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Chapter 1

The alarm blared through the ghost town, reverberating
over piles of rubble and scorched ruins. Even the heavy fog
that blanketed everything didn't muffle the deafening, high-
pitched noise. Marc winced, an d brought his free hand up to
cover his left ear even though he knew it was useless. In two
hundred and seventy two years, he had rarely regretted the
increased acuity of his senses that had come in a neat little
package along with his fangs, an appetite for blood, and near-
immortality. Nonetheless, at that moment he would have
given anything to have the imperfect hearing of a human.
Then, he might not have felt as though his skull were about
to split open.

“Three."

He read the word on Blake's lips more than he heard it,
and nodded to show he understood: three demons coming
their way. His fingers flexed an d tightened over the hilt of his
sword. Loose gravel and broken asphalt beneath his feet were
hardly the best terrain to fight on, but he had seen worse.
Next to him, Blake's entire body tensed, a clear enough
warning that he could see the demons approach through the
crack in the dilapidated wall they used as cover. It wouldn't
be long now.

Blake looked back at him. With the moon's faint silvery
smile piercing the fog at his Childe's right, Marc had no
trouble seeing his expression. It matched the excited scent
rising from him. Blake wore a faint, hungry smile—the smile
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of a hunter closing in on his pr ey. The years Blake had spent
as a human had been wasted; he had been born for this, for
the hunt and the fight, for ambushes on moonless nights and
the thrill of killing.

A quick flash of Blake's free hand gave a familiar signal.
Marc nodded again. Blake would a ttack first, trusting Marc to
follow and guard his back. Marc had long since given up on

pointing out that, as Blake's Sire , it was his privilege to lead.
Certain things weren't worth th e aggravation of yet another
argument with his too-stubborn Childe—as long as it was
understood that Marc granted him the privilege of attacking
first.

The blaring alarm masked the sound of the demons, but
not their smell. The stench of old blood and sulfur was
unmistakable. At last, they broke past the edge of their cover.
Demons towered over vampires and humans alike at eight
and a half feet or more, and they had long arms reminiscent
of a gorilla's. Blake slashed at the closest demon, cleanly
slicing through the neck, wh ere the battered metal armor
joined the helmet. Decapitated, the demon fell to its knees
then toppled forward. Before it had hit the ground, its two
companions had turned to Bl ake and raised their weapons.
Without the advantage of surpri se, they wouldn't be as easy
to kill: far from it.

Blake attacked the one on the left, both hands on the hilt
of his sword to lend more stre ngth to the blow. Marc didn't
wait to see how the attack landed, and rushed at the demon
on the right. Sparks rose wh en his sword, broader and
shorter than Blake's, clashed with his opponent's axe; the
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sound, however, was drowned out by the alarm, as was the
metal-on-metal ring of the blows that followed. He would be
lucky to have any hearing left when the fight was over.

He thrust his sword at the demon's right forearm, hoping
to disarm it. The demon deflected the hit by swinging its
crescent-shaped axe widely. Marc scrambled back, just
enough to avoid being hit, and immediately jumped forward
again. He didn't have the protection of metal plates over his
chest or even a helmet, but what he lacked in cover, he more
than made up for in speed and agility.



Blurred Nights (1st in the Blurred Trilogy)
by Kallysten

appearing through a hole in the helmet. Marc had often
wondered if scientists, somewhere, were cataloguing the
apparently infinite variations of demon bodies.

"It took you long enough,"” Blake said behind him.

The sound of Blake's slightly mocking tone made Marc
realize the alarm had stopped. His ears still buzzed from the
irritating noise.

"Maybe," he replied, his narrowed eyes running over
Blake. "But at least | didn't let it touch me. Where are you
hurt?"

The sharp, familiar smell of Blake's blood tickled his nose,
and he absently rubbed it with the back of his hand.

"It's just a scratch,” Blake re plied with a shrug. He looked
around him as though searching for more adversaries. The
fog swirled lazily around them, transforming broken walls and

piles of debris into menacing figures. "Why do you think the
alarm sounded?"

Marc approached him and took hold of Blake's chin to tilt
his angular face into the light of the moon. Blake rolled his
eyes but let Marc assure himself he was all right. The cut was
shallow, going straight down from just below his right eye to
his jaw. It had already sto pped bleeding, but the wound
glared an angry red on Blake's pale skin. It would heal, and in
a few weeks there wouldn't even be a scar left. A few inches
higher, however, would have ha d a much different result. He
had sometimes told Blake he wa s too pretty for his own good,
but that didn't mean he ever wanted him to lose one of his
dark, piercing eyes.
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Without a second thought, Marc leaned in and flicked his
tongue over the drying blood along the wound. Blake stilled
completely beneath his touch, and for once didn't say a word
or ask silly questions. Marc had his answer ready, just the
same. He was doing this because the demons' sense of smell
was as good as their own wh  ere blood was concerned, and
Blake's blood would give them away. His thirst was
completely irrelevant, as wa s the wondrous taste of his
Childe's blood. He didn't need to voice the lie.
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Marc struggled not to grin. He didn't want to encourage
Blake's cockiness and boasting. Trust him to argue against
retreating even if the odds screamed otherwise. He was too
predictable, sometimes.

"We're not here to take on the demon army," he reminded
his Childe. "We can't afford—"

He stopped abruptly and stared ahead into the fog. At his
side, Blake did the same and took a deep breath in through
his nose.

"Five?" Blake murmured, so low that no one but a vampire
could have caught the word.

"Maybe," Marc replied, just as quietly. "At least three
wounded. Can you smell any demon close?"

A few seconds passed before Blake answered. "No. But
they won't take long, with that lot reeking of blood."

"Come on. Let's see if they need our help getting out of
here."

He slipped his sword back into the scabbard hanging from
his belt at his left and raised both hands to show he wasn't
armed.

"Do we have to?" Blake comp  lained, but he too put away
his weapon in the scabbard on his back and raised his hands.

They walked together towa  rd the cotton-cloaked remains
of a house on their right, where quiet voices, hammering
heartbeats and the mixed scents of fear and blood announced
the presence of humans as clearl y as a beacon. The door had
long ago been ripped away from its hinges, leaving a gaping
opening like a wound on the standing facade of the derelict
building.
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"Stop or I'll fire," a man called from straight ahead of him
just as Marc passed the threshold. "Who are you? What are
you doing here?"

Marc obeyed and stilled. He took a discreet look around.
On his right, in the corner formed by two almost-intact walls,

a standing man held a ball of light in his hand. The light
bathed a second man lying on the ground and a woman
kneeling by his side, her hands busy over his leg. The smell of
blood was stronger in that direction. A pile of debris hid the
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the crossbow, a sword hung at her left side, and knife sheaths
sprouted on her right thigh and arm.

"My name is Marc," he answered, looking back at the man
who had first asked him. "This is Blake." He tilted his head
back briefly, indicating his immobile Childe, standing just
behind him. "She's right, we're vampires. But there's no need
for stakes. We mean you no harm. We heard you, and we
thought you might need help."

He looked pointedly at the corner, where the second
woman still worked on the wounded man. The mage looked a
little unsteady, and the ball of light flickered for a moment
before stabilizing. Marc was ready to bet he was turning
green beneath his camouflage.

"How do we know you're not with them?" the man
challenged.

Marc frowned at him, puzzled. "With whom?"

Before he had a chance to answer, Blake cursed and
pushed Marc inside. "Fuck. Told you they'd smell the blood.
You couldn't have chosen another time to chitchat?"

Marc stood on the left side of the door, his back to the
wall. Pulling out his sword, he motioned for the girl to lower
her crossbow. On the right side, Blake was ready as well.

"What's—"

Blake shushed the leader and replied in a whisper.
"Demons. Four."

"Five," Marc corrected him. "They're almost here. How
many of you—"
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"Daniel, we can't fight in here ," the woman cut in urgently,
addressing her leader and igno ring Marc. "Not with Sammy
hurt. They'd slaughter him and Sasha.”

"And me," the mage squeaked.

"Then we'll take the fight outside," Daniel agreed, finally
standing up from behind his cover. "Simon, work on a
glamour to conceal the three of you in case they come in.

Kate, sword out."

Daniel limped around the rubble and swung his crossbow
over his shoulder. When he stood in front of Marc, he gave
him a serious look and held out his hand. Marc shook it.

"I still don't know what you're doing here," Daniel said,

"but for now it seems our fortunes run together.”

He didn't give Marc a chance to reply. With a look at the
woman he had called Kate, he led the way outside; she
followed, sword in hand.

"Human fighters," Blake sighed, his eye-roll all too clear in
his voice.

"Quiet, Childe," Marc replied, starting after Daniel and
Kate. "Take his back, I'll take hers."

"If you insist we've got to he Ip them, you could at least
leave the cute one to me."

For all his grousing, Blake went to stand by Daniel's side
even as Marc approached Kate. She threw him a cool glance,
with the smallest hint of a smile. Marc nodded at her before
turning his attention to the de mons. They were no more than
twenty yards away and already raising their weapons,
snarling to intimidate their adversaries. The fog added a
surreal element to their frig htful appearance, giving the
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illusion that they were appearing out of thin air. Marc rolled
his shoulders and prepared. T his fight would be a little
different from the one earlier, with humans to protect and
more demons to fight, but in the end, killing was always the
same.

[Back to Table of Contents]
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Chapter 2

With sunrise less than an hour away and the lingering fog
hiding the road only a few yards in front of the car, Blake was
fuming. He pressed a little harder on the gas pedal and glared
in the rearview mirror at the humans piled up on the back
seat. Marc's car had received multiple custom modifications,
but it had never been meant to accommodate seven people.
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"We're getting close,” Daniel said from the back. "After
that hill, there's a smaller road on the left."

Sam had argued with Daniel when he had accepted Marc's
offer, much like Blake had argued with his Sire. However,
while Blake's main argument had been that they had better

things to do than baby-sit humans, Sam's had revolved on
the fact that they shouldn't le ad vampires to their base, not
before they were ‘checked,’ whatever that meant. Neither

Marc nor Daniel had listened to them.

Blake had to slow down to find the road Daniel had
indicated. He could have easily missed it in the gray swirls
that spread out over the landscape. The dirt road was uneven
where the rain and passing cars had eroded patches of earth.
The car swayed from side to side every time he was unable to
avoid a muddy hole, and more than once Kate's small, warm
body ended up pressed against his side before she could
hurriedly pull back. He might have aimed for a few potholes
on purpose. The feel of her wasn't particularly unpleasant.
The oversized jacket she wore hid her body, but it seemed
there were unexpectedly interesting curves beneath the aged
leather.

"Blake, keep it up, and I'm taking the wheel."

He threw an annoyed glance in Marc's direction; he could
always trust his Sire to ruin his fun. He couldn't see Marc's
face with Kate between them, but the annoyed look she gave
him made it clear that she had figured out his little game as
well. Grinning impishly, he shrugged and returned his
attention to the road. He could see faint glowing spots
indicating buildings in the distance, camouflaged by the fog.
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"Is that it?" he asked, non-plussed.

The way Daniel had talked of his home base, Blake had
imagined something more elaborate than the three
warehouse-like buildings he discovered at the end of the trail.
They were behind three successi  ve barbed wire fences at
least twelve feet tall. They wouldn't stop demons if they truly
wanted to get in, but they might slow them down enough to
give the humans a chance to run.

Armed guards pulled the gate open to let the car in after
recognizing the passengers, and closed it again once Blake
had driven through. More armed fighters approached when
the humans extricated themselves from the back. Blake
remained behind the wheel until Marc, who had stepped out
to let Kate pass, leaned back in to throw him an annoyed
glance.

"Shouldn't we get out of he re before sunrise gets any
closer?" Blake asked him when he got out of the car.

Standing by the open door, he kept a foot on the edge of
the vehicle and rested his arms over the roof. On the other
side of the car, Marc started saying something, but Daniel
quickly interrupted him.

“I'm afraid | can't allow you to leave."

Daniel watched as two medics took away his wounded
soldier, but he shrugged off the attentions of a third one
despite his bleeding thigh. Stan ding in front of the car, he
turned his eyes to Blake then Marc. He didn't draw the sword
he had pulled from the trunk, but the way his hand came to
rest on the hilt was ominous. Blake felt uncomfortably aware
that he didn't wear his own weapon. Marc took a step
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forward, stopping at once when Kate, at Daniel's side, raised
her crossbow.

