Teren clutched me to him, his calming influence keeping me
sane, I struggled to not cry out with the pain. I bit my lip so
hard I tore right through it. My fangs dropped as the taste of
blood filled my mouth, but I couldn’t even care.

 

Teren’s eyes watered as he watched me, sympathetic tears
forming. Oddly, a part of me wanted to comfort him, but the
majority of me was too scared. I grasped his face, my body shaking
as my heart struggled to keep going. “Promise me,” I choked
out.

 

He shook his head, looking like he’d agree to wrangle the moon
if I asked. “Anything.”

 

I shook my head, tears stinging my eyes as a sudden, sharp pain
felt like it was splitting my chest in half. My voice heavy with
held back agony, I sputtered, “Promise me this is forever.” Feeling
a surge of strength as the wave of pain ebbed and flowed, I quickly
rambled, “Promise me that you won’t wake up one day, sick of me,
hating the fact that you’re stuck with me for all eternity. Promise
me that you won’t ever stop loving me. Promise me that you won’t
leave me for someone else in a couple hundred years. Promise me
that we’ll feel this way for the next ten thousand years.” My sobs
finally broke free as my panic kicked in full force.

 

His arms wrapped around me. “I promise. I promise, baby. You
never have to worry about that. It’s you, it’s always been you. It
will always be you…forever. You’re it for me, for eternity. I love
you, I love you so much.”

 

I nodded in his arms, embarrassed that I’d verbally doubted him.
I knew he wouldn’t ever leave me, no sooner than I’d leave him, but
fear and panic can make you do and say stupid things.

 

“I love you,” I managed to get out…then the real pain
started.

 

Screaming as I jerked against his body, I felt him lay me down.
As my heart sped up to an unnatural pace, he leaned down, his cool
hands brushing over my fevered face. “I’m here. I love you,
Emma.”

 

I wanted to respond with something other than pain-filled cries,
but I couldn’t make any other coherent noise. Aside from the
discomfort in my chest, it felt like pins and needles were pricking
me from the inside as my vampiric blood prepared itself to take
over. I couldn’t believe that Teren had ever felt this level of
pain; he’d hidden so much of it from me when he’d died.

 

My heart raced as I started convulsing, then, as if someone had
flipped a switch, it stopped. I heard myself stop screaming, felt
my body stop shaking. I smelled my own blood and fear in the air,
but mostly, I felt relief. I was dying and all that meant in the
moment was that the pain would finally be ending. As my vision
faded to pinpoints and every muscle in my body relaxed, my hearing
was the last thing I retained.

 

It brought a different sort of ache and the part of me that
could still think, sort of wished that that sense had left me
first. Sobbing into my shoulder, Teren was repeating over and over
that he was sorry, and that he loved me. I couldn’t move any part
of my body to comfort him. As my consciousness slipped from me, the
last thing I heard him say was, “I’ll see you on the other side,
Emma. Ya Tebya Lyublyu.”

 

There was nothing about dying that met my expectations. I don’t
know if that was because I hadn’t fully died, or if I was just
completely wrong with my preconceived notions. There was no bright
light, no awaiting family members. My long dead father didn’t
welcome me into his arms during my brief visit to his realm.
Ironically, nothing supernatural happened to me while I was
transforming into a mythical creature.

 

But there was peace in the void. A peace that was so warm and
safe and welcoming, that I could have wrapped it around me and
stayed in it for all eternity. No thoughts accompanied the peace.
My mind was, for the first time ever perhaps, relaxed. A blank
slate, no nags or worries intruded on my well being, only peace. I
would have sighed with contentment, if I could have.

 

But then a feeling started breaking through that serenity. It
was uncomfortable, and jostled the calm I’d found in death. Growing
stronger second by second, it slowly awoke me, changing me.
Everything I knew washed away as the feeling burned through my
body, emanating from my stomach. Some primal part of me knew the
feeling enough to give it a name – hunger - intense, burning,
all-consuming hunger.  A low, feral growl erupted from my dry
throat as the uncomfortable feeling tightened and strengthened.

 

Slowly, and I had no idea how long it really was, the hunger
started reawakening my other senses. Last to recede, my hearing was
the first to reawaken. All I heard was chirping, like ten thousand
crickets were circled around me, serenading me. My own body was
oddly silent, but other rustles and murmurs filled my ears. The
glow of my eyes kicked in, highlighting the darkness. It wasn’t the
comforting peace of the darkness that I’d left behind and I
instantly hated it. Hazy shapes flitted past my vision, tilting my
stomach, and I shut my eyes as nausea filled me.

 

But in wasn’t really nausea that I was feeling. It was stronger
than that, and ten times as painful. My stomach contracted as a
ripping ache seared through me. I knew enough about my foreign body
to recognize the danger. I was starving on an eat-or-die level. A
stronger growl ripped from my throat as an instinctual desire to
live filled me. I was an animal, an animal that needed to be
fed.

 

As the hunger constricted my body, forcing me to action, all of
my other senses dropped by the wayside. I didn’t care about the
crickets. I didn’t care about the peace that I’d awoken from. I
didn’t care about the blurry shapes and indistinguishable rustling
sounds.

 

I cared about blood.

 

A painfully, raspy hiss erupted from my parched throat as the
creature within me demanded out. My mouth dropped open as my fangs
were uncontrollably long, longer than I’d even thought them
possible to be. I wanted to spring up and blur towards a food
source, but my body was slow, tired.

 

Fighting the squeezing pain tearing through my abdomen, I opened
my eyes again and flexed my aching body. My limbs responded to my
silent commands, but they were heavy, sore. Some small part of me
wanted to close my eyes again, to desperately find that peace that
I’d left behind, but the fire in my throat wouldn’t let me go back
to that slumber. It was excruciating, worse than dying.

 

A creature crouched before me; it had no heartbeat and I ignored
it. Words hit me, but I didn’t recognize them. All I felt was pain,
all I knew was thirst. Nothing else existed to me but quenching
that thirst. There was nothing else I wanted, nothing else I
understood, but wanting blood coursing down my aching throat. I
couldn’t even swallow. It hurt. Everything hurt.

 

I stood, stumbling on my feet. The creature before me moved as
well, standing. I managed a deep growl, warning the irritant away.
It didn’t stop moving though, arms raised as if I might attack it.
I didn’t have the strength. I could barely keep standing. I could
barely see. All I knew was it was lifeless, and I didn’t want it. I
inhaled for blood, using my unnecessary lungs for the first time.
The warmth of a living creature filled my nostrils, burning them.
My dry throat made a cracking groan and my body stumbled forward on
its own accord.

 

A heartbeat, heavy and fast, filled my ears. It was all I heard,
all that made sense to me. I stumbled towards it. I had no idea who
or what it belonged to and I didn’t care. It surged with blood. I
wanted it. I needed it. Nothing but death would stop me from taking
it. Hearing words that sounded like encouragement coming from the
walking dead creature beside me, I dropped to my knees at the
source of the pleasing heat. Something large and black was lying on
the ground before me.

 

Its head moved and the creature tried to bolt, but other
not-interesting, heartbeatless creatures held it down. Someone
knelt beside me as I leaned over the struggling creature. My
movements felt slow to me, my eyes felt heavy. I was so tired, but
so hungry. I wanted to lie down and rest, but the drive to eat
wouldn’t let me.

 

“Eat, Emma. Drink, baby.”

 

The words the undead creature spouted didn’t make sense. Emma? I
didn’t know what that meant. All I knew was a pain ripping through
my stomach up to my throat. My entire body felt like acid had been
poured inside it. I growled painfully as my lips achingly slow
found the furry beast. It was so hard to concentrate. Hard to keep
moving. I wanted rest. I wanted food.

 

“Emma…please, eat.” The silent hearted creature beside me seemed
concerned. I paused, a desire in me welling to comfort the
creature. I had no idea why. I blinked, the beast below me hazing
in my vision. My throat burned, my eyes were heavy. I wanted to
close them. I never wanted to reopen them. I wanted my peace back.
Everything hurt. My entire world was pain. I wanted it to end.

 

“Emma, baby, no…you need to eat. The pain will stop, once you
eat.”

 

Emma? That word again. A growl issued from my chest, weaker this
time. My head rested on the beast, the heartbeat surging in my ear
as I laid my cheek on its rough surface. My mouth opened wider, my
fangs already as far as they could go. I was so close; I could feel
the heat of the animal below me, but couldn’t find the strength to
make my mouth pierce the flesh. My teeth brushed the creature
ineffectually. It tried to buck me away, the other undead beings
around it keeping it still.

 

I was so tired. I was in so much pain. I just wanted it to end.
I started to close my eyes.

 

“Teren…she’s fading…”

 

The creature at my side cursed, then darted to where my lips
were. It sunk its teeth into the beast beneath me, the animal
crying and trying to jerk away. It ripped its mouth away and the
scent of fresh blood ignited my senses. My aching throat squealed
in protest. My partially closed eyes flew open. A rush of blood
made it to my lips and my tongue darted out to lap it up. It was
warm, sweet, heavenly. It was life, and I wanted more. A fire drove
my tired body and my mouth attached to the gaping wound the
creature beside me had made. The animal struggled and I held it
down with my hands, the blood flowing down my dry throat giving me
strength.

 

As the vitality of the animal flowed into me, I felt myself
coming back to who I was. I was not a bloodthirsty creature of the
night. I was a person. My name was Emma. Teren was my husband.
Teren had just saved my life by exposing fresh blood to the air,
forcing the instinct in me to take over. And taking over it was; I
drained that animal, its frail movements slowing, then
stopping.

 

Wiping my mouth, my hand lightly shaking, I sat back on my
heels. Feeling dizzy and lightheaded, my throat still ached with
thirst and my belly still burned with need. But I felt out of the
woods. I no longer felt like lying down and never waking up again.
Meeting Teren’s concerned gaze as his fingers came down to cup my
cheeks, I managed to mutter, “I’m still hungry.”

 

He smiled, sighed softly, and nodded. “Well then, let’s get you
some more to eat.”

 

As my vision cleared, I saw Teren’s features distinctly. He
looked as tired as I felt, heaviness in his glowing eyes. His arms
wrapped around me as we huddled beside the beast I’d devoured.
Sighing, I buried my head in the comfort of his neck, forcing my
fangs back up. It was then, as he helped me to stand up, that I
finally noticed something odd about him.

 

Blinking as I wobbled on my feet, I looked over his body.
“You’re not cold?”

 

He smiled and chuckled slightly, kissing my head. “Yes, I am,
but you are too.”