"We've helped you and yours," he pointed out, his voice as
tight as a bowstring.

"You did," Daniel said with a nod. "But for all we know, it
was only a ploy to get us to trust you."

"Why in hell—"
Daniel didn't let Blake finish. "We know vamps have been
working with demons. Nothing personal, but we've got to

check you. This way."

He pointed toward the closest building.

"Check us?" Marc repeated. "What does that mean?"

"It means that you'd better not have killed humans
recently,” Kate answered.

She steadied her crossbow in the direction of Marc's chest.
Behind him, Blake could hear steps on the gravel, and he had
a feeling he was being targeted the same way. His eyes met
Marc's over the hood of the car. His Sire's dark brown eyes
held a warning that Blake knew only too well.

Don't do anything stupid now.

Swallowing a sigh, he closed the door and walked over to
Marc.

"Told you we shouldn't have helped them in the first
place," he murmured as they advanced toward the building,
following Daniel's lead.

"We'll clear this up in a moment,” Marc replied, louder than
Blake. "And | expect our new friends will apologize when they
realize their mistake."
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Blake didn't care about apol  ogies, not any more than he
cared about threats. If it had been up to him, he'd have
seized Daniel already, and used him as a hostage to get out
of this cursed camp. He was ve ry aware, however, of Kate's
presence behind him and Marc, and in his mind her weapon
was pointed at Marc. He had no problem risking his own life if
he thought the payoff was worth it, but putting his Sire in
danger was entirely different.
As Daniel entered the building, he knew enougcamp. -1.kwted6brn's

“Ellio ito geSimon,"As Daniesaidve
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there were also a handful of axes and a few crossbows.
Several round practice targets were piled up on the floor.

"Straight ahead,” Kate said shortly. "Sit down."

Blake gritted his teeth as he obeyed. He didn't appreciate
being ordered around, especially by humans. Marc had to be
starting to lose his patience too by now.

There were five wooden tables set near the back wall, each
with eight chairs around them. The lingering scent of food
hinted that this was where the humans took their meals.

Blake wondered if there were enou gh of them to fill up all five
tables. Rather than sitting on a chair, Blake hopped onto the
middle table and sat down with his legs crossed. He looked

straight at Kate as he did, and while she raised an eyebrow at
him, the barely there smile that pulled at her lips said she

was amused more than annoyed. The other guard was a few
feet to her side, his crossbow a little less steady than hers.
Next to the table, Marc pulled a chair and turned it around to
straddle it.

"So how will you figure out if we kill humans or not?" Marc
asked.

He had addressed Kate, but it was Daniel who answered as
he grabbed a chair and sat near Kate. He was limping heavily
now.

"Magic," he said with a sigh. "Fast and harmless. If it says
you're clear, you'll have my apologies and a safe place to wait
for nightfall. If you've killed..."

The meaning of his shrug was clear enough.

For a few seconds, silence stretched between the five of
them. Blake quickly grew bored.
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"You said vamps have been working with demons," he
said, looking closely at Daniel. "You know it for a fact or is
that just another rumor?"

For decades now, rumors about demons had spread like
wildfire around the world, one of them disproved only to be
replaced by a new one, each one as strange as the last. The
most persistent alleged that anyone killed by demons came
back as one of them the next night, much like vampires being
sired. That rumor returned like clockwork every few years,
but lately it was being surpassed by the claim that vampires
were working side by side with demons. For vampires like
Blake and Marc, who risked their lives just about every night
fighting, it was the most upsetting of all.

"l haven't seen it firsthand," Daniel answered. He
grimaced as he stretched out his injured leg in front of him.
"But my sources are trustworthy. Vampires have been
spotted fighting alongside demons at two different sites in the
state."”

"Where?" Marc jumped in.

The single word held enough tension that Blake looked at
him, wondering what troubled his Sire so. It was just another
rumor. Daniel seemed to have noticed the change of mood as
well, but he didn't get a chance to answer.

Simon, the mage who had made a ball of light in the ruins,
the man Daniel had ordered to perform protective magic
while they were under attack but, strangely enough, not
before, had entered the build ing. He was accompanied by
Elliot, the soldier Daniel ha  d sent to get him. Simon still
reeked of fear, but the scent wa s stale, a remnant of his time
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on demons' grounds. He had to feel safe here. Clearly, he
didn't realize how vulnerable this camp was.

"Blood spell?" he asked with a look back at Daniel as he
set a leather bag onto the table on Blake's right.

"On both of them," Daniel confirmed.

Blake watched Simon unpack with a mix of curiosity and
frustration. As a human, he had been fascinated with all
things magical, and one of his deepest regrets had always
been that he didn't have the smallest spark of magical ability
in him. He knew himself enough to realize that was why he
had sought the company of vampires until he had found
someone to turn him; becoming a vampire was the closest
thing to magic he would ever experience.

Several jars of powders and plastic bags filled with herbs
soon littered the table. Even cl osed, they each had a distinct
smell. Close as he was, Blake felt his nose itch at the
unfamiliar scents. He sneezed, drawing a surprised glance
from Simon.

"You can sneeze?" he said excitedly. "I didn't know vamp—

"Simon," Daniel called, on the verge of annoyance. "Focus.
Blood spells first, you can chitchat later. If they're clear.”

"Oh. Of course."”

The back of Simon's neck was flushed when he leaned over
his ingredients again, murmur ing under his breath as he
picked up a bag here, a jar there. He seemed to be rattling
through a list that could almost have sounded like a recipe.

"Hawthorne roots ... thyme ... golden pepper..."
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After a few moments, Simon straightened again, looking at
Blake and Marc behind him with a slightly apologetic
expression.

"l ... I need your blood. If you don't mind."

"They don't," Kate said.

She gave her crossbow to Daniel and crossed the few
steps that separated her from Marc. Her right hand slid the
dagger strapped to her thigh out of the scabbard. Blake's
body became rigid at seeing her approach Marc with a bared
blade, and he would have jumped off the table if not for a
sharp warning look from his Sir-0.00te sempedunmovpedbyd

palmh ou, so sthecwoulddrawf the bloo sthewanate." Katd
hesitrated at thas, andaAfter ar

daggerbetweeon her ninerts,xpremenningitd to iom hlot irst. Ad
smKal, surprassedsmibleplaysedmon Mar's lias, and henoddred
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through his nose to catch the scent of his blood hanging in
the air. It only made him more aware that he hadn't fed that
night, and very little the night before that.

While Blake reined in his hunge r, Simon came to Marc,
holding a small, transparent jar filled with half the concoction
he had prepared. His hand shook the tiniest bit as he stood by
Kate. She had taken the dagger back from Marc and was
wiping it on her sleeve as though she had done so hundreds
of times in the past.

"If you would let a few drops fall in..." Simon said, his
voice squeaking a little as he presented the jar to Marc.

Without a word, Marc closed his hand into a fist to draw his
own blood. As soon as the first drop hit the contents of the
jar, Simon began muttering some kind of incantation in what
Blake supposed was Latin. He knew that was the usual
language of magic, and had heard it spoken a few times, but
he had no ear for languages.

After a few seconds, the jar f illed with a soft, white glow.
Simon let out a heavy breath.

"He's clean. No human blood."

"We should bottle you," Blak e told Marc, chuckling. "We
could sell it as the ultimate blackout remedy."

Marc rolled his eyes at him and muttered a quiet "ldiot"
that the humans around them didn't seem to catch.

"Your turn,” Kate said, coming to him.

With an exaggerated sigh, Blake held out his hand the
same way Marc had. There was the same flash of hesitation
as earlier in her eyes, but instead of giving him the dagger,
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she cut his palm, acting so fa st that even vampire reflexes
were of no use to Blake.

"Hey!" he protested, more surprised than hurt. The wound
was barely deep enough to produce a few drops of blood.
"Why—"

"He saved my life," she answered before he was even
finished. "You didn't."

"Let's get it over with," Da niel said behind her. He sounded
as though he were losing interest now that the spell had
cleared Marc. "We've still..."

His voice trailed off when he noticed the red glow filling the
second jar. Simon's hand shook so much that he dropped it,
and it shattered on the floor in front of Blake's table. He
stumbled backwards. The next instant, the two humans who
had been standing at a distance behind Daniel rushed forward
while Kate retreated to stand by him and take her weapon
back. The six humans formed a line, and there were suddenly
four crossbows aimed at Blake.

"What the fuck..." he exclaimed as he raised his hands and
tried to look as non-thre atening as he knew how.

Just two steps away, Marc  stood. His expression was
thunderous when he stepped between the humans and Blake,
and shielded him from their a rrowss. Blake's hopes that his
Sire would defend him, ho  wever, did not last long.

"What have you done, Childe? " Marc growled, turning his
glare toward him.

It was strange, Blake reflect ed bitterly, how some wounds
could reopen so quickly, even years after he had thought
them healed.
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Chapter 3

The metal and wood of the crossbow felt warm and
uncomfortable against Kate's palms. She tightened her grip,
fighting the urge to wipe her hands on her pants and
struggled to keep her aim on Blake steady. Her annoyance
flared; she should have been prepared for this. When the
spell had cleared Marc, she had started relaxing, certain that
Blake would be clean as well. She wasn't usually so careless.
It had to be her tiredness speaking, m -1.5cKwishred faand

foen
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one who noticed. Daniel let out a long-suffering sigh and
shuffled on his chair, leaning back to look at Simon.

"What is it?" he asked.

Simon's blush only darkened. "It's not my fault! You asked
for a blood spell! I just—"

"Simon," Kate interrupted, certain that he would start
rambling now if she didn't stop him.

He glanced at her and swallowed hard before hurrying
through his explanation. "The spell just says he has human
blood inside him."

Still sitting on top of the wooden table, Blake snorted. He
leaned back, resting on his hands behind him. He seemed at
ease, but his eyes remained pure fire. "Of course | do. | take
blood from humans. Never said | didn't. But | have never
killed one." His eyes turned ba ck toward Marc. Rather than
abating, the flames burned bright er. His words, on the other
hand, were as soft and as cold as snowflakes. "l don't need to
kill. I just ask. Nicely."

Kate's eyes traveled from his expressionless features to
Marc's frowning ones and finally to Daniel. He met her eyes
with a raised eyebrow. She shrugged. Blake's claims were
entirely possible, but they hardly knew anything about him.

He could be lying just as easily as he could be telling the

truth. The silent exchange only took a second. Before either
of them could say anything, however, Elliot waved his

crossbow in Blake's direction.

"You really expect us to believe that?"

Grinding her teeth, Kate threw him a hard look. The
shortest of the five men lined up in front of the tables, he was
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also the bulkiest. His habit of wearing t-shirts that clung to

his torso and bulging biceps only emphasized his muscles. His
mouth was set on a thin sneer, and his eyes glowered at
Blake as though he had just announced his intention to Kkill

them all. Then again, Elliott looked at all vampires the same
way.

Blake returned his look, half scathing, half dismissive.
"Expect?" He shook his head. "l don't expect anything from

you. You can believe what you want. Why should | care?"

A rumble rose from Marc, so low that at first Kate didn't
realize they were words. "Childe, that's enough.”

If Blake's eye roll upset Marc in any way, he didn't show it.
He turned to Simon, arms cros sed over his charcoal jacket, a

very intense look knitting his eyebrows and darkening his
brown eyes.

"Do you know a spell that w ill tell you if he has killed
humans?"

"l ... yes, | guess | could adapt—"

Daniel didn't let Simon finish. "Who said you could give
orders to my men?" He stood and took two limping steps
forward, crossing his arms to mirror Marc's stance. They
stood facing each other, both imposing by their stature and
presence, neither backing down.

"If Blake killed a human," Marc said, "I want to know."

"Why? So you can find him excuses?"

"No. So | can kill him myself."

A shiver ran through Kate at the coldness in Marc's voice.
She didn't realize she had lowered her crossbow until Elliot
hissed a warning. She glared at him before returning her
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attention to Marc and, behind him, Blake. The first wore the
serious and implacable expression of an executioner. The
latter, still silent, reclined on the table, hands behind his

head, looking superbly unconcerned. It was hard to believe
they were discussing his life and death.

Silent seconds ticked by until Daniel finally glanced back at
Simon. "A spell to know if he killed. Get to it."

Simon hadn't even moved yet before Marc added: "And
make sure it only picks up on him killing humans, not
demons."

At the words, and especially at Simon's quick agreement,
Daniel's back stiffened. His expression was grim when he
came back to his chair, though whether in annoyance or pain,
Kate couldn't have said. He should have had a medic check
his leg as soon as they returned. She knew better than to say
as much, however, or at leas t not in front of the others.

Simon was practically buzzing with excitement as he
hurried to the second table, already rattling off ingredients
under his breath. He often complained about the lack of
challenges offered to him and his considerable magical
talents, but at the same time he was deathly afraid of
demons and could never do serious magic when they were
under attack. He had to see this unusual request as a much
more interesting—and safe—adventure than exploring the

City.
For a little while, Kate, like Daniel, Marc and the others,
watched Simon play with small jars of colored powders and

bags of dried plants. Magic had never held much attraction for
her, however. She had no ability for it, and to her Simon's
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muttering was no more than gibberish, his mixing of
ingredients as strange and foreign as fine cuisine. Growing
tired of the spectacle, she drew a chair away from the table
where Blake lay and sat astride it. She had angled the chair
S0 as to be able to keep an eye on everyone, from Elliot's
sullen stance to Marc's intent observation of Simon to Blake's
blatant disinterest.

She still held the crossbow, but she kept it pointed at the
floor. She couldn't wait for the spell to give them an answer,
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At the foot of the table, Marc straightened and turned to
observe her, then Blake. His no strils flared, and he started
frowning at Blake, who faced away from Marc, oblivious.

"Is that why you were in the City?" she continued. "To find
demons?"

A peculiar gleam lit up Blake's eyes. He rolled onto his
side, supporting his head on his closed fist. "We were looking
for the breach,"” he said slowly, as though waiting for her to
recognize the word.

Kate raked her memory, but came up with nothing. "The
breach?"

"Some people call it a rip," he continued, now watching her
intently.

Kate sat up straighter, her tiredness forgotten. She
glanced at Daniel. His look of excited surprise matched what
she felt. The other fighters between them murmured to each
other, their feverish words no more than a buzzing in Kate's
ears. They had been hoping fo r a break like this one for far
too long.

"We heard rumors,” Daniel said quickly, his eyes going
from Marc to Blake, "but we never knew ... Is it really true?
Have you seen one before?"

"l have,” Marc replied. "Rips are real.”

As unassuming as it was, Kate noticed his use of the
singular. She looked at Blake again. He had lain down on his
back again, and his eyes were now closed. She frowned
briefly before returning her a ttention to Daniel. Back on his
feet, he almost bounced despite his injury.
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"How do we close it? Have  you done it before? Can you
show us?"

Marc raised his hands, palms out, in a calming gesture.
"Yes, but not so fast. We have to find the breach first. Was
that what you were looking for tonight?"

Daniel glanced at Simon, a frown barely touching his brow
for a second. "No. We were doing some reconnaissance."

"You're in charge," Blake interrupted him, sitting up on the
table to throw a scornful glance at him, "and you risk your life
on reconnaissance missions? Are you stupid or—"

Without thinking, Kate stood. She purposefully pushed the
chair away with a scraping noise. She wanted Blake to look at
her and notice she was pointing the crossbow at him again.

He had no right to insult Daniel. At the same instant, Marc's
voice thundered a single word.

"Childe!"

Blake fell quiet again. He gave Marc an infuriating little
smile, before turning it to Kate. His smile widened just
enough to reveal his fangs. She glared at him.

"l don't ask anything from my men that I'm not willing to
do myself,” Daniel said calmly, as though he hadn't noticed
Blake's rudeness nor Marc's an  d Kate's interventions. "That
includes reconnaissance."

That matter settled, Daniel addressed Marc again. "You
were talking about closing the rip?"

Before Marc could answer however, Simon exulted.

"Got it! This should do just fine!"

"Should?" Daniel and Marc said at once.
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Simon ignored them. Holding a wooden bowl in his cupped
hands, he walked closer to Blake and gave him a slightly
anxious look. Blake snorted.

"More blood?" he asked, rolling his eyes. "By the time
we're done here I'll probably be ready to do what you're
accusing me of."

Despite his complaint, however, he held out his hand
toward Kate, raising an eyebrow at her. She looked at his
palm, a little taken aback to discover that the cut she had
inflicted earlier was now no more than a dark pink line that
matched the one on his cheek. She chided herself for her
surprise. She should have known he would heal very fast.
Switching the crossbow to her left hand, she pulled her knife
out again and extended her ar m toward Blake. She changed
her mind at the last second and flipped the knife over,
offering him the hilt rather than cutting him again. It was
worth it if for nothing more than the surprised look that
crossed his features. He gave a slight nod before accepting
the knife and quickly reopened the wound.

Simon thrust the bowl toward him and received a few
drops of blood. He started chanting even as he threw

something inside the bowl. Th in gray smoke rose from the
mix along with a vague smell of incense, but already Kate's
attention had drifted away. She watched, both repulsed and

fascinated, as Blake licked the blade clean before handing it
back to her, hilt first. She took it with a grimace and wiped it
on her sleeve before sheathing it again.
The smoke lifting from the bowl in sinuous volutes
thickened as it surrounded Blake. It turned an almost blinding
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white. Blake batted at it ineffectually, and Kate had to bite
the inside of her cheek so she wouldn't snicker at him.

"That's it," Simon said, staring at the smoke as though it
held all the magical knowledge he hadn't learned yet. "He's
clean.”

With a mutter that could have been a curse, Blake
scrambled off the table. The fog-like smoke clung to him a
little longer before finally dissipating.

"You wanted an apology,” Daniel said. "You have it. As well
as our hospitality, if you want it."

Blake snorted quietly. "The sun is up,” he pointed out. "It's
not like we have much of a choice."”

Apparently, learning that Blake hadn't killed wasn't
sufficient to appease Marc. He glared at him. "Stop it. You
complicated things quite enough already."

Blake's jaw clenched. He rolled his eyes at Marc, but he did
remain silent.

"We'll take your hospitality,” Marc said, glancing down at
Daniel's thigh and his makeshift bandage. "And I'll tell you
what | know about breaches on ce we've both had some rest."

Kate knew that hardening look in Daniel's eyes quite well.

He was going to argue he was f ine, and insist on talking about
the breach now. He could be so stubborn at times.

"I'll show you two where you can sleep.” She handed her
crossbow to Elliot. He fumbled with his own as he finally
lowered it. Kate didn't pay him any mind. "Come with me."

She didn't wait to see if they followed her; the sound of
their steps behind her was en ough. She thought quickly as
she walked toward the back of the building. Even if Marc and
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Blake weren't killers, few sold iers would be comfortable
sleeping with vampires nearby, so she wouldn't lead them to

the sleeping barracks. Moreover, Daniel would want to talk to
them before night fell again; having them stay in this building
would be best, if not the most comfortable for them.

She led them through two storage rooms, maneuvering
around or stepping over ricket y piles of supplies. She picked
up blankets and sheets from cluttered metal shelves before
moving on to the farthest room, where three spare beds were
lined up. She dropped the bedclothes on the closest bed and
turned to the two vampires. Blake was looking around the
small room, inspecting it with a frown. Marc, on the other
hand, smiled at her.

"Thank you."

"No problem." She shrugged, looking back at the beds and
feeling a little apologetic. The three beds filled the room
almost completely, with barely any space around them.

"You'll have to share a room, I'm afraid.”

"We're used to it," Blake said, sounding a little amused.
"Usually, the bed is larger, though."”

She left them, closing the door behind her, but even as
she made her way through the maze of the storage rooms,
Blake's last remark stayed with her. She was no innocent,
and she had a rather good idea of what he had meant. Just
the same, she had trouble imagining them together like that.
Somehow, it felt like a waste.

Shaking away the stray though t, she crossed the building
again to go to Daniel's office. As she expected, he was in
there, though judging by the smell of disinfectant permeating
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the small room, he had finally had someone look at his leg.
She sat down across from him, letting out a grateful sigh as
she sunk into the cushioned armchair. It had been a very long
night, and it still wasn't over. On the other side of the metal
desk covered in maps and reconnaissance sketches, Daniel
was leaning back in his chair, fingers woven in front of him.
His eyes remained closed when he asked:

"What did you think of Simon tonight?"

Another sigh rose to her lips. She grimaced. "He did about
as well as | expected. At least he managed to do some magic
this time."

Daniel snorted. "A ball of light and barely enough glamour
to cover three people. And he let the other glamour slip so
that we lost a truck. If he can hide the camp, he should be
able to hide the entire squad when we attack.”

"But he did magic in battle," Kate insisted quietly. "He'll
get there. He just needs a bit more time."

Daniel let out a disgruntled noise but didn't answer. They'd
had this conversation before. The squad was lucky to count
one of the most talented mages of the region, maybe of the
entire country, in its ranks. Unfortunately, Simon was deathly
afraid of demons and froze in panic at the sight of one. They
were working on that, but Daniel's patience was wearing thin.

He finally straightened up and looked at her over his linked
fingers. He had washed away the camouflage paint, but his
face remained dark. The circles beneath his eyes were deeper
than usual, almost purple, an d the graying facial hair he
hadn't shaved for two days made his cheeks appear sunken,
almost hollow.
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"So? What do you think of them?"

Kate snickered inwardly at the first answer that came to
her. She doubted Daniel cared to hear that she thought they
were both attractive. She settled on a more appropriate
answer, smiling thinly. "They fight well."

"They're vamps," he said after a few seconds, his voice
expressionless.

Daniel wasn't usually prone to stating the obvious, so Kate
resisted her first impulse to tease him about it and tried to
figure out what he wasn't saying. The spell they had used told
them about their guests' past feeding habits, but it didn't
predict the future. Still, if Da niel had believed they posed a
threat to the camp, he wouldn't have offered them
hospitality. She frowned, her fingers rapping lightly on the
wooden arm of her chair. Was he changing his mind? It
wasn't like him to go back on his word.

"The information they have—"

He shook his head, stopping her. "Of course. | said they
could stay. | meant that. I'm just not sure how long to extend
the invitation."

"Why? We can't afford to be pi cky. If they offer their help,
we should take it. Especially if what they said about that ...
breach is true.”

He sighed. "l know. And | wish it were that easy. But some
of the men are already grumbling about having vamps here,
claiming it's all lies.”

As soon as he said it, Kate ~ was sure she knew whom they
were talking about. She grimaced. They had lost a good ally
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before—a friend—because of irra  tional fears. Maybe it could
be different, this time.

"Want me to talk to them?"

The shadow of a smile pulled at Daniel's lips. He raised an
eyebrow. She grinned.

"Let me amend that. Want me to shake some sense into
them?"

He chuckled. With time, he had learned to appreciate the
very particular way she took care of discipline. "Not this time.
We'll see if our guests decide to stay with us, and play it by
ear. Keep an eye on them for me, though, will you?"

She didn't ask if she was to protect the vampires from the
soldiers or the opposite. Both, she imagined. She was
grinning when she left Daniel. Even the prospect of dragging
a cot to sleep by the storage ro oms didn't sour her mood. She
had a feeling that life would be anything but dull with Marc
and Blake around.

[Back to Table of Contents]

41



Blurred Nights (1st in the Blurred Trilogy)
by Kallysten

Chapter 4

"l guess it will do for one day." Blake frowned in distaste
at their surroundings before tur ning an almost suspicious look
at Marc. "You don't plan on staying more than a day, right?
You're not going to start spouting about your damn pacts
again, are you?"

Ignoring him, Marc looked around the small room.
Windowless, it couldn't have been more than eight feet by
seven, with three narrow metal beds as the only furniture.
Unlike in the main part of the building, a paneled ceiling
towered at eight or nine feet above them. A dirty light bulb
hung from it, flickering. They had slept in worse quarters. At
least, they wouldn't need to worry about sunlight.

Blake groaned aloud, taking his silence for a reply. He
shook his head and slapped his forehead with his hand in an
exaggerated dramatic gesture. " Please, tell me we're not
going to stay with this pathetic lot."

A stern look quieted him at last. He crossed his arms,
sullen. Annoyed by his attitude ever since they had reached
the fighters' camp, Marc threw a set of bed sheets at him,
hitting him in the chest. Blake scrambled not to let the linens
fall on the dusty floor.