 

Grabbing my hand, he laced our fingers together. He wasn’t warm,
by any stretch, but the icy shiver wasn’t there. Touching his skin
was like touching my own. For the first time in a long time, we
were the same temperature. I marveled in that fact as he helped
steady me. Smiling lovingly down at me, he patiently let me explore
his face, his silent chest. It was so odd for him to feel the same
as me.

 

Tired, I snuggled into his chest to close my eyes again. He
nudged my shoulder as he started me walking. “Not yet, Emma. I know
you’re tired, but you can rest after you eat some more, okay?”

 

I nodded against his body, then felt a different lukewarm hand
reach out for me. I opened my eyes at Alanna smiling brightly at
me. Imogen was next to her, with Halina excitedly standing behind
them. Halina’s bright eyes took in my blood soaked shirt, my
stained mouth, and she smiled wider. “Ready to hunt, Emma?” she
asked, her fangs dropping at the same time.

 

My stomach rumbled at the idea. I was still so hungry. The ache
in my belly felt better, but I knew it would make a reappearance if
I didn’t satisfy my needs soon. Taking a step towards her, I nodded
eagerly. “Yes,” I whispered.

 

Halina growled and crouched, twisting her body to where I could
smell the warmth of life in the fields.

 

None of the other cows had reacted harshly to one of their
companions dying; they were all still standing around, waiting to
die too. Surprisingly, a part of my body wanted them to run, wanted
the chase, but I was too tired to really care. Imogen grabbed my
other hand and she and Alanna pulled me after Halina. Teren
followed us, a low rumble escaping his chest as his fangs lowered
as well.

 

I let myself become what I was now, a hunter, a killer, an
animal. I pushed back the human part of me that objected to what I
was doing, and focused on what really mattered - getting through
this transformation so I could spend that eternity with my husband
and children.

 

The girls made a wide circle around the beasts that had been
corralled just for this very purpose. They weren’t the best of the
best, like Teren had had when he’d died. His family hadn’t had the
time to get that kind of livestock for me. Instead, they’d used
this opportunity to thin the herd of the sick and fragile ones. I’d
heard them say mercy killings when they’d been talking
about it.

 

Teren and the women made a wide circle around them, Teren’s eyes
flicking between mine and the beasts that I knew he wanted too. I
crouched down, letting the instinct and the residual pain of thirst
lead me. A low growl burrowing out of me, I found the strength to
blur over to the largest one. I wrapped my arms around its neck,
the scent of bovine overpowering me as I flung it to the ground. My
teeth were sunk inside it seconds later. It didn’t even have a
chance to cry out. Snarls from the other vamps filled the air, and
out of the corner of my eye, I watched Halina dart for one. Smiling
wickedly, she took it down just as efficiently as I had.

 

Other thumps and light animal cries signaled the other vampires
eating. Teren watched over me, not gorging yet. Smiling crookedly
when I finished, he indicated one in the back with his dark head. I
smiled, wiping my mouth as strength coursed through me. Each cow’s
life seemed to strengthen my own. We both twisted to look at the
doomed beast, then darted towards it together. As soon as we
brought it down, we sunk our teeth in. As hot, pulsing blood flowed
down my throat, easing every ache I’d ever had, Teren’s fingers
came out to clutch mine. Holding hands over the fading life beneath
us, I embraced the rising life within me, and clasped him back just
as hard.

 

At the tail end of the slaughter, Halina frowned and looked up
at the sky. My enhanced sight could see the edge of the sun along
the base of the horizon. Sighing, she grumbled that she had to go
hide away for the day. Imogen went with her when she blurred away,
both girls chuckling over how entertaining it was to hunt as a
group.

 

Alanna smiled after them as she watched them streak off to the
safety of the house. As Teren and I stood from the last cow in the
field, she walked over to me, encasing me in a warm hug. “Welcome
to the family, dear.” She patted my back as she held me and I felt
my tired eyes start to water. I guess being dead didn’t stop you
from being emotional.

 

Smiling as I clasped her back, I whispered, “Thank you,
Mom.”

 

As Teren walked up beside me, she smiled over at her son,
wrapping him in a hug as well. “I’m so happy for the both of you.”
Her eyes were watery with pink tears as she looked between the two
of us. Looking back towards the house, she flicked a quick glance
in our direction. “I’m going to go call Jack. He would want to know
that you’re safe, Emma, and that he can come home.”

 

She smiled brilliantly as the first rays of light hit her hair.
Then she streaked back to the home, to tell the love of her life
that they could be reunited. I twisted to bury my head in the chest
of the love of my life, my eternal life. His arms wrapped around
me, warm against my skin. Glancing down at myself, I stared at my
silent chest. I kept waiting to hear the heartbeat, but it didn’t
happen. If I had been purely human first, I probably wouldn’t have
noticed that lack of a beat, but I hadn’t been entirely human in
awhile and my enhanced ears had gotten used to the familiar rhythm.
It was shockingly odd to not hear it anymore.

 

Teren’s fingers lifted my chin so I’d look up at him. Brushing
my jaw, he smiled softly. A shaft of light hit his eyes, making the
gray flecks in them leap out at me. I smiled at the distinct clover
shape in the right one; it was adorably beautiful. “How do you
feel?” he asked softly.

 

Sighing, my hands drifted over the wet blood on my ruined shirt.
Unlike Teren, who didn’t have a spot of blood on him, I hadn’t
exactly been a dainty eater. I was pretty sure my face looked like
I’d just filmed a horror movie. My fingers resting on my silent
chest as I locked gazes with him, I smiled crookedly. “Dead
tired.”

 

He grinned, a soft laugh escaping him. All the tension seemed to
release from his face as he scooped me up. The uncertainty of that
situation had probably been just as terrifying for him as it had
been painful for me. The memory of that pain tried to intrude on me
but I blocked it out. Much like childbirth, some pains were worth
going through.

 

Smiling as I rested my head on his shoulder, I felt him kiss my
head. “Come on, I’ll tuck you in.”

 

Yawning, I reached up and kissed his neck. Through the cool
warmth of his skin, I felt the river of ever-flowing vampire blood
coursing through his veins. The same blood now flowed through me.
Self propelling, no longer needing the extra effort of a
circulatory system, I was now one level up on the food chain. But I
was still the person I was before. Now that I’d gotten through that
moment of insatiable hunger, I knew I’d be able to control it; I
wouldn’t be out munching on the townsfolk or anything.

 

In fact, Teren’s skin was the only skin I’d ever consider
puncturing. And he would live through any playful attack I made on
him. As would I now, when he took a nibble from me. Self healing,
I’d never die a natural death. It was an intimidating thought, but
I knew that I’d have Teren by my side for all of it. Together, we’d
face the daunting endless life in front of us.

 

Blurring us back to our bedroom, he helped me clean up and
change clothes, then he tucked me under our covers. He held me
until the exhaustion overtook me. Before completely caving into it,
I muttered, “I want to see the children soon.”

 

He nodded as he held me to his chest. “As soon as you get some
sleep, we’ll go get them.”

 

Exhaling, feeling the pleasure from making the movement, but not
the need to feel the air through my lungs, I vaguely nodded my
head. “M’kay.”

 

Chuckling, he kissed my hair. Before silencing my unnecessary
breath, I heard him whisper, “I’m so glad you made it. I don’t know
what I would have…” Exhaling a quick, shaky breath, he held me just
a bit tighter. “I love you, Emma.”

 

I wanted to respond, to tell him that I understood his fear and
I loved him more than anything, but dying was an exhausting
experience and sleep crept up on me. Mumbling something
unintelligible, I once again slipped back into the darkness, if
only for a little while.










Chapter 11
Emma 2.0


I had odd dreams while I rested after my conversion. Odd dreams
that I couldn’t quite remember, although as I woke, the sounds of
distressed cattle were echoing in my brain. I had a feeling that my
dreams were mainly settled around the feasting that had happened
last night. Not wanting to think about the carnage, I instead
focused on my deceased body.

 

My eyes still closed, I listened for any sound coming from me.
Usually, there was something - a heartbeat, the wind whooshing
through my lungs, the food in my stomach digesting…something. But
as I lay there, still not even breathing, everything was completely
silent. Forcing myself to not instinctively inhale, I waited for
the accompanying discomfit that the sensation would have given me
had I been alive. I waited for the rising panic that shouted at my
body to stop playing games and take the breath it needed. The
feeling never happened though. I could have peacefully held my
breath for hours on end.

 

I inhaled deep anyway, enjoying the expansion and contraction of
my lungs, even if I didn’t need them. Scent rushed in on me as I
did. From in the room, I was barraged with the creosote from the
cold fireplace. From out in the hall, the familiar Freesia scent
filtered in to me. Farther away, I could pick out candles,
furniture polish, and the unmistakable scent of bacon. Yesterday,
the bacon scent would have had my mouth watering. Today, I
immediately discarded it, moving on to the scent overriding
everything in my world. Blood. Somewhere downstairs was fresh
blood; I could practically smell the heat of it.

 

My eyes flashed open. If my stomach could have rumbled, it would
have. I remembered Teren having to eat continually the first few
days after his conversion and thought my hunger was due to my
newness. My fangs started slipping down, but I pulled them back up.
I was still me. I could control the cravings until they subsided
into the more normal range.

 

Lying on my side, perfectly still and straight, a face suddenly
filled my vision. I smiled as Teren’s pale eyes locked onto mine.
“Good morning, sleepy. Or should I say, good afternoon?” He half
smiled as he lay beside me, his hand coming up to brush some hair
off of my cheek.

 

I smiled wider at the pleasing feeling of his soft, room
temperature touch. While there were some aspects of him being cold
that I would miss, mainly in the intimate part of our relationship,
it would be nice to hold him without shivering.

 

Wondering if his mouth would no longer be icy either, I
murmured, “Good afternoon to you too.” My words registering with
me, my eyes widened and I sat up. As shock and worry flew through
me, I waited for my heart to surge; naturally, it didn’t.
“Afternoon? I’m seriously late for work. They’re gonna can me.”

 

Teren tilted his head and smirked. “Do you really think I’d let
you get fired? After everything you did to get back there?” He
smiled wider, his face peaceful as he shifted to his back, propping
his hands behind his head and crossing his ankles.

 

Taking in his relaxed posture, I relaxed as well. “I guess not.
What did you tell them?”

 

He chuckled softly, his eyes playful. “I told Tracey that you
were feeling a little under the weather after your weekend, and
you’d be missing a few days.” Laughing a little more, he added, “I
think she thinks you’re still hung-over.”