"Make yourself useful instead of whining," he said, and,
picking up the second set of sheet s, turned to the closest bed.

“I'm not whining."
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Blake dropped the sheets on a bed and came closer.
Standing of his full height, he tried to glare down at Marc.
Wouldn't he ever learn?

"And you haven't answered my question. How long do you
plan to stay here?"

Marc finished making the bed before turning to him and
returning his glare. ™  You answer my question, Childe. When
did you feed from a human?"

The smallest movement in Blake's jaw revealed he was
grinding his teeth. It was his only reaction that Marc could
see. Even his scent didn't change, but then, it had held the
dry sourness of irritation ever since they had arrived at the
camp.

"Last town we crossed," he replied. "That pretty blonde at
the hotel. Not that it's any of your business."

A flash of white-hot anger raced through Marc. Crossing

the short distance between them, he fisted his hand in Blake's
shirt and pulled him closer until they were practically nose-to-
nose. A thin thread of fear wove itself in Blake's scent, brittle

as rusting iron.

"You are my business," he said, keeping his voice very low.
"Everything you do is my business. Especially when you do
something this moronic. | told you not to feed off humans,
didn't I? | told you it'd get you killed. And then you go behind
me back and lie to me? You idiot!"

Blake kept very still for most of the tirade, but those last
growled words seemed to set him off. With both hands flat on
Marc's chest, he pushed hard. Marc could have held on, but
he chose to let go and took a step back. As angry as he was
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with his unruly Childe, this was not the time or place to fight
with him and teach him manners—again.

". did not lie,” Blake said, spitting the words as though
they were venom on his tongue . "I never said | wouldn't take
from humans if they offered..—" He insisted on the word
again, now almost shouting. "—never lied to you."

Watching the too familiar pain on Blake's features and the
still outraged fire in his eyes, seeing just how tense he was,
hands fisted at his sides and body poised on the edge of an
attack, Marc understood at last what all of this was about.

They weren't talking anymore about a too welcoming human
girl and what Blake had done with her. His anger drained
from him, replaced by a tired wariness. He sighed.

"Childe..."

Blake turned away and picked up the bed sheets again.
Rather than making the bed next to Marc's, he threw the
sheet over the third one, at th e other end of the small room,
as though putting distance between them, as little as it was,
suddenly mattered.

"You still haven't answered," he said coldly without looking
back at Marc. "How long are we staying here?"

"l have apologized," Marc said, addressing his back.
"Repeatedly. Which is more than you deserved, given your
attitude. I've been tolerant and let you get away with too
much, too often. I've done everything | possibly could to
make it up to you. And you—" He took in a deep breath and
forced himself to lower his voice again. "You just won't let it
go, will you?"
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Still not looking at him, Blake toed off his shoes and
plopped himself onto the bed, arms crossed behind his head.
"l have no idea what you're rambling about.”

Marc snorted. "l hope that bed is comfortable, because
we're here for as long as they Il let us stay. There's a breach
in that town, and I'm closing it if it's the last thing | do. And if
you've got a problem with that, or anything else for that
matter..." He paused and waited until Blake had finally turned
his eyes back toward him. He held his gaze, and willed him to
believe that they were done playing games. "If you've got a
problem," he repeated, "just go ahead and leave. Nobody's
stopping you."

The words held the sour taste of an ultimatum, and Marc
wished he could take them back as soon as he voiced them.
He didn't, though, remaining quiet as he waited for Blake to
respond. He flexed his hands at his sides, tightening his fists
and opening them again a couple of times. For months, ever
since he had come back, he had accepted Blake's antics,
calling him to order only when his behavior had put someone
in danger. He was done. He didn't want Blake to leave, but
they couldn't go on like this.

"You'd love that, | bet," Blake said suddenly. He sat up on
the bed. His teeth and fangs were bared in a grimace that
could have passed for a sardonic smile. "Finally get rid of me
so you can hunt yourself some one prettier, hey? Someone
who won't give you as much lip as | do? That girl, maybe?
What's her name ... Kate? | saw how you looked at her. Tired
of having me in your bed, you'd rather—"
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"Sometimes," he cut in, not listening to Blake's inane
ramblings anymore, "l really have a hard time remembering
why | sired you."

He punctuated his words with an icy look and turned his
back on Blake. The door made a satisfyingly loud noise when
he banged it shut behind him. He leaned back against it. He
wished he could have left the hurt and anger in that room
with Blake. He wasn't surpri sed that Blake had noticed the
few appreciative looks he had thrown at Kate; she was pretty,
and she fought like a tigress. Blake himself had leered at her
a little too overtly. They were n't anything more than looks,
however—at least, they weren't on his part. Blake sometimes
took lovers for a few hours or a few days, but Marc wasn't
interested in that kind of thing. The only time it had happened
... He closed his eyes tight, pushing away the memory.

Had Blake really meant it, or had it only been one more
jab, one more reproachful though indirect reminder of Jen?

Shaking his head, he pushed away from the door and wove
his way through the clutter of the corridor. As tired as he felt,
he didn't want to go back in there quite yet, not when they
were both mad enough at each other to throw hurtful words
as well as punches. He'd try to get his travel bag from the
car, and see if he could find the washing area. Maybe that
would allow him to calm down. He opened the last door and
stepped out into the common space. At the very least, it'd
give—

"Oh. Hey." Kate looked up from where she was setting up
a camp bed not even four feet from the door. She had
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washed off the camouflage paint from her face, revealing
delicate features. "Need something?"

Taken aback, Marc looked around, trying to figure out
what she was doing there. The building was deserted, as far
as he could tell, except for he r. The bed she was manhandling
into shape looked even more uncomfortable than the ones in
the small room. She had dropped a crossbow and several
stakes on the floor. Marc frowned as he noticed them, finally
understanding.

"You're going to stand guard over us?" he asked, unsure
whether to be amused or annoyed. "Why don't you just lock
us up if you're that scared?"

"Because you're our guests,” sh e replied with a shrug. "It
wouldn't be very polite to lock you up. And for the record, I'm
not scared of vamps."

He raised an eyebrow at her.

"Still," she continued, inclining her head as though
conceding a point, "some of our people are nervous around
vampires. I'm here for your protection as much as theirs."

She paused, hesitating, then added with a rueful smile, "And
while we're putting things out in the open, you should know
that the walls are paper-thin in this building."

He was still wondering what she meant by talking about
protecting them—surely, she couldn't believe that he and
Blake feared humans?—and didn't quite understand her
remark about the walls until he noticed the red spots high on
her cheeks. How much of his argument with Blake had been
loud enough for her to hear? Had she caught the bit about
her?

47



Blurred Nights (1st in the Blurred Trilogy)
by Kallysten

"Huh, right." He looked away , feeling more than a little
foolish. He didn't usually care what others thought of him, but
after seeing Kate on the battlefield and in her camp, he had
the respect for her that only a fighter could have for another
fighter. If he was going to stay with this group for a little
while, he didn't want her to think badly of him, for any
reason. "Thanks for the warning. I'll be sure to tell Blake. He
can be ... rambunctious, at times."

She grinned. "I hadn't noticed. Not any more than |
noticed you checking me out."

Marc stifled a groan. This wasn't going at all the way he
expected. He gestured toward the outside door, fumbling over
words.

“I'll just ... in the car ... travel bag."

Clamping his mouth shut, he hurried away. He wasn't used
to women being so straightforward. He had been born in an
age when men led the chase, and proper women resisted
their advances. He knew, ration ally, that things were different
now, and he had no trouble accepting the presence of women
on the battlefield, but one of them flirting with him just
confused him to no end. It didn't help that she followed him.

"The sun is up," she pointed out, catching up with him. "I
didn't think I'd have to prot ect you from yourself as well."

His confusion disappeared behind a roll of his eyes. "I'm
not suicidal, if that's what you mean. The sun is low enough
that the trees will give me cover."

"Are you sure?"

"Only one way to find out."
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He gripped the handle and flung the door open, ignoring

her urgent, "Wait!" Had he been wrong, the early morning
sun might have burned him—if the fog had lifted, that was.
He had taken a good look at the surroundings of the camp
when they had arrived, however, and there had been no
doubt in his mind that he would be safe.

Kate muttered something that he pretended not to hear.
She followed him out in the wispy fog, shrugging when he
looked at her. "Need help?"

He shook his head as he opened the trunk. "Thanks, but |
don't."

He pulled out his duffel bag an d started tugging down the
trunk door before changing his mind. With an inward sigh, he
took out Blake's bag too, along with his sword. Kate eyed the
sword dubiously when he turned around, both bags hanging
from his left shoulder and the weapon in his right hand. The
ornate hilt felt unfamiliar against his palm, heavier than his
own weapons of choice.

"You know," she said, sounding as though she was
weighing each word, "I don't actually believe anyone would
be foolish enough to try to hurt you. I'm camping out there
pretty much just for show."

He let out a dry chuckle. "Good to know. But that's not
why | grabbed this. Blake is a pain when Seneca is out of his
sight for too long."

"Seneca?" she repeated, the grin obvious in her voice. "His
sword has a name?"

He opened the door for her, and she preceded him inside.
"Not only does he have a name ," he said, glad that she
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shared his amusement, "he has his very own character, if you
listen to Blake."

She laughed lightly, the sound lik e silver bells. "I'll be sure
to ask about that, then. I'm su re it has to be fascinating."

"l don't know about fascinating, but Blake can be very..."

His voice trailed off as he noticed the silhouette by the
corridor's entrance, now looking toward them. Hands in his
pant pockets, barefoot and head tilted to the side, Blake was
a picture of relaxation. Marc glanced at Kate, wondering if the
charade was fooling her.

"l can be very what?" Blake asked mildly as they
approached him.

"Very strange,” Marc replied, handing him his things. "I
thought you'd be asleep by now."

"And | thought it might be nice to wash up before | do
sleep.” He turned a slightly too wide smile to Kate. "Could you
maybe show me to the facilities?"

His tone was nothing if not proper, but Marc could hear a
very different offer behind those pleasant words. He frowned,

a little alarmed. What was Blake up to now?

Kate didn't seem to notice an d merely nodded. "Sure. You
won't have to go far. The men's washing room is down there."
She pointed at the second door down on the same side as
their room. "There are towels in there. First five minutes of
water are hot. After that, you've either got to go to a different
stall or finish washin g up in cold water.”

"What about if there's two people in the stall?" Blake
asked, his grin turning almost lascivious. "Do you get ten
minutes to scrub each other's backs?"

50



Blurred Nights (1st in the Blurred Trilogy)

by Kallysten
It was an invitation if Marc had ever heard one, yet Kate
didn't seem to take it as such . When she shook her head and

laughed weakly, the same spot s of color appeared on her
cheeks as had been there earlier, and she looked quickly from
Blake to Marc. She thought he was talking about showering
with him, Marc realized, amused. Of course, she didn't know
Blake anywhere near enough to read him as well as Marc did.

"Pity," Blake said, shrugging but never losing his smile.
"Thanks for the directions, then . You don't mind if | leave my
things here for now, do you?"

He was about to put his bag and sword down next to her
cot, and certainly planning to ch at with her some more when
he came out of the shower, probably half-naked and
displaying his perfect chest. An angry rumble started in
Marc's chest that he had some trouble silencing.

"I'll take those to the room," he offered, his voice making
it clear he was on to Blake's game.

Blake didn't seem phased. He handed Seneca and his
travel bag back to Marc and sauntered to the washing room.

At Marc's side, Kate yawned audibly. "Sorry. I'll get some
sleep now. Unless you need anything else?"

He assured her he was fine and went to drop the bags in
the room. When he came back out, carrying two pairs of
sweat pants and two t-shirts, she was curled on the cot
beneath a thin blanket, her eyes closed, though he didn't
think she was asleep yet. Just the same, he tiptoed by her
and to the washroom. He quickl y surveyed the room when he
entered. A dozen shower stalls were lined up to the right of
the door, with as many toilets stalls to the left. A line of
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washbasins and mirrors were back to back in the center of
the room, dividing it, with a couple of benches against the
back wall and piles of faded white towels on metal shelves
above them.

He left the clothes he had brought on a bench along with
his own and grabbed a towel befo re entering the stall to the
right of the Blake's. A thin bar of unscented soap and an
almost empty bottle of shamp oo rested on a ledge beneath
the showerhead. The stall looked very clean, and even
vaguely smelled of disinfectant. He turned on the water and
couldn't suppress a satisfied little groan when the jet hit his
shoulders, strong and very hot. He washed away the grime of
travel and battle. Not even a minute had passed before the
water stopped running in Blake's stall. Seconds later, Blake
was sliding in next to him.

"She wasn't kidding when she said five minutes," he said
for an explanation, and proceed ed to rinse the shampoo from
his hair.

"Didn't she also say two peop le doesn't mean twice the
time?"

"Did she? My mistake."

Marc sighed, a little louder than strictly necessary, and
gently elbowed Blake to the side so that he could rinse the
soap off before the water turned cold.

"Hogger," Blake protested.

He pushed back, and somehow managed to press his ass
against Marc's cock, which was ju st starting to take notice of
the proximity of a naked Blake.
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"Not ten minutes ago you were inviting her to join you,
and now this?" Marc snorted, though he didn't move back.
"What am [, the consolation prize?"

"You're the one who has a lot of make up fucking coming
your way," Blake answered, deadpan.

Marc canted his hips toward Blake and trailed his hands
over the smooth planes of his back. "Do I, now?"

Blake threw him a quick glance before angling his head up
toward the water again. "Guess so, since she didn't take me
up on it."

Snorting, Marc stepped out of the stall. "And you were
accusing me of wanting her."

He picked up a towel and started rubbing himself dry,
ignoring his cock that now stood at half-mast. Whatever Blake
said, nothing would be happen ing in the small bedroom, not
with Kate practically outside their door. He had never cared
for having an audience.

A hissed curse in the stall was followed by the abrupt stop
of the water. Blake came out, naked and dripping water all
over the floor. He looked as annoyed as a doused cat. "Damn
hot water restrictions."

Marc threw him a towel. "For your information, she heard

you earlier," he said, keeping his voice low now that the
cascading water didn't muffle it anymore. "So don't be too
surprised if she thinks my bed is the only one you want to
sleep in."

Pausing in the middle of toweling his hair dry, Blake looked
thoughtful for a moment, then took the piece of information
in stride. "I'll just have to co rrect that misconception, then."
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"Blake," Marc said warningly.

"What? You think she wouldn't be interested?"

The gleam in Blake's eyes anno  unced nothing but trouble.
Marc finished pulling on his sweatpants then his t-shirt and
walked over to him, hoping he looked as irritated as he felt.

"I think she's not a game for yo u to play,” he started, but
Blake interrupted him.

"Who said | was playing? She looks good, she fights well,
she's not an airhead, and you said we're here for a while. But
maybe you were planning to get there first?"

The words were light and innocuous, concealing the steel
blade beneath them. Marc had b een waiting for just this kind
of trick, though, and he didn't let it surprise him. Had he been
in a better mood, he would have told Blake that he was an
idiot and he was planning no su ch thing before taking him to
bed. The wounds Blake had pressed on earlier were still
stinging, however.

"Maybe | was," he said, his voice void of expression.
"Maybe someone who doesn't feel the need to argue with me
about every little thing will be nice, for a change."

He started for the door and didn't slow down when he
heard Blake laugh quietly.

"May the best man win, then, Sire."

[Back to Table of Contents]
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Chapter 5

The way Blake saw things, the worst part of the situation
was that all he needed to do was extend his arm and he could
reach Marc, on the other side of the empty bed between
them. He didn't care that the mattress he was lying on

smelled vaguely of mildew, or th at the sheets felt starchy. He
didn't care, or at least not that much yet, that the room made
him slightly claustrophobic or that there only was one way
out. He didn't mind either the noises that filtered through the
too-thin walls after a few hours; humans sounded like a pack

of chatty geese when they ate in groups. No, it wasn't any of

these things that kept him awake. Instead, it was the cold
and stony presence of his Sire, not even four feet away.

Marc had already been asleep when Blake had returned
from the bathroom, or pretending to be asleep, his back
turned to the door. Blake's firs t instinct had been to join him,
wrap his slender frame around Marc's, never mind that the
bed was so small. He had stomped on that idea as hard as he
could. He hadn't done anything wrong. He had nothing to
apologize for.

After hours of tossing and turn ing, and a few close calls at
falling off the edge of the mattress, he hadn't changed his
mind. He was convinced he was not at fault. Maybe, however,
he had been a little too harsh with Marc. Maybe his Sire was
truly repentant, and, if so, Blake had been a little unfair
toward him. Maybe, just maybe, it was time to forget the
entire mess with that harpy, Jen. Marc had never really said
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why he had come back, but he had all but promised she
wouldn't return. Blake liked to believe that meant she was no
more than ashes, although he would have liked to have
staked her himself.

As soon as they got up, he decided, he would tell Marc he
didn't really care about Kate. Or maybe he would just ignore
her and let Marc figure it out; yes, that was best. Marc would
understand. He knew Blake's temper got the better of him
sometimes. He would call him an idiot, probably, but they
would be all right. He finally feel asleep on that thought,
moving on to less complicated dreams in which he chased
demons through a foggy labyrinth that might have once been
a city.

When he woke up, too few hours later, his first thought
was to wonder when Marc had left the room, and why Blake
hadn't awakened when he had. Tired, hungry and his mood
souring already, he threw clot hes on and stepped out of the
bedroom. He stumbled on a pile of cooking pots as he made
his way through the corridor, and cursed at the clanking
sound they made when they scattered behind him. He left
them as they were and moved on. As soon as he came out,
he saw that Kate's cot had been pushed against the wall, the
blanket folded neatly over it. He felt relieved at the sight; a
small part of him had been sure he would find Marc sitting
there with her and recounting his most dangerous feats in an
effort to woo her. The relief was short-lived, however. When
he looked up, the two of them were in the middle of the
building's open space, fighting.
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“Nice try," Marc said, on the edge of laughter. "Not quite
good enough, though."

He pushed back her sword with his, and she took a few
staggering steps back. She didn't lose her balance, however,
and after only a couple of seconds, she charged again. The
circle of onlookers around them cheered her on, but her
entire attention remained on Marc. She was smiling, Blake
noticed when he approached. She was having fun.

"You keep opening yourself on your right,” Marc pointed
out as their swords clashed again with the dull sound of
weighted plastic. "It's as good as an invitation for a demon.

You were doing it last night, too."

He twisted his sword around hers, forcing her to break
away, and thrust toward that right side opening as though to
demonstrate what he had just been talking about. Kate
pivoted at the last moment, us ing her smaller size to escape
the blow and move back.

"Funny,” she said, slightly out of breath. "You keep finding
gaping holes in my defenses, but neither you nor any demon
has ever gotten through."

Both hands on the hilt of her practice sword, she spread
out her feet in a defensive stance. Blake observed her
carefully, finding no flaw in the way she held herself. Turning
to the closest observer—if he remembered correctly, his name
was Simon—he asked, "Is that true? She's never been hurt in
battle?"

Simon did a double-take when he realized who was
standing next to him, but he didn't move away. "She ... she
hasn't, no. Not in almost ten ye ars of fighting. | mean, she's
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had scrapes, and bruises, we all have—" He stood straighter
and puffed up his chest a little at that, as though putting
himself on the same level as her. "—but nothing that wasn't
healed in a couple of days."

Blake nodded absently. He had figured out she was good
the previous night when he ha d seen her fight demons, so he
wasn't too surprised. Still, fo r a fighter to remain unscathed
that long while confronting de mons took a lot more skill than
he had credited her with. Even he had a few fading scars to
show after more than eighty years of this. He touched his
face gingerly. The newest one didn't hurt, but he could feel
the raised skin above hisey  ebrow and down his cheek.

Still thinking, he let his eyes trail over the audience. The
dozen or so men and handful of women had formed a loose
circle around Marc and Kate, giving them enough space to
move freely. Most of them were smiling and clapping with
both fighters' best moves, but a few stood with their arms
crossed, stone-faced, their eyes rarely leaving Marc. They
seemed ready to intervene at the first hint that Marc was

about to truly hurt Kate. Blake snorted. Charming lot. He'd
never understand what was so important about helping

humans. It wasn't like there we ren't enough demons for all of
them.

He shifted his shoulders as he returned to watching the
sparring match. He missed the weight of Seneca hanging at
his back, and wished he had strapped the scabbard on before
leaving the bedroom. He should have known better than to
come out unarmed. After all, he had seen the previous night
that their hosts were not without prejudice against vampires.
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As he looked on, he realiz  ed something. They were both
fighting hard, both attempting complicated moves and feints,
but they did so without ever pl aying dirty, something he had
seen both of them do in battle. Instead, they seemed to
follow some unvoiced rules of fa ir play, each waiting for the
other to be ready before launching a new attack. On top of
that, there were those praises they exchanged every so often,
small words that brought quick grins to their faces in turn.

Blake gritted his teeth. It seemed as though the game he had
decided not to play had star  ted without him, after all.

All of a sudden, things seemed to accelerate in the center
of the circle. Marc and Kate each thrust and parried in turn,
back and forth and again, each pushing the other harder
every time. She was really good, Blake thought. It didn't look
as though Marc was holding back—or at least, not much. It
finally ended with a clever feint from Marc. Kate attacked
high, striking toward his left shoulder. For an instant, it
seemed as though Marc would be too late to parry. His foot
slipped, and he fell down to on e knee even as he blocked her
attack from below. Using the odd angle, he pushed back her
sword and immediately struck back.

The dull point of his sword stopped just an inch away from
Kate's throat. Gasps erupted around the circle, but the most
surprised of them all had to be Kate. Frozen in place, she
looked at Marc with wide eyes, her sword still held high above
her head. The standoff ended with a blink and a smile.

Lowering her weapon at last, she held out her free hand
toward Marc, seemingly unconcerne d by the slightly wavering
blade between them. He finally put down his weapon and took
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her hand, allowing her to help him up. Clapping rose through
the circle, some observers already breaking away.

"Good fight,"” she said, still smiling. "You'll have to give me
a rematch, some time."

She held on to his hand as he answered with a smile of his
own. "It'll be my pleasure. It's rare when | find someone
who's a good match for me."

Pushing back the scowl that wanted to burst through,
Blake approached them. Rare, was it? So he didn't spar with
Blake every other day, winning as often as he lost? And why
wasn't he letting go of her hand, still? It looked as though he
had gotten quite a head start already. Blake would have to
catch up fast.

"It was a nice show," he said, standing by their sides. "It
would have been more fun with real blades, though."

At last, their hands fell apart. Blake's fists, in his pockets,
relaxed. Both of them looked at him, Kate a little amused,
judging by her scent, and Marc wary. Neither had time to
answer before Daniel did, however. He had been amongst the
onlookers, seated at a lunch table, and had also come closer
at the end of the fight.

"Training with real weapons is too dangerous," he said,
sparing Blake a quick glance before turning his attention to
Marc. "Will you talk to me about this breach now?"

Marc nodded. "Let me just put the sword back—"

"I'll take it," Blake cut in, seizing the hilt just below Marc's
hold and pulling it free from his grip. He then turned to Kate
and gave her his widest smile. "Kate, would you like to play?"
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She chuckled, shaking her head. "Another time, maybe.
I'm beat. Plus, I've got a meeting to attend.” She looked at
Daniel at that and nodded once. "I'll join you in a minute.

Your office?"
"Yes. Hurry up. And bring Simon with you."
Daniel pointed out the way to Marc, indicating a door on

the opposite wall from their bedroom. Marc took a few steps
with him before looking back at Blake, frowning slightly.

"Don't cause any trouble, Childe," he said very low.

Annoyed that Marc thought he even needed to say it,
Blake didn't respond. Turning away, he followed Kate to
return the sword to the wall rack, catching up with her before
she got there.

"Are you hungry?" she asked as he was still wondering
what to tell her.

He missed a step, taken aback. She couldn't be offering,
could she? "What?"

"l asked if you're hungry. Or thirsty. What do you call it,
when you need to feed?"

Having returned her sword to the hooks on the wall, she
turned a curious look at him , her eyes bright and earnest.
Humans were rarely so di  rect when they asked such
questions, and his usual jokes felt out of place.

"Hungry, | suppose,” he said, stashing the sword away.
"Why do you ask?"

"Just playing hostess. Marc said he was fine, but if you're
hungry, we've got blood in the kitchen freezer."
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He heard each word, understood the sentences, but it still
made no sense. He frowned and repeated, "You've got blood
in your freezer."