 

I smiled, then sighed. I’d have to go back sooner or later, and
face the same obstacles Teren had faced when he’d gone back. But
he’d managed it pretty simply, I was sure I would too. Aside from
being cold and not ever able to eat around humans, I’d be
essentially the same as before.

 

Hearing my sigh, Teren sat up and rested his hand over mine. “It
will be okay, Emma. You’re through the hardest part. The hunger
will be more and more manageable every day.” Smiling softly, he
stroked my skin. He leaned in to kiss me, his lips as warm to me as
the rest of him. “Speaking of that, Mom’s got some blood ready for
you, if you’re hungry now.”

 

Feeling a discomfort in my belly, the same sort of discomfort
that you get before your stomach growls, I nodded. “Starving.” My
mouth felt parched to me too and I dryly swallowed.

 

I didn’t have to say more than that before Alanna was standing
in my door, steaming thermos in hand. “Here you go, sweetheart.”
Her smile was a wide one when she handed it to me and my ears
picked up the sound of Jack humming outside. I figured her joy was
as much at being reunited with him as it was that I was safe.

 

Thanking her, I watched Imogen causally standing at my doorway.
Taking a much needed sip of plasma, I waved her into the room.
Smiling as widely as her daughter, she walked through a bright
patch of sunshine. She cringed slightly before stopping herself. I
suppose it was still an odd feeling for her, being in the sun when
she’d avoided it her entire life.

 

Leaning down, she placed a warm, grandmotherly kiss on my head.
“I’m so glad you made it through, Emma.”

 

Taking only a fraction of second to pause and thank her, I
continued downing my soothing treat. It was hotter than I recalled
it being, the heat flowing all the way down my body, warming me
from the inside out. It only made the experience more enjoyable, as
the liquid satisfied the burn of thirst and the discomfort of
hunger. I couldn’t imagine anything ever tasting better and I had
no desire to have anything else.

 

The very idea of consuming anything else suddenly sounded about
as appealing as eating the mud pies that I used to make as a kid. I
hadn’t understood how Teren had suddenly had no interest in food
after his change, but now I did. Anything that wasn’t this
was suddenly a little nauseating. Just the thought of having a
piece of the bacon that I could smell lingering in the air from
downstairs made me feel a little ill. It gave me a whole new
appreciation for when Teren had forced food down his throat for
me.

 

After finishing my drink, I stared into the thermos and
considered licking the rim. Laughing softly, Alanna asked, “Would
you like another, Emma?”

 

Cringing, I looked up at her. “If that’s okay? I know I’ve taken
a lot…lately.”

 

Lightly shaking her head, she patted my shoulder. “You’re an
Adams, Emma. You may have as much as you need.”

 

Walking at a normal pace, Alanna and Imogen headed back down to
the kitchen, talking over how surprising things had been around the
ranch lately, what with Gabriel’s light blocking windows being put
up, Starla’s sudden need for all of my shots, and my unexpected
conversion. As they entered the kitchen they started debating what
other surprises might be in store.

 

Teren listened to them with his head tilted, then settled in to
kiss me again. Pushing back the extra conversations, I focused on
the one thing that always grounded me, my constant, him. Feeling
his lips move over mine, his hands clenching my hip, I started to
understand what he’d told me once about seeing the world
differently. I felt every molecule of air against my cheek. I heard
every brush of noise in the room. Through my slotted eyes, I saw
variations of color that had never existed to me before.

 

But instead of it being overpowering, it made everything seem
more…real. Like I’d been living in a sepia-toned silent film my
whole life. At the time, that had seemed rich and full to me. Then
I’d been bitten, and thrust into the world of Technicolor. That had
seemed miraculous, and I’d wondered how I’d never noticed how flat
the world was before. But now, now I’d been immersed into a high
definition 3D film. It was beyond anything I’d ever imagined and as
Teren had correctly told me once, I felt connected to the world,
more a part of it than I’d ever felt before. I felt the very pulse
of life washing over my unblemished skin.

 

My half-closed eyes sprang open as I pulled away from Teren’s
mouth. His tongue had just reached out to flick me and he seemed a
little disgruntled that I’d made him miss. Ignoring how sexy his
lip looked, curved into curious displeasure, my hand ran up to my
neck. The spot that had forever been marked with a strange man’s
teeth was now smooth. Not feeling the rigid bumps of poorly healed
skin made me giggle a little.

 

I tried to look down to see the spot, but my eyes weren’t
suddenly detachable or anything; there was just no way to see that
angle myself. Teren chuckled at me as I hopped off the bed. “What
are you doing?”

 

Rushing over to the vanity, I stared at myself in the mirror.
“Is it gone?” He walked up behind me as my wide brown eyes searched
for any disruption of my smooth, creamy skin. “Is the scar gone?”
My HD sight didn’t see any imperfection, but I still almost
couldn’t believe it. I’d been carrying around that reminder for so
many years now.

 

Teren grinned as he leaned down and kissed the arch of my
once-wounded neck. “It would seem so,” he whispered, chuckling
again. Resting his chin on my neck, the course stubble familiar and
comforting, his pale eyes watched me playfully.

 

Closing mine, I laid my head back and sighed. “Thank god, I was
so sick of looking at that.”

 

Sighing as well, he kissed the tender skin again. “Me too,” he
whispered.

 

Lowering my head to look at him in the mirror, I reached up to
run a hand through his pitch-black hair. Closing his eyes, he
leaned in to my caress. My next words shot his eyes back open
though. “Bite me,” I whispered.

 

Pulling back, he locked eyes with me in the mirror. “Emma, I
don’t think I should…you just went through something really…” He
shrugged, looking torn that I’d ask him to do that right now.

 

I shook my head, my eyes watering. “You never bite me there, not
since that vampire…” I swallowed, a bit of thirst creeping back
into my throat. I could hear and smell my blood being prepared
downstairs, but right now, I wanted this more.  “I need to
replace that memory with a different one.” Moving my hair away from
that shoulder, I completely exposed my neck to him. “Please,
Teren?”

 

His eyes flicked between mine, unsure. Sighing, he looked down
at my neck. Opening his mouth as he stared at my skin, I watched
him in the mirror as his fangs dropped down. My breath picked up
and I was overly conscious of the absence of my heartbeat.
Normally, it would have picked up too.

 

Perhaps noticing that loss as well, his eyes flicked up at me.
Our gazes unwavering, he opened his mouth wider, baring his fangs
to me. Even with all we’d been through, all the time we’d had
together, it was still hot when he did that. The parts of my body
that still worked exactly the same as before reacted. Sensing the
desire in me, his mouth curved into a cocky, self-assured grin.
Lowering his head but maintaining our eye contact, he sunk his
teeth into me. I gasped, then groaned. He’d done it with more force
than he usually did. Since he didn’t have to worry about scarring
me or killing me, it gave him some freedom when it came to biting
me.

 

His eyes rolled back before they closed. I kept mine open,
watching him devour me. Everything about it was a little different
than I was used to. His mouth and tongue were mildly warm as they
worked over my skin, his hands massaging my hips equally
chill-free. There wasn’t a pulling sensation as my blood left me.
Since it moved on its own now, he didn’t have to put in any effort
when he fed from me. I knew what that felt like, since I’d bitten
him before. It was like turning on a faucet and sticking your head
underneath it. And with our super healing skin, you only had to
pull your teeth out to stop the flow.

 

It still felt pretty erotic though, especially with the clear
delight on his face. It made me smile that he still enjoyed my
blood, even though it had to taste different now, or at least be
colder than it once was.

 

Scrunching my hand in his hair as I let out another soft moan, I
watched him finally gasp and pull away. His teeth and his tongue
were tainted red, but the twin holes on my neck healed right before
my eyes. It was so weird to see that happening to my body.
Breathing heavier, he grinned like he’d just had the best meal on
the planet, or the best sex. It actually relieved me that my blood
still made him feel that way.

 

Squeezing me tight, he licked the last remnant of red from my
neck. He made a near purring noise in his throat as his warm tongue
lapped at me. Smiling as I ran my hand back through his hair, I
murmured, “Do I still taste good to you?”

 

Ignoring the moving sensation of Alanna and Imogen walking at a
slow pace in our direction, since we were obviously…finished, I
sighed as he paused to nibble on my ear. “Unbelievable,” he
whispered back.

 

Smiling as his lips made their way back to mine, I twisted in
his arms to sling mine around his neck. “Am I different,
taste-wise?”

 

He grinned against my mouth. “It’s not hot like before, but
that’s okay, it’s still the best thing I’ve ever tasted.” Pulling
back, he ran his tongue over his lower lip. His eyes were so smoky
I almost told his mother to give us a minute. But, sensing her on
the stairs, I knew she was bringing me a second cup of blood, and
my stomach was starting to ache for it, so I said nothing.

 

Maybe seeing the hunger in my features, Teren released me,
walking over to our bags on the dresser. Digging through them, he
raised an eyebrow at me. “You are a bit different to me in
one other way.”

 

Torn between the alluring look still in his eye and the food
coming closer and closer, I frowned a little as I crossed my arms
over my chest. “Oh?”

 

Grinning, he pulled out a light sweater that I’d packed. “Yeah,
you aren’t nourishing for me anymore.” He shrugged, pulling out
some pants. Tilting my head, I wondered what he meant. Handing me
my change of clothes, since I was still in the pajamas he had put
me in this morning, he lightly chuckled at the look of confusion on
my face.

 

Twisting his lip seductively, he leaned into me. “You’re sort
of…vampiric candy.” Pausing, he closed his eyes for a second and
inhaled me; I stopped breathing. Opening his eyes, he glanced down
my body. “Sweet…but essentially void of all nutritional value.”

 

“Thanks.” I smirked and smacked his arm right as his mom
reappeared in the doorway. She chuckled at his remark but didn’t
say anything about it.

 

She also didn’t mention the dopey, fulfilled smile he had on his
face as he watched me down my cup of nutritionally packed blood. I
wanted to whisper at him to not look so…satisfied, but it really
was kind of pointless. Both Imogen and Alanna had already heard him
drink from me, and really, they’d heard much, much worse from us
before. I had accepted the embarrassment of the situation a long
time ago. Living around vampires, you just learned to give up
things like privacy.

 

Since I was still in an adjustment period and blood was going to
be one of the top things on my mind, right under my children
really, we decided we’d stay at the ranch for a few more days.
Teren had stayed for several weeks after his conversion, but I
didn’t feel like I could take that much time away from work on a
whim. Besides, Teren’s break had had as much to do with the mental
recovery of our abduction as his physical recovery. Truly, we could
have gone back after the first week.