Her eyes sparkled in amusement at his confusion, and
Blake couldn't help the stray thought that, as much as he had
been trying to rile up Marc when he had said it, she was
pretty. More than pretty, in fact.

"You're not the first fanged guests we've had," she
explained. "We figured out long ago that there was no sense
in throwing out medical blood ba gs when they expired if they
could be used by vamps.”

"Clever," he murmured. He had lost count of how many
army camps, dying villages, and fortified cities Marc had

dragged him to since turning hi m, but he was certain no more
than a dozen of those over the years had had a supply of

blood for visiting vampires. "A bit early for dinner, but I'll take
you up on your offer later. When you're done with that

meeting, maybe?"

"Sure. But don't you want to join us?"

He shrugged. "Marc's the talker. I'm more of a doer."

"If you say so," she said, the chuckle barely hidden in her
voice. "Stay out of trouble."”

While Marc's admonishing hi  m had riled him up, words to

the same effect from Kate only drew a bark of laughter from
him. Did she know him so well, already? Clearly, she thought
she did. His eyes followed her as she walked to the lunch

tables. She stopped to talk to Simon, just a few feet away. He
had been inching closer and closer as Blake and Kate talked,
clearly listening in. Simon didn't look all too happy at having
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to go with her, and he threw a couple of hopeful looks toward
Blake while arguing. What he expected from him, Blake had
no idea, and before long, they both left toward the back of
the building and that meeting with his Sire.

Left alone, Blake quickly regretted not having tagged
along. He had no interest in Marc's crusade; all that mattered

for him was hunting demons, and it was much easier to do
when he and Marc didn't have a bunch of fragile humans to
keep an eye on. Still, looking in on that meeting and adding a

word or two might have earned him points with Kate.

Definitely a bad move on his part there. Knowing how much

Marc liked the sound of his own voice, that little talk might

take hours. What was he going to do until they were done?
He looked around him. Many soldiers had moved on since

the sparring session. Two pairs of them remained in the

center of the room, practicing like Marc and Kate had been

earlier. Another four, seated at a table, played some kind of

card game. In the center of the table between them, a pile of

small stones seemed to serve as currency. Blake was thinking

of joining them when he caug ht the eye of a thick-necked

man at the table furthest away from him. He remembered

him from the previous night; this one had been particularly

intent on getting rid of him. Even now, with no weapon in

hand, he seemed ready to stake Blake on the spot.

Unimpressed, Blake raised an eyebrow at him. The man

seemed to take it as an invitation. He stood slowly, pushing

himself away from the table with thick hands. His eyes never

looked away from Blake as he approached. His combat boots

63



Blurred Nights (1st in the Blurred Trilogy)
by Kallysten

hit the floor heavily, coming to a stop inches from Blake's
bare feet.

He crossed his arms and looked Blake up and down. "So
you wanted to fight with a real sword? Think you can handle
one?"

Blake let a sliver of his amu sement pierce through. If this
guy thought he was intimidat ing, he was in for a cruel
disappointment. "Why? You're o ffering to give me lessons?"

The man's smile bared his teeth and made a grand gesture
toward the wall. "Take your pick, then."

"I've got my own, actually. Give me a minute to get him,
and we can start the lesson."

He snickered on the last word . He'd no doubt get hell from
Marc, but this was going to be fun.

[Back to Table of Contents]
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Chapter 6

If not for the metal desk, Daniel's office could have passed
for another storage room. Marc's eyes followed the shelves
around the walls, stopping here or there on unusual objects.
The binoculars or walkie-talkies, he could understand. The
empty terracotta flowerpot, howeve r, or the horse figurine, its
translucent blue glass reflecting the light from the bare light
bulb on the ceiling, didn't seem all that useful in a soldier's
headquarters. Marc tried no  t to wonder what kind of
organization he and Blake had stumbled on. The army had
long since lost all semblance of efficiency, and all over the
country—all over the world—sma Il groups had formed around
improvised leaders to combat the demons. Some of them
relied heavily on military experience, equipment and men,;
others were ... less adequate. The latter rarely lasted long.
From what Marc had seen since the previous night, it was
hard to judge how good this group was. Their leader had been
trapped in demon territory with too few men for an
apparently useless mission, but their camp seemed
professional enough—glass figur  ines notwithstanding. All Marc
hoped was that they'd be able to close the breach.

"Have a seat," Daniel said, pointing at the chairs in front of
the desk.

Marc chose the armchair that matched the one on the
other side of the desk, leaving the plain metal chair for
whoever would join them. Rather than sitting as well, Daniel
rummaged on the shelves for a moment, moving aside boxes
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and mismatched objects to reach the back. The dusty smell in
the room only increased, and Marc rubbed at his nose
absently.

"Here it is."

Daniel turned back toward the desk and sat down, placing
a palm-sized voice recorder between them. Marc hadn't seen
one of those in decades. The light humming of the device,
along with a glowing red dot, announced that Daniel had
already switched it on.

"l hope you don't mind,"” he said, leaning back in his chair.
"My superiors will want to know about the breach, and | hate
writing reports.”

"No problem.” Marc relaxed in his seat, matching Daniel's
casualness. "The more people who know about this, the
better. Where do you want me to start?"

Daniel glanced at the door as he answered, nodding at the
two new arrivals. "Why don't you start with how you first
learned about the breach?"

The group's mage, Simon, came to the stark chair by
Marc's side, pulling it a little further away and angling it
toward both the desk and Marc before he sat down very
stiffly. His scent, when he walk ed by Marc, held the acridness
of annoyance. He crossed hisar ~ ms over his chest and scowled
at nothing in particular. Ignoring him, Marc addressed Daniel
as well as the recorder, very aware of Kate's presence on his
right by the door she had closed behind her.

"I first heard rumors from gr oups like yours when | was on
the East Coast six years back. | tried to follow the rumors
back to the source, and found th ey came from a vampire. She
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had been held captive by demons and taken to their world for
a while."
His right hand contracted at the memory, forming a fist
that he consciously forced him self to open again. Her wounds
had been healed, by the time he and Blake had tracked her
down, but the scars had been pr oof enough of her captivity.
"Details," Daniel said, making use of Marc's pause. "They'll
want to corroborate your stor y. What was her name? Where
did you find her? How long was she held? What was the
demons’ world like?"
Marc grimaced despite himself. He had hoped he'd be able
to skip over Jen's involvement as much as possible. "She
goes by Jen Dwight," he said. Even now, her name made
something twist painfully in his stomach. "She said she was
held for more than ten years, but less than a month had
passed in our world by the time she ... escaped.” He
continued without stopping, hopi ng they wouldn't wonder too
much why he had hesitated. "She didn't like to talk about her
captivity, but she described the breach through which she had
returned. | convinced her to take me and some fighters
there."
The words had the bitter taste of half-truths. The humans
around him or whoever was going to listen to this didn't need
to know these details. More than convincing Jen, he had
bargained with her. Excited by the knowledge she had to
share, flattered that, although much older than he was, she
had accepted him as an equal, thrilled that she knew about
the ancient Pacts and understood his desire to protect
humans, taken by her simple beauty, he would have given
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her anything she asked for. The price for her cooperation had
been unexpected, and Marc was still dealing with the
consequences.

"Where was 'there'?" Kate aske d, bringing him back to the
immediate present.

He glanced at her, and she gave him an encouraging
smile.

"In a swamp, down in Louisiana. We found it easily
enough, but it took our mages a while before they came up
with a ritual to close the breach."

He didn't elaborate on why it had taken them so long. It
didn't matter anymore.

Across from him, Daniel leaned forward over the desk. His
eyes gleamed with hope.

"Tell us more about this ritual. Would you be able to
recreate it for us?"

Marc shook his head. He had some magical potential in
him, but nowhere near enough to work on a breach. Daniel
looked crestfallen for a moment, but he perked up again
when Marc tilted his head toward Simon.

"l can't do it, but I'm sure he will be able to."

He pulled from his shirt's breast pocket the piece of paper
he had put there when dressing and passed it to Daniel, who
unfolded it and looked at it briefly before handing it out to
Simon. Simon's lips moved silently as he read over the list of
ingredients and description of the ritual. A small smile started
tugging at his lips, but before he could say anything three
loud knocks resounded against the metal door. The four of
them looked at it as Kate opened it.
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"Sky?" She frowned at the young woman on the threshold.
"What is it?"

"Kate, you've got to come," Sky said, frantic. "They're
going to kill each other!"

Kate threw a single glance at Daniel but didn't wait for an
answer before hurrying out. With the door open, the
distinctive sound of steel clas hing on steel resounded through
the room. Without thinking, Marc stood and followed Kate. It
would be too much to hope for that Blake wasn't involved in
whatever was happening.

* % k% %

As she hurried out after Sky, Kate could already tell what
was going on. It was difficult to miss. In the center of the
room, Elliott and Blake faced each other, swords flashing
between them as they attacked and parried. The sound of
their weapons hitting each other gave it away just as well as
the light reflecting on them or the cuts that adorned Elliot's
body: they were fighting with real swords, not the training
ones Kate and Marc had used earlier.
"Stop!" she shouted, now ju st a few feet from them.
Blake glanced at her for only a second, yet long enough for
her to see the fire in his eyes and the mischievous upturn of
his lips. He was enjoying himself, she realized with some
shock. Elliott, on the other hand, didn't appear to have heard
her. He took advantage of Blake's momentary distraction to
launch an attack. Two steps brought him within striking
distance and gave him momentum. With both hands gripping
the hilt of his sword, he raised it high, then slashed down
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sideways at Blake's chest—or rather, at the spot where

Blake's chest had been just an instant earlier. He grunted as
the movement made him lose his balance, and he took a few
stumbling steps forward. On his right, Blake's feet shuffled,
angling his body for an attack . With Elliot's back to him, his
next move could be fatal. As mu ch as Kate disliked Elliot, she
didn't want to see him dead, especially not in such a

senseless fight.

"Stop it!" she said again.

Only when the words passed her lips did she realize Blake
wasn't moving. He kept the same stance, guarding himself
she now saw, but he didn't a ttack. Elliot didn't seem to have
as much common sense. He had regained his equilibrium and
was whirling back, his sword raised yet again. Kate crossed
the last couple of feet that separated her from Blake and
closed her hand above his on the hilt of his sword. He gave
her a startled look, but when she pulled, he let go of the
weapon. She faced Elliot with the sword in hand and scowled
at him.

"You either put the sword down right now," she said, as
calmly as she could muster, "o r I'll first kick your ass with
this, and then I'll kick yo ur ass out of the squad.”

Her words had the desired eff ect and Elliot's arm faltered.
"You can't!"

He wasn't denying she could best him in a fight. They both
knew from experience she was mo re than able to do it. His
disbelief, she was sure, was at the idea that she would send
him away for fighting with a vampire.
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"She most certainly can,” Daniel said in a loud voice
somewhere behind her. "And you still haven't put the sword
down."

Elliot finally lowered his arm. Kate looked at the line of
soldiers who had been looking at the fight. Sammy was there,
fresh out of the infirmary. Next to him, Huan stood with his
arms crossed and a slightly uncomfortable look on his face
that matched Wally's, two steps away. The others were
smirking or grinning, amused by what had happened. Idiots;
she'd deal with them in a minute. At her nod, Huan stepped
forward and took the sw  ord from Elliot's hand.

"You just volunteered for a double shift on the perimeter,”
she told Elliot.

His eyes widened incredulous ly. "But | pulled a double
yesterday!"

"And you also pulled a bare blade on the Major's guest.
Go, before | assign you there all week." She gave him a once-
over and amended her command. His clothing was torn and
bloody on both forearms, shoulders and thighs, the cuts
mirroring each other too precisely for a coincidence. "Swing
by the infirmary beforehand. Last thing we need is for you to
get an infection."

With a disgruntled grumble, Elliot walked away, head high
and back stiff, his hands fisted at his sides. Shaking her head
lightly, Kate looked again at the few soldiers that remained in
the room. Her eyes went from one to the next, cold and
reproving.

"So0, no one but Sky thought there was anything wrong
going on here?"
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A few of them looked away. A couple shrugged.

"They were just sparring,” Sammy said, not quite meeting
her eyes.

She didn't even dignify that with an answer. She merely
pointed at the blood on the blade of the sword she still held.

As she did so, she realized for the first time that the weapon
wasn't one of the squad's. The finely detailed guard rested

over thick steel. When she turn ed the sword lightly into the
light, she could see words engraved in very small letters,
though she had no idea what they meant—or even if they

were really words.

"Can | have him back?" Blake asked.

He walked closer to her, holding out his hand. She glared
at him. Her people should have known better, but Blake
wasn't guiltless, either.

"What were you trying to do , exactly?" she asked, raising
her chin to meet his eyes squarely. "Kill him? | thought we
showed you last night we don't take well to vampires killing
humans."

"He was only playing with your man."

Surprised, she turned her frown to Marc. Standing just a
few feet away by Daniel, arms crossed, he was looking at
Blake with a strange mix of anger and resignation.

"Playing?" Daniel repeated, his voice very mild. "Fighting
with a sword is no game."

"l know that as well as you do. I'm afraid that Blake is still
learning.”
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"And Blake can damn well speak for himself,” Blake said.
He was looking at Daniel when he asked again, "Can | have
my sword back now?"

"Kate," Daniel said simply.

She twisted her hold on the sword to hand it back to him
hilt first. He took it with a shallow nod.

"Thank you."

She watched as he wiped the traces of blood that stained
the blade of the sword on the da rk fabric of his shirt sleeve
before sliding the sword back into the scabbard on his back.
Meanwhile, Daniel invited Marc to return to the office and
finish their discussion.

"We'll talk about this later, Childe," Marc called out to
Blake before following Daniel.

Blake reacted by rolling his eyes and took Kate as witness.
"Do | look like a kid to you? Because honestly, sometimes |
wonder if he thinks I'm twelve or something."

Despite herself, she cracked a smile. "It might help if you
didn't act as though you were twelve."

She expected another roll of his eyes, but he surprised her
by chuckling.

"Yeah, well, I've got to find my fun where | can. Plus, it's
your fault. If you'd sparred with me, | wouldn't have been

bored enough to take that guy up on his offer."
Kate mentally filed away the fact that Elliot had been the
one to initiate this. She'd add another double shift guarding
the perimeter for that. It was the assignment he liked the
least, like every soldier wh o had joined the squad for
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‘adventure,’ as they called it. If the squad didn't always need
more recruits, she would have weeded out a few of them.

"Yes, you would have," she replied. "After the workout
your Sire gave me, | wouldn't have lasted two minutes
against you. Then you'd have been bored, and . would have
been humiliated.”

He gave her a crooked smile, just this side of a leer. "Two
minutes does sound much too short to do you justice.”

She shook her head at the innuendo. If she hadn't heard
him complain about the way Marc looked at her, she might
have started worrying about his intentions by now. What she
was really worried about, however, was what mischief he
would get up to if she returned to Daniel's office. She'd catch
up on what Marc had to say later, she decided. She already
knew the most important—he had helped close a breach
before, and he would be able to do it again.

She looked at Blake, considering. If they wanted Marc's
help, keeping Blake out of trouble might be useful.

"Twelve years old or not, | guess I'd better keep an eye on
you," she said, softening her words by making them teasing.
"Is this still too early for you to eat?"

He shrugged, his nonchalance so much at odds with the
smug glance he threw toward Daniel's office that she was
sure she must have misinterpreted it.

"It's all right. | don't really have set eating hours."

“Let's do that, then. This way."

[Back to Table of Contents]
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Chapter 7

As Blake and Kate passed by Daniel's office on their way to
the kitchen, Blake couldn't help throwing a quick glance in
through the open door. He caught a glimpse of Marc leaning
forward in an armchair and shak ing his head, but didn't try to
listen in. He knew Marc's intentions all too well; they had
been the same since he had first met him, eighty-three years
earlier. Help humans by combating demons. Blake's list of
priorities was just a little different, with the fight against
demons coming first and foremo st, always. It was, after all,
why he had asked Marc to turn him.

The kitchen was across the building from the bathroom
and about as large. The fluorescent tubes flickered on when
they entered, buzzing lightly, an d their light reflected off the
gleaming resin countertops all around the room. Kate walked
straight to a large chest-like freezer and rummaged inside it
for a few seconds.

"Sit down," she told him, he r voice muffled as she dug a
little deeper. "This will only take ... ah ah!"

Blake looked around, and, find ing no chair to use, hopped
onto the countertop behind him. His scabbard wasn't
designed to work all that well when he was seated, and the
sword stuck at an odd angle over his shoulder. When Kate
showed him, triumphant, the bag of blood she had found, she
raised an amused eyebrow at him but said nothing. As she
turned away to the instant oven, he unhooked the snap on his
chest that held the scabbard tightly in place before sliding the
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harness off one shoulder, then the other. He rested Seneca
behind him and returned his a ttention to Kate. Standing by
the oven, she briefly consulted a note taped to the side before
programming the device.

"Do you do this often?" he as ked, his curiosity piqued. "I
haven't met many humans who know how to warm up blood
for vamps, or who would care to even try."

She rested her hands against the counter behind her and
leaned back against it. She was smiling as she answered, but
her voice held a bittersweet note. "You're not the first
vampires we've had here."

Blake had suspected as much; that windowless room, as

claustrophobic as it may be, was just perfect for a vampire.
"So, you learned to warm bl ood for him, then?" he asked,
fishing for more information. "l don't suppose you brought

him breakfast in bed."

She gave him a small eye roll, then turned to the beeping
microwave. "Not that it changes anything, but it was a she.
And no, | don't do room service."

Holding the bag by a corner, she gingerly pulled it out of
the microwave and turned to Blake. He placed his hands in
front of him, palms up, and after a second of hesitation, she
threw him the bag. He caught it easily despite her aim being
a little off, and almost dropped it again the next second. It
was indeed very hot. He passed it back and forth between his
hands, quickly enough that he wouldn't get burned, waiting
for the blood to cool down a little.

76



Blurred Nights (1st in the Blurred Trilogy)
by Kallysten

"There are glasses in the cupboard behind you," Kate
offered as she hoisted herself to sit on the counter opposite
him.

"It's OK. Less clean-up if | just bite through."”

The frown emerged on her forehead and was gone again in
no more time than it took BI ake to shift the blood bag from
his right hand to the left.

"My friend always said the blood would taste like plastic if
she did that."

Blake shrugged. "Not any more than water would if you
drank it from a plastic glass. Maybe she just wanted to look
more ... human."

"Maybe," she conceded, her eyes unfocused as she looked
at a spot on Blake's right. "T hat would be like her." She shook
her head as though chasing a memory and returned her eyes
to him. "Something tells me you don't care about looking
more human."

"Why would 1?7 I'm not human, am 1?"

The blood seemed to have ¢ ooled down enough by now;
he brought the bag to his mouth and let his fangs elongate
before he bit through in the upper corner. A light squeeze had
a mouthful of hot blood flooding his mouth. He let it wash
over his tongue, enjoying the ri ch, slightly metallic taste, then
swallowed and pulled another mouthful from the bag

"No, you're definitely not," Kate said, the sliver of a laugh
warming her voice. "What does it taste like?"

Blake thought about it as he continued to empty the bag.
He could tell her it was salt  y, and a little coppery, but he
didn't think that was what she was really asking about. When
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humans asked that question, they were after something
deeper than a description, even if 'taste’ was the only way
they knew how to ask. He soon had finished his meal. He
caught a stray droplet on his bottom lip with the tip of his
tongue and gave Kate the best answer he had ever come up
with.

"Have you ever had fresh brea d?" he asked. "Just out of
the oven, so hot you burn your fingertips when you go to cut
that first slice, and it tastes like heaven because you've been
waiting for it to be ready, all the while breathing in the smell
that spread all around your house?"

A corner of her mouth twitched in a slim half-smile. "My
mom used to make bread,"” was all she said.

Blake nodded and held on to her gaze. "That hot, fresh
bread? That's what it's like to take blood from a human. They
burn in your arms, and their scent is all around you, and as
much as you want to make it last, take it slow, you can't wait
and just have to bite down . And then when you have to
stop..." He chuckled. "Not any ea sier than stopping after that
first slice of warm bread.”

Kate's heartbeat jumped, and she blinked twice, very fast,
hiding oversized pupils that almost swallowed the gray of her

eyes. How had he never noticed until now what an unusual
color her eyes were, Blake wondered, surprised.
"Drinking from a blood bag," he continued, sliding off the

counter, "it's a bit like warming up that bread the next day.

It's still good, but with each mouthful you feel like there's
something missing." He crossed the kitchen, standing in front
of her for a second. Her hands we re gripping the edge of the
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counter, and he could have sworn she was shaking. "You
remember what it was like before and..." He pitched the
empty bag into the trash basket beneath the counter where
she sat. "It's just gone."

She let out a bark of nervous laughter. Blake retreated
back to his counter; it wo uldn't help to make her
uncomfortable.

"Does that mean you don't care for seconds?" she asked,
her voice not quite yet back to normal.

He tried to give her his gentlest smile. "I've had enough.
And it was fine, really. Much better than what I've had
recently.”

She raised an eyebrow at that, her nervousness receding.
"Was it? | thought you had warm, fresh bread recently."

"If, by recent, you mean eight days ago, then yes. It's
been animal blood since then."

She nodded slowly and observed him for a little while. Her
feet swung back and forth in the air with the small
movements of someone who wasn't accustomed to being still

for very long. Blake merely wait ed for the additional questions
he was sure would come. He didn't mind them. Better

curiosity and questions than outright hostility and fear. He
didn't mind staying here with her either, even if he was done

feeding. The kitchen felt more intimate than the too-large
space outside of it, without being confining.
"Marc was telling us about the breach," she finally said.
"Did you work on closing it with him?"
Taken aback, Blake didn't react for a few seconds. He
hadn't expected her to change topics so radically. When he
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replied, it was with deliberate slowness, each word detached
from the others.

"l did not."

She tilted her head to one side, puzzled, then pushed
herself off the counter. "Why not?" she asked while
rummaging in the cupboard behind her. "From what I've
seen, you're not opposed to a g ood fight. Can you give me a
mug? Behind you."

In her hands, the canister of insta-coffee told him what
she wanted the mug for. He slid off the counter and grabbed
two of them in the cupboard, filling them both halfway up
with water at the sink before he brought them to her.

"Thanks." She dropped a spoonful of powder in each mug
before placing both in the instant oven. "You like coffee,
then?"

He snorted. "Yes, | liked coff ee. Real coffee. | doubt you've
ever had any, though. It was already rare when | was still
human."

She gave him a gauging look. "And how long ago was
that?"

The oven beeped. They each  took a mug, and Blake
returned to his side of the kitchen.

"Let's just say if you add up my human life and my
vampire years, I'm over a hundred.”

She took a sip and pondered his words. "You don't look
much older than twenty," she said thoughtfully. "So that
would mean you were turned about eighty years ago?"

He raised his mug toward her. "Clever. Something like
that, yes."
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The best thing that could be said about insta-coffee was
that it had a taste. Beyond the name, though, very little
remained of the actual beverage. Blake hid his grimace in his
mug and kept taking small sips.

"You still didn't tell me how come you didn't fight at that
breach,” Kate said. "Or should I just drop the subject?"

Blake almost asked her to drop the question, but
something very different came ou t of his throat. "He told you
about Jen?"

She nodded.

“Let's just say she wasn't too fond of me. Said | had no
respect for my elders. So | wasn't invited on that little trip."

He tried to wash away the bitterness with another
mouthful of coffee. Across from him, Kate finished her mug
and proved to Blake, with just a few words, that she was a
fighter before anything else. He was suddenly more
determined than ever to seduce her before he and Marc
moved on.

"That's tough. To be left ou t of such a big fight..." She
shook her head, smiling a little. "I would have raised hell."

Blake chuckled. "Why do you think | drive him crazy every
chance | get?"

She laughed, head thrown ba  ck and exposing her throat.
Blake's eyes caressed the lovely curve and he wondered idly if
she'd let him bite her before the end.

* % % %
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"What | don't understand,” Daniel said when Simon had
left them and he had turned off the recorder, "is why it took
you six years to try and find another breach."”

Marc shifted on his chair, try ing to find a more comfortable
position. Try as he might, he couldn't manage to put any sort
of feeling in his words, and they came out icy. In time,
maybe, he would learn to look back on those years without a
sense of failure sliding over him like cold mud.