 

Feeling more like myself once my stomach was topped off, Teren
and I decided to go get the kids. Well, really, he’d wanted me to
stay behind with the girls while he went and got them, but I missed
them so much, I couldn’t just sit around and wait. Besides, I had
some things to talk about with my mother. Things she probably
wasn’t going to be too thrilled about.

 

I played with the zipper of my jacket on the way over, my mind
already nervous about what to say to my mom and anxious to see my
children. Teren eyed me while he drove, noting the telltale signs
of restlessness. “Do you have any idea what you’ll tell her?” he
asked, nearly reading my mind.

 

Sighing, I looked over at him and shrugged. “No, any
suggestions?”

 

Reaching over to grab my hand, he pulled it back over to his
thigh. “Hmmm, I suppose ‘hey, Mom, I died last night’, would be a
little harsh, huh?”

 

I smirked at the playful look in his eye, the conversation he’d
just put in my head. I could just imagine the freak-out if I told
my mom like that. But really, what else was I supposed to tell her?
Either way, she was going to have a mini coronary. There was just
no way to ease a person into a conversation that involves the
phrase “my heart stopped beating.” I remembered my reaction when
Teren had told me his was going to. Hopefully my mom didn’t start
chucking things at me.

 

Sighing as I leaned my head back on the seat, I closed my eyes
and started tapping my foot. “No, I’ll think of something better
than that.” I just had no idea what.

 

Sooner than I would have liked, Teren was pulling up to her
drive. I stared at the quaint little house, suddenly wondering if I
should have stayed at the ranch, but I could feel my children
inside and their pull was stronger than my anxiety. Forcing myself
to do it at human speed, I cracked open my door. Teren followed
suit, his smile as wide as mine was. While we’d been preoccupied
with other things in the past twenty-four hours, being reunited
with Nika and Julian reminded me how much I’d missed them. And with
the ordeal I’d gone through, I couldn’t wait to hold them
again.

 

I didn’t need to announce my arrival, since I could hear my kids
doing it for me. As soon as my foot was on the top step, the door
was swinging inward. My mother’s warm, loving face filled my vision
and I nearly wept at the way my newly-enhanced eyes saw her. It was
almost like I could see the way she cared for me, like it was a
physical trait, as apparent as the strikingly similar shade of chin
length brown hair.

 

Her eyes flicking between Teren and me, she erupted into a huge
grin. “Hey, you two, I wasn’t expecting you back so soon. How was
your trip?”

 

Containing a sigh as I slipped past her into the house, I only
managed to get out, “It turned out …well.” Teren had told her that
he’d taken me away for a surprise birthday getaway. He’d made it
sound fun while explaining it to her. It hadn’t been nearly as much
fun as my mom had been led to believe.

 

Hearing the oddity in my sentence, she raised an eyebrow at me
as she shut the door behind Teren. I had no time to confess to her
what had really gone on though. Before I could even twist around to
face her, two tiny beings threw themselves at my legs. Letting go
of my hard conversation for a second, I dropped to my knees and
wrapped an arm around each child.

 

Closing my eyes, I finally felt whole. “I missed you guys…so
much.” Pulling back, I cupped each smooth cheek; they felt hot to
me, almost feverish, but I knew that was due to our temperature
difference. It made me wonder if that’s how I’d felt to Teren all
this time, burning hot to the touch. “Did you guys have fun with
Grandma?”

 

My voice was sunshine and light when I asked them, no strain or
tension in me at all, but they both frowned. Nika reached up to
touch my face, Julian clasped my hand. “Mommy, you’re…different.”
Nika said slowly, stumbling on the longer word.

 

My smile stopped as Julian’s pale eyes searched my face. “You’re
cold…like Daddy.” His eyes glanced down to my eerily silent chest.
“You’re quiet.”

 

Nika brightened, her fingers on my face urging my vision back to
her. “Did you get your magic, Mommy?” With the glow in her brown
eyes, this seemed like the best news in the world to her, like we’d
finally caved and gotten her that pony.

 

I swallowed and looked up at Teren beside me, then over to my
mom. She had a frown on her face as she tried to decipher what my
children were talking about. Knowing that I couldn’t keep them in
the dark, which meant I couldn’t keep my mom in the dark, I closed
my eyes briefly before bringing my attention back to them.

 

Teren knelt beside me as I squeezed them tight again. “Yes, yes
Mommy did get her magic.” I felt the tears sting my eyes, knowing
that my mom was not going to like this next part. I had to say it
though. My children had to know what had happened to me, because it
was going to happen to them one day.

 

Pulling back, I gave them each serious faces. “Mommy stopped
taking Grandpa Gabriel’s medicine. Mommy’s heart stopped, but it’s
okay, because Mommy has her magic and doesn’t need her heart
anymore, just like Daddy. Now Mommy will always look like this and
now we can all be together forever.” I said it as lightly and
cheerily as I could. I heard my mom gasp behind me, but my children
squealed in delight and hugged me tight.

 

“Good job, Mommy,” Nika congratulated me, hugging my neck.

 

Julian laughed as he tried to get his arms all the way around my
body. “Yeah! I’m glad you’ll be our mommy forever.”

 

I squeezed them tight as Teren wrapped his arms around all of
us. I knew that they didn’t really understand any of what had
happened to me, anything but the only part that really mattered to
them - I was going to be around forever. But my mother…knowing a
little more about vampirism, well, I was pretty sure she
understood.

 

Slowly twisting to look at her, I cringed. Even though I only
felt hollowness in my chest where it would have been pounding
before, the icy anticipation still washed through me. My mom had
her hands clasped over her mouth, slowly shaking her head as the
tears in her eyes started to form. Seeing her start to lose it, I
transferred the children to Teren. He gave them quick hugs then
quickly scooped them up to take them out to our car. They didn’t
need to witness their grandmother going through hysterics.

 

After they left, I tilted my head at her and put a hand on her
arm. “Mom?” I said slowly.

 

Her eyes flashed down to my hand, widening. Shaking her head,
she slowly lowered her hands. “You…died?” she whispered.

 

Hearing my husband start to have the kids loudly sing nursery
rhymes, so they would be too distracted to hear, I nodded. “Yes…I’m
sorry.”

 

Her face scrunching in disbelief, her tears finally fell.
“You’re sorry?” Her voice quavered as she stared at me.
Whispering, “Come here,” she engulfed me in a hug. Patting my back,
she rocked me side to side. “Why are you sorry? You’re the one that
had to go through it.” Pulling back to look at me, she shook her
head again. “Did you know this was going to happen when you asked
me to watch the kids? Why didn’t you tell me?”

 

Tears dripped down my cheeks and I sniffled. “It wasn’t safe for
you.” She furrowed her brow and I shook my head. I didn’t want to
go into the specifics with her. I didn’t want her to think of me
that way, me or my extended family. She’d been surprisingly open to
what we all were, but I was pretty sure that it was mainly because
she never saw us acting like typical vampires. If I suddenly went
into the details of me slaughtering a small herd of cattle, well,
she might see the whole thing differently after that.

 

Clasping her tight, I buried my head in her shoulder. Feeling
her shiver, I told her, “You would have wanted to be there,
and…you’ll just have to trust me when I say that it wasn’t safe…for
you.”

 

She pulled back to look at me again, but I couldn’t meet her
eye; I had to look at the floor. Sighing, she kissed my forehead. I
knew I was chilly to her touch, if not Teren’s, and wondered if
that grossed her out at all. If so, her face didn’t show it when
she tilted my chin up with her finger. “There is so much about
you…about this, that I don’t understand.” She smiled sadly and
shook her head. “But if you say you were trying to protect me by
not telling me, then I’ll accept that.”

 

Another tear rolled down my cheek as my lip quivered. I hated
that I couldn’t tell her everything, but most of it would only
worry or disturb her. But the bottom line for her was my happiness.
If I had that, then I had a feeling she would overlook everything
else.

 

Folding me in another hug, her radiating heat warming me, she
murmured, “I love you, Emma, whatever form you come to me in.”

 

I exhaled in relief and gripped her back hard. A little too
hard. Squirming some, I heard her squeak out, “Em? I still need
air.”

 

Laughing a little, I pulled away from her. “Sorry.”

 

My mom wanted to know what my life entailed now, and I told her
that I’d pretty much be just like Teren. She seemed a little sad
for me that I wouldn’t be partaking in human food anymore. I
assured her, just like Teren had always assured me, that I wouldn’t
miss it, that it didn’t even sound good anymore. She felt my
forehead and my cheeks, like she was checking to see if I was
injured, then she put her hand over my heart. We both looked down,
neither of us feeling the thump that should have been there.

 

As an odd tension filled the room, she shook her head. “You
really are dead.”

 

Grinning like Teren did when he was trying to assure me by
teasing me, I shrugged. “Just my body, I’m fine.”

 

She looked up at me, her brow furrowed, then she managed a shaky
laugh. Shaking her head she muttered, “Vampires.” Exhaling a long
breath, she quickly hugged me again. “The kids had a blast staying
overnight.” Pulling away from me, she gave me an impish grin.
“Anytime you and your husband feel like transforming into bats and
sailing through the sky, I’d be happy to have them again.”

 

I could hear Teren chuckling out by the car while I rolled my
eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous, Mom. Stuff like that isn’t
possible.”

 

She eyed me up and down like everything about me wasn’t possible
in her eyes. And I suppose to most it wasn’t. Heck, a few years
ago, I wouldn’t have believed in me either. “Sure, honey.”

 

Chuckling at her, I heard my kids break into a chant of, “Can we
fly, Daddy? I want to fly! I’m gonna try right now.” Teren and I
both broke out into fits of laughter and my mom looked at me with
an even stranger expression.

 

Shaking my head at her, I let her know that my kids were now
trying to phase into bats in the back seat. She laughed, her face
flushing a little. “Gosh, their hearing is good. How do the two of
you ever…?” She didn’t finish her questions but her heart picked up
and her face filled with a blood red flush.

 

Tears springing to my eyes, I started belly laughing as I hugged
her tight. She was referring to the challenges Teren and I faced in
our love life and she was horribly embarrassed for bringing it up.
If I were still able to do so, my cheeks would have been flaming
hot too. Unlike Teren’s family, mine was a little more closed off
about discussing each other’s sex lives. “I love you, Mom.”

 

My laughs subsided as I held her one last time. I tried to
imagine living thousands of miles away from the warm, open woman. I
couldn’t. Mom and Ashley were my family, my rocks. I couldn’t
picture them not being a stone’s throw away from me. Of course, I
couldn’t imagine the vampires being more than a stone’s throw away
either. I just wanted everyone to stay where they were, centrally
located around me. I felt horridly guilty for feeling that.

 

Pulling away from Mom for the final, final time, I thought of my
sister. Blinking, I looked around the house that I knew she wasn’t
in; I couldn’t hear her heartbeat. “Did Ash stay the night too? Did
she already leave?” I asked casually as I started heading for the
door. I needed to tell my sister everything that had happened,
maybe somewhere away from the kids, so I could go into more detail
with her.

 

Mom cocked her head at me. “Too?” She shook her head. “Ash
didn’t come over last night. She’s been pretty busy at work lately.
I actually haven’t seen her much this past week.” She frowned, and
I figured Ashley had a visit with Mom in her near future.

 

Nodding, I put my hand on the door. “I called her last night,
but she wasn’t home, I just figured she was with you.”

 

Mom shrugged and shook her head. “Nope, sorry.” Eyeing me, she
narrowed her eyes. “She doesn’t know that you…?”

 

I shook my head. “No, which is why I need to talk to her.”

 

Mom looked thoughtful as she nodded. I smiled and wished her
well, thanking her for watching the kids as I opened the door.
Before stepping out into the bright California sunshine, I twisted
back to her. “You don’t have to do the chicken-thing Mom. Teren and
I take care of the kids’ needs.”

 

She smiled in that way that clearly said, ‘I’m a grandma, it
comes with the territory’. “I know, Emma, but I couldn’t resist
giving them a special treat.” She looked out to where she could see
them in the car through the window. “They’re so…special.”

 

She smiled softly while I shook my head at her. “You’re going to
spoil them.”

 

Looking back at me, she winked. “That’s my job, honey.”

 

Laughing at her, I finally stepped out to rejoin my husband and
my children. He’d turned the stereo on, and Russian folk songs were
playing through his speakers. He leaned over the hood as I stepped
up to the passenger’s side; I could still hear my kids debating on
whether or not they were part-bat. Smiling at me, he tilted his
head. “That wasn’t so bad, right?”

 

I shook my head and laughed. “One family member down, one to
go.”

 

He nodded and opened his door to get in. Hopping in myself, I
shifted around to ask my kids all about their stay at Grandma’s. As
they went on and on about all the things they got to do, I realized
my mom was right; they’d had a blast.

 

Knowing what I needed, Teren took me directly to my old
Victorian townhouse. I smiled at the adorably cute, blue milk
carton of a house that my sister now lived in. I had a lot of good
memories at this place; I did sort of miss it.

 

Teren left the car running as he pulled in next to Ashley’s
compact. Frowning at him as I put my fingers on the handle, he
shrugged. “I thought I’d take the kids to the…” He looked back at
them before looking back to me, “p-a-r-k.” He spelled it out so
they wouldn’t scream in merriment upon hearing their destination.
Shrugging again, he nodded towards the house. “I figured you’d want
some privacy for this one.”

 

I swallowed as I followed his gaze to my sister’s door. This one
was going to be a little harder, since Ash knew…everything. Looking
back to him, I leaned in for a light kiss. “Thank you,” I
whispered.

 

He nodded. “I’ll come back in an hour.”

 

I nodded and moved to get out. The kids started complaining that
I was leaving, then seeing where they were, they started
complaining that they couldn’t go see Ash too until Teren finally
revealed where they were going. Then they could have cared less
about visiting their aunt. Merrily, they waved me off, cheering the
whole while about going to the park with Daddy. Nika was especially
excited to have Daddy push her on the swings; Julian told me
so.

 

I blew my husband a kiss as I watched him pull out of the drive,
then I twisted back around to my old door. Feeling nostalgic, I ran
my hand down the rough grain of the shockingly red beauty. It felt
like coming home, but a little different too, since Teren’s home
had been my real home for years. The sun glinting off the red
rubies surrounding the flawless diamond of my wedding ring, I
finally knocked.

 

I heard Ash mutter that she was coming long before she made it
to the door. Luckily, she’d been downstairs. The steeply angled
staircase was a little uncomfortable for Ash, so much so that Mom
told me that she sometimes slept on the couch in the living room. I
felt a little bad about it, like maybe she should move somewhere
easier for her, but Mom insisted that she loved the home, and loved
the independence of living there alone.

 

She smiled brightly when she saw me, then my enhanced vision
watched her cheeks fill with a rosy flush. “You alright?” I asked,
stepping into my old entryway.

 

She nodded, biting her scarred lip. “Of course, you?”

 

Her tone was polite, so I knew she hadn’t spotted anything odd
about me…yet. “Well, that’s why I’m here actually.” I looked away
as she shut the door. My sister had repainted the atrocious living
room so it no longer resembled split pea soup. It was now a pretty
almond color. She’d done it pretty recently too; I could still
smell the fumes.

 

As she bunched her brow at my statement, I pointed to her walls.
“That’s new. It looks nice.” Furrowing my own brow as we both
walked into the room, I shook my head. “Why didn’t you call me? I
would have helped you do it?”

 

Ashley grinned as she sat on my old couch. “Because you cheat.”
I grinned as I sat beside her, remembering how I could blur around
her while I painted. As I laughed, she added, “Besides…I did have
help.”

 

She leaned back against the cushions and smiled as she played
with a stand of her hair. It was nearly the same sort of satisfied,
contentment that Tracey got on her face when she talked about Hot
Ben. Leaning back into the cushions, I raised my eyebrows. “A
boy?”

 

Her flush deepened and she looked down at a button coming loose
from the couch. Laughing at her reaction, I slung my hand over her
thigh. Her eyes widened and her head snapped up at me. I stopped
laughing, remembering why I was really here. Her hand came up to
tentatively touch my cheek. “You’re cold…really cold,” she
whispered, her alive brown eyes glossing over with forming
tears.

 

Sighing, knowing that even my breath was chilly, I felt my own
tears sting. “I tried to tell you last night, but you were…out.” My
brows bunched again, wanting to ask her where she was, and if her
painting friend had anything to do with her absence. But her eyes
were only filling as she watched me, and I knew that now wasn’t the
time for girl talk. Cupping my hand over hers, I whispered, “I died
last night…well, this morning.”

 

She pulled her fingers away as both of her hands went to cover
her mouth. As she gasped, her eyes flicked down to my silent chest.
I sighed again, wishing I could make the defunct organ beat again,
if only just for Ashley. Shaking her head, she brought her fingers
to my neck. I exposed the skin to her as she searched for the scar
that was no longer there. Her rough fingers felt along the artery
in my neck after her visual inspection. I knew those veins were
thick with blood, but they streamed, not pulsed, so Ashley’s human
fingers wouldn’t feel the difference. To her, all she would
register was that I didn’t have a heartbeat. I was a walking,
talking contradiction.

 

“Oh my god, Emma.” Her eyes came back to mine as the tears
finally spilled down her cheeks. Wrapping her arms around me, she
brokenly whispered, “Were you scared?”

 

Feeling my own tears, I let down the wall of bravery that I’d
kept up for my mom and children. “I was terrified. If Teren hadn’t
been there…I think I would have gone mad.”

 

She held me back tighter, the hand rubbing circles in my body
also slightly warming my dead flesh. “I’m so sorry, Em.” Pulling
back, she cupped my cheek again. “Did it hurt?”

 

Tilting her head, she bit her lip again. Watching her
beautifully imperfect face twist in sympathy for me, I thought over
the years of abuse her body had suffered since her accident.
Especially in the beginning. Her recovery had been excruciating, a
fate I would never wish on anyone. Shaking my head, I told her, “It
was nothing…piece of cake.”

 

She watched my eyes drifting over her body and she nodded, like
she knew I’d never complain about pain after everything she’d gone
through. Then she smirked a little at my answer, also knowing that
I had a severe aversion to pain.  She’d tried for years to get
me to pierce my belly button with her. I’d adamantly refused. It
was one of the reasons that she’d been so surprised that I let
Teren bite me. But that was just…a different sort of pain.

 

Shaking her head at me, she reached out to hug me again. As I
inhaled the soothing scent of her, she asked the one question that
my mother would never think to ask. “What did you eat?”

 

I closed my eyes. I’d told her every part of Teren’s conversion.
She knew the side effects, she knew the risks. She was well aware
that a starved, maniacal need to eat also came with everlasting
life, and that if I hadn’t caved to that, I wouldn’t currently be
sitting beside her. Sniffling, I pulled back and held her hands
with mine. “Cows. Teren had some ready for me.” I peeked my eyes up
at her as she tilted her head, absorbing that.

 

Smiling slightly, the scarred skin buckling, she curiously
asked, “Was it gross?”

 

Smiling wider, I shook my head. “No.” Thinking back over that
first kill, I remembered the sweetness, the relief. It was like
being in a hundred and ten degree heat and having someone crack
open a nice cold carbonated soda. It had been anything but gross.
Just thinking about it made me a little hungry again. But then, the
human part of me considered the whole situation. I was on my knees,
in the dead of night, sucking the lifeblood from an animal that
mindlessly munched on grass that had probably been pooped on at
some point and time. Wrinkling my nose, I laughed out, “Yeah.”

 

She laughed with me, then sighed and clasped my hands. “God, I’m
so glad you made it. If you had died,” she paused, blinking, “well,
died-died, I mean, I don’t know what I’d do.” Her voice choked up
and I cupped her cheek.

 

“I’m fine, Ash, better than ever.” I once again considered
leaving my family as I gazed at her. She was my best friend, aside
from Teren. I couldn’t imagine that suddenly not being near me
every day.

 

Nodding, she leaned back into the cushions. “So, tell me, what’s
different now. No food?” She raised her eyebrows, curious
again.

 

I sighed. “Just the liquid type.”

 

She frowned, then laughed. “At least I’ll always know what to
make you when you come over for dinner.”

 

I laughed at her finding a silver lining in what could honestly
be a very hard reality to accept. But Ashley had accepted Teren
years ago, and really, I was an extension of him. Nearly identical
now. She knew what to expect because she’d been watching him for
years. She didn’t seem to want my life, a life I’d stupidly tried
to force on her once, but she was open to whatever the details of
my existence were now.

 

I’ve said it before and I’m sure I’ll say it again. I love my
sister.










Chapter 12
Dead and Well at Thirty


After finishing up with some of the details about exactly why
I’d decided to not take the shot, the hour was over and Teren was
pulling back into the drive. My sister couldn’t hear the light hum
of his car or my children excitedly exclaiming that they wanted
Auntie Ash. With her hands folded over her lap, she absorbed
everything that I’d told her about Starla’s fate. As her head
tilted to the side, her eyes unfocused while she thought. Mine
could pick out the flecks of gold in her irises, like someone had
sprinkled fairy dust in her eyes. It was remarkably beautiful.

 

Shaking her head, she refocused and looked over at me. “Poor
Starla, I’m glad you could help her.”

 

I smiled at my sister’s warm heart. Starla had never really been
overly friendly to either of us. Not rude or anything, but
definitely not welcoming. Mostly she always seemed put out when she
came around, like she’d rather be sunbathing at some resort where
hot, oiled men brought you fresh blood with umbrella straws in
them.  “Yeah, she’s…different, but I couldn’t just let her
die.”

 

Twisting her lips at me, she laughed once, humorously. “So you
offer to kill yourself.” She raised an eyebrow. “Kind of dramatic
of you.”

 

I laughed and slung my arms around her, squeezing her tight to
me. She shivered against my chilly flesh so I eased off a bit, but
then she rested her head on mine and I relaxed as I held her.
Hearing Teren unbuckling my kids, telling them over and over that
they’d see Ashley in just a second, I quietly said, “We’re just
sitting in the living room, bring them on in.”

 

Ashley lifted her head, giving me a bewildered expression that I
knew I’d used on Teren a time or two. I started to explain that
Teren was here, but the door swung open and I didn’t need to.
Ashley’s eyes flicked over to the squeaking contraption right as
two tiny beings dashed through it.

 

“Auntie Ash!” they both exclaimed in unison.

 

Ashley grinned and held her arms out as the twins dashed into
them. She placed warm kisses on their giggling heads while Teren
wrapped his arms around me. Leaning back into the loving safety of
his arms, I watched my sister ask Nika and Julian all about their
stay with grandma. As they excitedly told her everything that
they’d already told us, I heard Teren whisper, “Did I give you
enough time?” His voice was soft, his breath in my ear barely
audible on a human level.

 

Hearing him just fine, I nodded against his chest. “Yeah…we
talked.”

 

He sighed and squeezed me, placing a soft kiss on my cheek.
“And? How did she take it?”

 

Peeking up at him, I shrugged. “Like she handles everything.” I
looked back at the disfigured woman tickling our toddlers. “With a
strength I hope to have some day.”

 

I felt him chuckle against my body and twisted my head around to
look at him again. Smirking, he raised an eyebrow. “I think you
underestimate yourself.” Watching my face, he smiled. As my sister
amused herself by making Julian laugh by blowing raspberries on
Nika’s stomach, Teren tilted his head at me, his brows furrowing.
“How are you? Getting hungry?”

 

I shook my head, but the second I focused on it, I could feel
the dull ache in my stomach, the slight dryness in my throat. He
raised an eyebrow and I shrugged. “Maybe, a little.”

 

Nodding, he seemed well aware of how I really felt, and I
suppose he was aware, since he’d gone through this already. “It
gets better after the first couple of days. Then you’ll only need
to eat once or twice a day.”

 

I leaned into him, feeling a little tired. “Back to the ranch
then?”

 

Sighing, he kissed my head. “Yeah, it’s just the best place for
you to be right now, while you adjust.”

 

Disengaging the kids from Ashley, I stood her up and gave her a
final hug. Her hand brushed over my face, feeling my chill, and she
shook her head. “I wouldn’t have pictured your life turning out
this way,” she softly said.

 

Smiling sadly, I ran a finger across some of her scars; they
were rough to my sensitive touch. “You either,” I whispered.

 

Her eyes filled with an emotion that seemed more like joy than
regret as her lips curved into a small smile. Shrugging, she
cheerily said, “Well, at least we’re both happy.”

 

I nodded, grabbing Nika’s hand as Teren grabbed Julian’s. “No,
Mommy, we don’t wanna go.” Nika’s small eyes filled with huge tears
at the thought of leaving my sister. Staring down at the tiny
version of myself, I could clearly see the exhaustion in her
features. Julian voiced his agreement and tried to squirm away from
Teren, who scooped him up and slung him over his shoulder.

 

As I considered slumping her over my shoulder like the potato
sack Teren had just turned Julian into, Ashley stepped down in
front of her. Kneeling carefully, her joints stiffer than most
people’s, she cupped Nika’s cheeks. “We’ll hang out real soon, baby
girl.” Leaning into her, she brushed her nose together with Nika’s;
Julian giggled.  “Miss you, love you.”

 

Nika kissed her nose. “Love you too, Auntie Ash.” Her lip
twisted into a perfect pout. “I wanna stay.”

 

Her lip quavered a little on the end, then her mood completely
reversed and she started giggling near uncontrollably. Both Ash and
I blinked at her reaction. Then we looked over to Teren and Julian.
Teren had slipped him down him down his back and was now holding
him by his ankles. Julian was grinning ear to ear as all the blood
rushed to his little face. Teren chuckled and gently swayed him
back and forth.

 

Between giggles, Nika got out, “Julie likes that, Daddy.”

 

I shook my head at the father and son, and Teren’s natural
ability to avert potential meltdowns with a little fun. Laughing
herself, my sister walked over to Julian and blew more raspberries
on his exposed belly. Both the kids were howling after that and we
managed to get them out of the house and into the car with smiles
instead of tears.

 

Heading back to the ranch, I again pondered not being around my
family. It seemed a little unfathomable to me. Especially with Ash.
I hated to leave her alone. Not that she was truly alone here. She
had Mom and friends from work and school, but still, she was my
baby sister and I adored her and felt the need to protect her for
the rest of her naturally appropriate life.

 

Lost in thought, I was slowly brought out of them by Teren
softly laughing to himself. Curious, I looked over at him. He had
one hand on the wheel, one casually draped over my thigh. His head
was slightly tilted as he absently stared at the road with a soft
smile on his lips. He seemed absorbed in his own thoughts and they
seemed much more pleasant than mine.

 

Lacing our fingers together got his attention. When he smiled
wider as he peeked over at me, I raised an eyebrow. “What are you
laughing about over there?”

 

He bit his lip and shook his head, seeming a little embarrassed
that I’d caught his amusement. Even more curious, I leaned over to
look at him closer. “What?” I asked, smiling wider as he laughed
again.

 

Flicking a glance at our children falling asleep in the back
seat, he looked over at me again, a familiar gleam in his eye. “I
was just remembering the last time the two of us drove along this
road.”

 

He bit his lip again as his eyes raked over my body. Taking in
the heat of his expression, I quickly glanced at the stretch of
road we were on. Shaking my head, I murmured, “I don’t…”

 

Somewhere through my hazy memory of the last couple of days, I
recalled being on this abandoned stretch of highway in the middle
of the night, drunk, and feeling a little promiscuous. Biting my
lip, I glanced back at him. He laughed huskily at seeing that I
remembered. “That was definitely a moment I’ll be thinking about on
this road for while.”

 

Smiling as I waited for my cheeks to heat, which they didn’t, I
leaned back in my seat. I suppose us experiencing each other while
driving was a better memory for this road than us stopping to help
our abductor with kidnapping us. I was a little happy to push that
memory back a notch as well. Sucking on my lip, I stared out the
window. “I suppose that’s the last time I’ll ever be drunk?”

 

His thumb brushed over my skin and I looked back at him. He
sighed and shook his head. “Yeah, unfortunately.”

 

From the backseat I heard a sleepy Nika ask, “What’s drunk mean,
Mommy?”

 

Peeking back at the child I’d thought was conked out along with
her brother, I shook my head at her. “Something I hope you never
are, sweetheart.”

 

Teren laughed softly over that one for while.

 

Both kids were soundly asleep by the time we got back to the
ranch. Teren and I whisked them away upstairs, smoothly putting
them into their bed. Placing a kiss on each slumbering forehead, I
smiled over how much they enjoyed being with my family. If we moved
them, they’d lose a large part of that.

 

I sighed once we closed their bedroom door, and Teren looked
back at me. “You alright? Want me to get you some food?”

 

Listening to the light breaths on the other side of it, I shook
my head. “I’m fine, but yeah, a little hungry.”

 

With a playful twist of his lips, he scooped me into his arms.
Laughing softly, I nuzzled my head into his warm neck. One perk of
moving or not moving – Teren would be with me either way.

 

Jack was downstairs with Alanna once Teren walked me over the
kitchen threshold. They both looked up at us and smiled, Jack
looking down with a soft grin on his face. He looked back up when
Teren set me down. “Want to help me today, son?”

 

Teren’s face brightened as he leaned against the counter while
Alanna automatically started prepping a glass of blood, having
heard that I was thirsty. “Sure, Dad. We fixing that fence by the
road?”

 

Jack nodded, sipping on a mug that held some very strong coffee
by the smell of it. The aroma turned my stomach a little bit, which
was an odd sensation for me; before dying, I’d adored coffee. While
some things hadn’t changed at all, some were completely
different.

 

When Alanna was finished with the brew that didn’t tightened my
stomach in disgust, I leaned back against the counter with Teren.
Thanking Alanna, I shifted my gaze to Teren’s father. “Jack?”

 

His warm eyes pulled away from watching his wife to look over at
me. The kindness in the depths of them always brought a smile to my
lips. Teren may have learned a lot about being a good man from the
strong, vampiric women in his household, but he’d learned a lot
from the man before me too. “Yes, Emma?”

 

Clearing my throat, I looked at Teren and took a quick sip of
blood. “Well, it’s no secret around here that Teren and I are
unsure what to do…about the move.” My eyes came back to Jack’s, a
thoughtfulness in his expression. I shrugged. “Teren would like to
stay with all of you, as would I…but, I’m having a hard time with
the idea of leaving my family. Was it hard for you, to let everyone
you knew go?”

 

Jack sighed and looked down. Alanna’s arms immediately went
around his waist and his arm immediately slipped around her
shoulders. After a moment of silent deliberation, he looked up at
me. “I won’t lie, Emma, it was difficult.” His thumb stroked his
wife’s shoulder as he gazed down at her. “Worth it, but
difficult.”

 

I sighed and leaned into Teren’s side; he put his arm around me
much like his father had with his wife. Jack looked between the two
of us and smiled at our connection. “My situation was different
than yours though, Emma. My family never knew what Alanna and the
girls were.”

 

I blinked, wondering how they’d managed to hide that from them
for so long. Smiling at my face, he shrugged. “I was an only child,
and my parents weren’t the type to ask questions. We successfully
hid the truth, and when we left to start our ranch,” he glanced at
Teren, “and our family, Halina wiped their memories.”

 

I looked down, considering Halina doing the same to my family.
“So, they never missed you, because they didn’t remember you…”

 

Jack separated from Alanna and walked up to me. I stared into my
blood, feeling my eyes start to sting. Even though Teren had
assured me that my family could remember, I wondered if it really
could be left like that. At the bare minimum, what I was would
probably be taken from their minds. It left me with a dull ache of
loneliness that they wouldn’t really know me anymore. I suddenly
had a newfound appreciation for Teren’s desire to leave a memory of
him…in someone.

 

“Of course they remembered me, Emma.” Lifting my chin with his
course fingers, he encouraged me to look up at him. Smiling softly,
his aged face was deeply sympathetic. “She wouldn’t make them
forget you…just the situation, just what you and Teren are.”

 

I swallowed and nodded, blinking back the tears stinging.
Glancing at Alanna’s equally sympathetic face, I asked, “So they
never remembered that you married, that you had a child.”

 

Dropping his hand from my face, Jack looked up at his son. “They
remembered Teren. He grew and aged at a normal pace, so there was
no reason to keep him from them.” Swinging his gaze back to Alanna,
his smile dropped. “For my wife…” he sighed and shook his head,
“they were only left with a vague memory of her after every
visit.”

 

Alanna smiled sadly as he continued, his eyes coming back to
mine. “Right up until their death a few years ago, they believed
the cover story, that Teren’s mother died and I remarried a younger
woman. As soon as Alanna’s never-ending youth became apparent,
Halina took away anything about us that might have made them
suspicious, and they were fed the lie from then on.”

 

He let out a soft laugh, shaking his head. “They even met Alanna
again when I got “remarried.” They had no idea that they’d already
met her, multiple times. And when we left, the details of Alanna
left with us. Even though Alanna and I have been remarried several
times, on their death beds they wouldn’t have been able to pick her
out of a crowd.”

 

Alanna walked up to him, slinging her arms around his and
resting her head on his shoulder. Thinking over how misinformed his
parents had been, I shook my head. “Wow, that’s kind of…sad.” I
peeked up at Teren behind me. “I don’t know if I want my mom
forgetting you… ” I blinked as I considered how my situation was a
little different from Jack’s; I didn’t age either. “What about me?
If she doesn’t know and I never age, I’ll never be able to visit
again.”

 

Teren squeezed me tight. “No, no that’s not true. Of course you
will.” He sighed into my hair. “But Halina would have to make
some…adjustments after every visit.”

 

I slumped a little, sighing. “Oh.”

 

Twisting me in his arms, Teren smiled warmly. “My grandparents
were a different situation, Emma. It wouldn’t have to be like that
with her. She already knows and she’s already accepted us. As long
as she continues to stay silent, she could keep her memory of what
we are.”

 

He kissed my forehead as Jack patted my back. “It was just the
easiest way with my parents, Emma. They…wouldn’t have understood
the real situation.”

 

I nodded and looked back at him. “But, all of my friends?”

 

Sighing, he glanced at Alanna and then back to me.
“Unfortunately, yes, they would all forget the specifics of you and
Teren. Otherwise, it’s just too many loose ends. Once we move on,
we prefer most people’s memories of us to be hazy at best.” He
shrugged, looking very apologetic. “It’s the best precaution we
have.”

 

Nodding, I conformed myself to Teren’s body. He stroked my hair
and rubbed my back. “I know what you’re feeling, Emma. I don’t want
to give them up either.”

 

I peeked up at him. He’d sort of made a mess for his family by
repeatedly trying to keep ties with other people, first with
Carrie, then with Hot Ben. Come to think of it, he hadn’t batted an
eye over telling Ashley the truth either. Of all of them, Teren
enjoyed hiding the least. He wanted to be normal. He wanted to be
accepted. He wanted to be a part of society, not staying in the
fringes of it. With what we’d gone through, he understood more why
they had to hide, but it was hard for him. He completely understood
my dilemma because he was constantly experiencing it too.

 

Every day I understood just a bit more about him, and every day
I loved him a little more.

 

Cupping my cheek, he stroked my skin with his thumb. “We have
time, Emma. We don’t have to decide anything today.” Kissing my
head, we both sighed simultaneously.

 

I called Tracey early the next morning to let her know that I
wasn’t coming in for the rest of the week. I had an idea all
thought out as I lay next to Teren, snug under our covers. I was
going to convince her that I’d caught that swine flu bug thing that
was going around. Surely the entire office would insist I stayed
away after that.

 

Practicing my raspy voice, I heard her pick up the line.
"Neilson, Sampson and Peterson. This is Tracey, how can I help
you?”

 

“Hey, Trace, it’s me.” I coughed a couple times into my cell
phone, smiling while I did it.

 

“Emma! Happy Birthday!” She immediately began singing the
birthday song to me. It caught me a little off guard; so much had
happened recently, I’d nearly forgotten that my birthday was today.
I tried to interrupt her a few times, but she ignored me until she
was done. Teren started chuckling into his pillows. “Are you coming
back today?” she asked merrily, post-song.

 

Sighing dramatically, I coughed again. “Actually, that’s why I
called. I’m still pretty sick. The doctors think I got that new
virus going around.”

 

Tracey’s voice was instantly sympathetic. “Oh, that sucks, Emma.
And on your birthday too.” There was a pause in the line while I
exaggeratedly coughed and sniffled. “Wait, didn’t you get the
vaccine? We all got that company flyer about it.”

 

My mind replayed back to laughing with her about the seriously
written HR memo urging all employees to protect themselves against
the epidemic that would surely wipe out all of mankind. “Uh, well…I
hate needles, so, no.”

 

Teren started laughing in earnest, covering his head with the
pillow so Tracey wouldn’t hear him. I bit my lip to not laugh with
him. Me afraid of needles? Not anymore, not after injecting myself
daily for years.

 

Tracey, not knowing about that part of my life, sighed. “Well, I
bet you’ll think twice about waiting next time.”

 

I let myself laugh a little. “Yeah, definitely.”

 

She sighed softly. “Well, get some rest, drink lots of water,
and I’ll let everyone here know that you were a procrastinating
idiot.”

 

Teren laughed a little harder at that and I smacked him on the
back. “Thanks, Trace.”

 

She laughed lightly. “Just kidding, Em. Feel better…Happy
Birthday.”

 

I smiled, then remembered to cough. “Thank you, I will.”

 

Shutting the phone and setting it on the nightstand, I instantly
began smacking my husband. “Quit making me laugh when I’m trying to
act. You know I suck at that!”

 

Still laughing at me, he twisted and grabbed my wrists. “I’m
sorry, Tracey’s funny.” I frowned at him, but he deadweight lifted
me on top of him. Holding my wrists behind my back, he brought my
face right down to his. “Happy Birthday.”

 

Forgetting my irritation, I leaned in to kiss him. “Thank you,”
I murmured against his lips.

 

Releasing my arms, his hands wandered up my back to thread
through my hair. Our kiss deepening, I thoroughly relished our
similar heat. I also enjoyed the fact that I was now sharing in a
perk of undeadness that I’d enjoyed from him in awhile. Let’s just
say, he never needed mouthwash in the morning. He always tasted
great, and now I would too.

 

Pressing my hips into his body I felt every fiber of mine start
to tingle with anticipation. His breath increased as he sensed it
too. Flipping us around, so my back was to the mattress, his hand
started sliding up the shorts I’d slept in.

 

“Can I give you your present now?” he breathed in my ear.

 

Gasping, I grabbed his hand and slid it farther up my skin.
“Yes,” I panted.

 

He chuckled a little and removed his hand. Frowning, I watched
his lean body stretch over mine and open his nightstand. Realizing
he’d meant an actual present, I smiled…and reached down to squeeze
his butt. Twisting his lips as he looked back at me, he pulled out
a small, wrapped gift.

 

Shifting to my side, he handed it to me. Furrowing my brows at
him, I shook my head. “When did you find the time to get this?”

 

Smiling warmly, he brushed a stray lock from my forehead. “I
always find time for you.” Chuckling a little, he added, “Even when
you’re busy giving me an ulcer.”

 

Sighing, I stroked his face. “I’m so sorry you had to watch me
die.”

 

Shaking his head, he murmured, “I would never let you die
alone.” My eyes started stinging and he nodded at the gift. “Open
it.”

 

Swallowing the sudden emotion blocking my throat, I started
unwrapping the blood red packaging. Inside the shiny paper was a
long rectangle of a box. It felt feather light, like nothing was
inside it. As Teren smiled widely, sitting back on an elbow as he
watched, I lifted the lid. Expecting jewelry, since my husband was
fabulous in that department, I stared blankly at a piece of
elaborately scripted paper.

 

I looked over at him, confused, but he only smiled wider and
nodded at it. Plucking the thin parchment, the paper smooth as silk
under my fingertips, I started deciphering the fancy font. It took
me a second to read it, then I re-read it. My mouth dropping open,
I stared back at Teren. “You’re having Gabriel soundproof our
bedroom? Like, vampire-proof soundproof?”

 

He chuckled at the look on my face, then sat up, propping an arm
on his knee. “I tried to think of something you wanted, really
wanted, and all I could come up with…was privacy.” Tilting his
head, he smiled down at me. “I asked Gabriel if he could make our
bedroom like his lab, and he said he could.”

 

Feeling more than a little floored, I sat up with him. “We’ll
be…alone?”

 

He nodded, his fingers tracing my cheek. “For the first time in
a long time, we’ll be alone.”

 

I shook my head as I imagined that possibility. We always had to
be so careful around the impressionable children that could hear us
in every corner of the house. Smiling, I let out a soft laugh as I
hugged him. “Thank you, I love it.”

 

He held me back tightly and something else popped into my head.
Pulling back, I raised an eyebrow at him. “Is this really a gift
for me…or a gift for you?”

 

Laughing at the playful look in my eye, he shook his head. “A
little of both, I suppose.” Sighing, he lowered his forehead to
mine. “It’s a gift for both of us, so we have somewhere to just be
us. Somewhere to talk about things without waiting for the kids to
be asleep, without worrying if they are hearing conversations that
maybe they shouldn’t hear.”

 

Both eyebrows raising now, I flicked my gaze over his face.
“Talk? You did this so we could…talk?”

 

Laughing, he glanced down at the sheets. His hand coming down to
rest on my hip, he murmured, “Maybe other things too.” Peeking up
at me, his lips curved into a devilish smile that halted my breath.
“I didn’t think ‘hey, I made us a sex room’ sounded nearly as
romantic.”

 

Laughing, I pulled him to my mouth for a scorching kiss.
Romantic or not, I couldn’t wait for our “sex room” to be finished.
Lowering me back down to the pillows, the elegant gift certificate
he’d made for me dropping to the floor, a drawback struck me. As
his hand slid up my thigh, I exhaled, “What about the kids though?
I don’t want to not be able to hear them.”

 

His breath heavier as his stubbled jaw ran up the side of my
neck, he whispered, “We’ll always open the door, once we’re
done…talking.”

 

I let out a soft laugh, a response to that on my tongue, but
then his fingers dipped between my legs and I couldn’t think
coherently. Biting back the groan I wanted to make, I arched my
back and clenched his hair. God, I couldn’t wait to not ever have
to hold back with him.

 

The remainder of my birthday was spent exactly how I’d wanted to
spend my birthday – cuddled together with my family, watching a
movie. My mom and my sister came over and once the twins were put
to bed, we plugged in a cheesy B-movie. Because I thought it was
funny, we watched an old vampire flick.

 

Halina rolled her eyes and groaned dramatically at nearly every
ridiculous plot twist in the so-bad-it-was-good film. She got
particularly riled up over the myths that she considered dumb.

 

“Why can’t vampires go into people’s homes without their
permission? Are we suddenly polite, or something?” She snorted as
yet another vamp was deterred from their prey by them simply
closing the door.

 

Thinking about that, I looked over at Teren. “I guess that one’s
not true. You’ve never needed an okay to go anywhere.”

 

Teren grinned and shrugged but Halina threw a pillow at the TV,
softly, otherwise it would have gone right through it. “Why would
silence bar me from entering a home? I could rip down that cottage
plank by plank if I wanted to get inside it.”

 

My sister chuckled while my mom’s eyes widened; the full vampire
still sort of freaked her out. Wondering how that myth had gotten
started, I shook my head. “I don’t know.”

 

Halina looked over at me, her pale eyes fiery, like we were
suddenly having a debate. “And how would that work anyway? What if
I went to a business? Whose permission would I need?” She leaned
forward, her short skirt riding higher up her thighs. “And what if
more than one person owned the house? Would I need both? Is the
power granted to anyone staying there? And how long do you have to
be there to get that sort of power? Would squatters have that kind
of magic ability?”

 

She leaned forward even more, her hair swishing over her exposed
thighs. Punctuating her points with hand, her voice got even more
heated. “Or is it the physical act of signing the mortgage papers
that seals the deal? Or maybe it’s filing the title with the state
that starts the process?” Tilting her head, her voice turned
incredulous. “What if you inherit the house? Do I need to ask the
dead person? Can I enter in the interim, or does the magic
automatically shift to the new owner? What if the house gets
foreclosed? Do I need to ask the bank?”

 

Rolling her eyes, she paused to irritably exhale. I took her
silence to try and end the debate I wasn’t really having with her.
“I got it, it’s a stupid myth.”

 

She smirked and leaned back on the couch; my mom visibly relaxed
and I patted her thigh. Halina shook her head, her arms crossing
over her chest. “That one riles me up. It’s right up there with us
not casting a reflection in a mirror for some odd reason.” She
rolled her eyes again at the idiocy of mankind. “Do we suddenly
stop solely existing in this world when we changeover, and that’s
why no reflective surface can capture our image?” She raised an
eyebrow at me, but I wisely said nothing. Not having anyone to
whine to, she muttered, “And don’t even get me started on
cameras.”

 

Twisting to Teren again, I murmured, “Should we put in Twilight
next?”

 

Halina dropped her head back to the cushions. “Oh my god! What
self-respecting vampire…sparkles?”

 

Every vampire laughed at her comment, the humans joining in as
well. Cuddling into Teren’s side, I peeked over at Halina muttering
about how those vampires didn’t even have proper fangs, and
wondered if Halina was just a touch jealous of their sun-walking
abilities.

 

As the deliciously bad B-movie wrapped up, I heard the sounds of
light crying upstairs. Immediately in Mommy-mode, I blurred up to
where I heard my children rustling in their bed. Quietly stepping
into their room, I sat on the edge of the low mattress.

 

They both twisted to look up at me, then Nika crawled over to
cuddle in my lap. Julian sat up, patting her back sympathetically
while she cried in my arms. Hugging her tight, I kissed her head
repeatedly. “What’s wrong, sweetheart?”

 

Nika shook her head, crying too much to answer. Julian softly
spoke for her. “Nick hurts, Mommy,” he patted his chest, “right
there.”

 

I pulled her back to look at her, the glow of my eyes
highlighting her pajamas. Aside from crocodile tears rolling down
her cheeks, she didn’t look injured. Shaking his head, Julian
looked frustrated that I didn’t understand. “No, Mommy,
inside.”

 

I pulled Nika to my chest again, finally getting what he was
saying. She wasn’t physically hurt, she was emotionally hurt.
Julian, feeling her pain, patted her back again. I shushed her
soothingly, asking her again what was wrong. I asked Julian too,
but he didn’t know. He could only feel her turmoil; he didn’t know
the reason for it.

 

Teren silently opened the door and stepped through. Sitting on
the other side of the bed, he placed a palm on Nika’s back. “What’s
wrong, princess?”

 

Starting to sob in earnest, she looked up at him. The glow of
his eyes washed over her, drawing her in. He held the gaze with
her, using the soothing feeling that his eyes could give a person
to calm her tears. When her crying had softened to hiccups, she
finally answered him.

 

“Are we bad, Daddy?”

 

He blinked, looking up at me before swinging his eyes back to
hers. I twisted her face to make her look at me. “Of course not,
baby. Why would you think that?”

 

She rubbed her eyes and sniffed. “Movie said vampires bad.” Huge
tears lit her eyes as her lip trembled. “We’re vampires.”

 

Closing my eyes, I pulled her tight to me, kissing her head.
“Oh, baby, no.” Tears stung my own eyes as I considered what that
horribly awful movie sounded like to children that had no idea the
world thought of them as evil. Shaking my head against her, I
rocked her in my arms.

 

Pulling back, I cupped both her cheek and Julian’s; his eyes
were sad too, as he finally understood what had so upset his
sister. “You two are the most incredible little people I know.
You’re the best and there is nothing wrong with what you are. You
are absolutely not bad. Okay?”

 

They both nodded, Julian crawling into my lap to hug me along
with his sister. Teren ran a hand along their backs, giving me a
warm smile. Feeling those tears dangerously close to falling, I
shook my head at him. “Soundproofing sounds like a great idea.”

 

He smiled wider and nodded, a finger coming up to wipe the
moisture from under my eyes. “I’ll tuck them back in,” he murmured,
taking Julian from me. I nodded and gave him Nika, who was already
falling back asleep in my arms.

 

Kissing each member of my family a final time, I hastily made it
out the door before my tears started falling. Leaning against the
wall as Teren started humming a lullaby, guilt filled me. I’d never
imagined that I’d be the indirect cause of my child’s pain. As I
ran my hands down my face, I wondered if she’d need therapy when
she got older because of me.

 

Alanna breezed into the hallway as I listened to my children
yawn and my husband comfort. With my eyes closed, I felt her step
before me and place a hand on my arm. Peeking up at her, I felt a
tear fall on my cheek. She smiled as she wiped it off. “Not as easy
as it seems, is it?”

 

I shook my head. “It’s so strange. I want them to see the world,
and I never want them to leave my sight.” Tilting my head at her, I
sighed, “I don’t know how you did it? How did you ever let Teren
go?”

 

She raised an eyebrow at me and glanced at the door that her son
was behind. “Did I?” She laughed a little and I considered all of
the mothering that Teren put up with from her, sometimes
grudgingly.

 

Chuckling myself, I pulled away from the wall. “I want to give
them every opportunity, but I never want them to feel pain.” I
shrugged. “With what they are though…that just isn’t possible. How
do you deal with knowing what they’ll be facing?”

 

Alanna shook her head and shrugged. “You find a way.” Her warm
palm came up to my cheek, cupping it. “Raising a child isn’t easy.
You beat yourself up over every mistake, every tiny little thing
that goes wrong. But you do the best you can.” Sighing, she swept
me into her arms. “And if you fail…you try again tomorrow.”

 

*** End of Sample***

 

Thank you for reading this free ebook sample! If you wish to
finish the story, the full ebook will be available spring 2013 for
purchase at Amazon.com, Smashwords.com and other online
retailers.
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undead, but to Emma, that was inconsequential. She was his, he was
hers, and she could not wait to be his bride, to mother his
children, and to stay by his side for as long as her mortal life
would allow her to. At least…that was the plan.



	


It's
All Relative (2010)
The club was packed, the music was loud, and the alcohol was
flowing. Jessie couldn’t keep her eyes off of the exotic man
drinking by himself across the room. Kai couldn’t keep his gaze
from the buxom brunette laughing with her friends at the bar. Fate
pulled them together, giving them a night that neither one would
soon forget. But then, you know what they say about fate. While
their one night of bliss was perfect, neither Jessie nor Kai could
have imagined what would be in store for them the next time they
met, when fate again crossed their paths. As they both soon
discovered, sometimes life places obstacles in the way that are
insurmountable...even for soul mates.

SKoW Award winner 2011 - Most Creative Plot



	


Effortless
(2011)
**PREVIEW COPY ONLY - NOW FOR SALE AT VARIOUS ONLINE RETAILERS.
DOWNLOAD SAMPLE FOR DETAILS. **

A continuation of the novel, Thoughtless...

A lot can happen in a year. You grow, you change, you learn from
your mistakes. And Kiera had made a lot of mistakes to learn from.
But she had learned, and she was determined to never cause a man
pain again, especially the amazing man who currently held her
heart. But life offers new challenges for every relationship, and
when Kiera’s love is put to the ultimate test, will it come out the
other side unscathed?

Love is easy…trust is hard.



	


Not a
Chance (2011)
At first glance, he seemed like a straight-laced, never told a
lie in his life, good guy. Just goes to show - first impressions
can be dead wrong.

Makayla should have listened to her instincts. She never should
have accepted a date with him, she never should have continued
seeing him, and she definitely shouldn't have started falling for
him.

Image credit: luigi diamanti/FreeDigitalPhotos.net
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