"You misunderstood me. We di dn't close the breach six
years ago. We found it then. It took the mages four years of
trial and error to come up with the right ritual. Then we
stayed there for a little more than a year to clean off the
demons that were left in the region and make sure the breach
was closed for good. And after that..." He shrugged, not quite
meeting the man's eyes. "I needed a break. We only started
hunting for a new breach recently."

Daniel whistled quietly. "Four years of trying to get that
spell right?"

"Yes. But none of the mages we had with us was above an
average level. From what | saw of Simon last night..."

He left the rest unvoiced, waiting to see how Daniel would
reply.

"Oh, yes, we're lucky there. Simon is very good." A brief
frown crossed his face before he leaned in toward Marc, his
smile taking a conspiratorial turn. "I have to be very careful
what | tell my superiors, or they'd snatch him from my squad
in a minute."

Marc grinned. "It'll be hard to hide what he can do once we
close that breach."”
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"Maybe," Daniel said, standing and turning to the shelves
behind him. It took him only secon ds to turn back toward the

desk and unfold a map over it. "I'll worry about that once
we're there. But before that..."

He smoothed out the creases with a hand and leaned
above the map. Marc's armchair creaked in protest when he
pushed off the armrests and st ood to see better what Daniel
was looking at. The map was old and outdated, showing
perfectly lined streets where th ey had seen only the previous
night that piles of rubble created a dangerous maze.

"This," Daniel said, his inde  x finger following a large
avenue on the western edge of the map that divided the town
in halves roughly from west to east, "is where we met last
night." His finger stopped at an intersection not even a
quarter into the city and tapped lightly. "All this—" He
indicated the southern part of the city up to the intersection.
"—we've explored. There's no breach there.”

Marc surveyed the rest of the map. Those few lines and
colored masses seemed deceptively small, laid flat out on a
desk: small and easy to explor e. The reality would no doubt
be somewhat different.

"l think we came this way," he said, pointing at a
secondary road that came from the southeast to meet with
the one Daniel had indicated. "There were a few demons, but
not enough that | think the breach was close by. The closer
we get to it, the more demons we'll meet."”

Daniel nodded absently. "Yes. That makes sense. They
hide in the ruins by day, and by night they usually go and
attack the next town over. The town is fortified, and the
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fighters there resist pretty we I." He gestured at the northern
edge of the map. "That's why we've been exploring at night—

"And that's what we've go  t to continue doing,” Marc
finished for him. "If we follow th e main road through and do it
methodically—"

"We'll find the breach. And then we'll close it."

Daniel looked up from the map. Grinning, he held out his
hand toward Marc, who shook it with a smile.

"We've got ourselves a plan.”

[Back to Table of Contents]
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Chapter 8

During the more than seven years Kate had spent with
Daniel's squad, she had lost count of how many times she
had entered what, decades befo re she had even been born,
had become 'the City." It was as though, a century and half
earlier, when humans had been driven out by demons surging
out of the night, they had left behind their possessions, their
lives—for too many of them, liter ally—and the name of their
city as well.

Even in the next town, Claremont, where the refugees had
run in droves, where they had b uilt fortifications with equal
parts mortar, stones and blood, where they had formed
civilian battalions to fight back and died in astounding
numbers, the lost town was known by the same generic
name.

As many times as she had entered the City, however, she
never put into words the oddity that was the fog until Marc
asked about it.

"No, it's pretty much like that all year round. | never really
thought about it before.”

Behind them, John chimed in, catching up with them so he
would be able to whisper, as they had.

"That's because you're not from around here. All the kids
in Claremont grow up hearing about how demons come out of
the fog and why you should never to be out at night. The
stories say there never used to be fog around here until the
invasion."
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Kate glanced back at him, a little annoyed. It was her own
fault, though, she admitted after a few seconds, if she had
never made the connection before. Now, it seemed obvious
that there was something unnatural going on with the fog.

"If the fog and demons are linked," she said, looking
around her at the gray patches that seemed to hide
treacherous terrain along with lethal adversaries, "maybe we
should look for where it's the thickest. That might be where
we'll find the breach.”

"l was thinking the same thing," Marc said, flashing a
quick smile at her.

His hand brushed against her arm, sending a jolt through
her and getting her attention before he pointed at the facade
of a dilapidated building on their right. They angled their path

toward it while John stayed back as cover with Aaron, the last
member of their team.
Without breaking his stride or looking at her, Marc leaned

closer, brushing against her sh oulder, and whispered, "We
should talk to Daniel about it."

Marc and Blake had been with the squad for two weeks
already: two weeks of almost nightly patrols, infrequent
sparring, and growing camarade rie and frustration because
they had found nothing so far.

Kate nodded rather than answ ering aloud, certain he would
catch her answer. She had stopped being surprised at how
well Marc could see at night, even with the fog around them,
even when, like now, they entered a structure whose torn
walls still towered over them, blocking whatever light the
moon had offered them so far. A couple of times, he had

86



Blurred Nights (1st in the Blurred Trilogy)
by Kallysten

caught her staring at him when she had been sure he
wouldn't be able to notice. She had learned to be more
careful.

Glass debris crunched beneath her boots, and she winced.
She doubted this was the place they were looking for, but
demons could be anywhere. Her sword raised in front of her
to parry an attack if it came from the darkness, she fell back
two steps behind Marc and three steps to his left in a
formation that had become second-nature to her. She tried to
remain as silent as he was, breathing as evenly and quietly as
she possibly could when adrenaline raced through her. Eyes
wide open, she swept her gaze all around them as they
continued to advance, looking for any little clue, aware that if
anything was to be found, Marc wo uld find it before her. She
wished Daniel would lend her the squad's only pair of night
vision goggles, sometimes. Ei  ther that, or make another
request to his suppliers to find more of those for him.

"It's clear,"” Marc said, lowering his sword.

Kate trusted him, but she could n't bring herself to imitate
him, not when the shadows around them still seemed to wait
for the right time to attack them.

"Are you all right?" he asked suddenly.

Startled by the question, she looked at him. She tried not
to, when they patrolled like t his. Not only did she have too
many things to pay attention to , he was also too much of a
distraction.

"What? Yes. Of course."”
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"Your heartbeat..." He shook his head and came a little
closer. He gently took hold of her wrist, his thumb pressing
into her pulse point. "It's been getting faster and faster."

His touch only made things worse. She wondered if he
could tell that she was blushing. Shrugging, she pulled her
wrist free and tried to calm down.

"Just tired, | guess," she lied. "Let's get on with it."

They walked out of the building, finding John and Aaron
where they had left them, and resumed their stealthy walk
through the blurry city. Kate let herself fall back a little
behind Marc to get herself under control. She knew the small
touches and smiles didn't mean anything. She knew it,
because Blake acted the exact same way. It was just the way
they were, and she ought to know better by now than to give
meaning to every little thing. She just didn't seem to be able
to stop herself. Part of her tr ied to reason that it had simply
been a long time since she ha  d taken a lover, and her body
was reacting to innocent things as though they were less than
innocent. It just didn't explain why she couldn't treat them

like every other member of the squad, like comrades in arms,
almost brothers, and definitely unsuitable partners.
"Demons."

She froze at Marc's quiet word, as did John and Aaron.
Weapons raised and ready, they looked around them,
searching the fog and ruins for what Marc had sensed. He
raised his hand, fingers spread out. Five demons, then. As a

rule, they tried to avoid direct confrontation, especially if they
were outnumbered. The same hand pointed at the shell of a
house on their left, just feet aw ay. As silently as they could,
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they hurried to it and hid, John and Aaron crowding close to
the wall still standing on the right, Marc and Kate crouching to
find cover on the left behind a mound of bricks and debris half
as tall as she was.

She could hear the demons now. Heavy steps that seemed
to echo in the meandering streets, harsh grunting that had to
be some kind of communication form, metal grating on metal
as the pieces of their armor moved together ... They were
passing just feet away, and at any moment they might catch
the squad's scent. Her hand tightened over the hilt of her
sword, firming her grip despite her sweaty palm. It was only
when Marc's hand rested on he r back and he leaned closer to
murmur into her ear, "Breathe," that she realized she was
holding her breath. She nodded and exhaled through her nose
before forcing herself to brea the in more regularly. A few
moments later, the demons had walked down the street. She
signaled for John and Aaron to remain where they were a
little longer. It was only a prec aution, she told herself, and it
had nothing to do with Marc 's still hand on her back.

At last, the demons were gone. She stood up and joined
John and Aaron, Marc following just a step behind her.

"We should go," Aaron said . "Fast. Before they come
back."

"We've got two more streets to go," Marc replied. "If we
don't finish this sector, this nig ht will have been for nothing."

"If we get killed—" Aaron started.
"This is not up for discussion," Kate cut him short. "We're
finishing this sector. Let's go."
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As she passed in front of them, she noticed the look John
and Aaron exchanged. She didn't let herself dwell on it. She
was as tired as they were afte r hours of careful exploration,
but that didn't mean she intend ed to shirk her duties. If they
disagreed, she'd give them other assignments from now on.

They returned to their previous formation, with Marc
ahead, Kate a little behind, and John and Aaron bringing up
the rear in a triangle. They hadn't reached the end of the
street yet when the demons found them.

* % k% *

"They're late.”

None of the humans replied, so Blake said it again, a little
louder this time. "They are late.”

"And thank you for stating the obvious twice," Daniel said
dryly. "Yes, they are late. Yest erday, it was us, the day before
that, it was Mike's team, today it's them. We'll just wait for
them. They won't be long now."

Blake pushed away from the truck and rolled his shoulders,
feeling the weight of his sword. Ahead of him, the fog spread
over the street, revealing and hid ing the City in turns. He had
a pretty good idea where the other group had been headed,
and once he got their scent, he'd find them. Daniel caught up
with him and stood in his way before he had taken more than
a few steps toward the City.

"Wouldn't you know if he was in trouble?" he asked. "I
thought vamps—"

"The only thing I'll know is when he dies. Not planning to
wait for that."
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He sidestepped Daniel, who again planted himself in front
of him. "l said we  wait."

"l heard you," Blake said, m eeting his eyes squarely. "I'm
not stopping you and your lack eys from doing nothing. And
you're not stopping me from going to find them."

Behind him, said lackeys grumbled at the name but, like
good lackeys, did not intervene.

"Marc told you to listen to me."

Blake couldn't help laughing at that. "And you haven't
noticed yet that | don't listen to him? Why makes you think
I'll listento  you?"

"You've done just that for two weeks!"

“No. | happened to be walking in the same direction you
did for two weeks. Now..." He looked Daniel up and down. He
had seen him fight, and he was good at it, but he was no
match for Blake. "Are you going to get out of my way or do |
need to—"

He stopped abruptly and looked over Daniel's shoulder. He
was sure he had seen something move. Unless it had only
been the wind pushing the fog around—but no, there it was
again. A silhouette appeared behind the fog, bulky, maybe big
enough to be a demon. Blake started warning Daniel, but two
slimmer shapes appeared around the first, these definitely
human. Someone moaned in pain. Blake cursed. Pushing past
Daniel, he rushed toward the incoming silhouettes. Behind
him, exclamations rose as the ot hers finally saw what he had.

His eyes jumped from one sh ape to the others as they
became clearer. The firston e he recognized, he dismissed
immediately. He had nothing against John, but he didn't care

91



Blurred Nights (1st in the Blurred Trilogy)
by Kallysten

much about him either. The ne xt was Kate. He slowed down
and looked at her more carefully. Nothing in her walk hinted
that she was hurt. A small smile pushed up the edges of his
lips. He was glad she was all ri ght. When he turned his eyes
to the last shape, he was walking. He knew what he would
find. The scent coming toward him was one he knew as well
as his own mixed with a less familiar one that was tinted with
anger, blood and pain. He stopped a dozen yard away from
Marc and watched him, an eyebrow raised in amusement. He
had Aaron in a fireman carry ov er his shoulder, his arm over
his legs to secure him in place. Every so often, Aaron kicked
with his left leg. The right seemed immobilized with a
makeshift splint. His moaning now alternated with curses, and
by the time Daniel and the other two reached Marc, running,
he was full out accusing Marc of murder.

"Is he trying to set the demons on us?" Blake asked Kate
as she approached him.

She shrugged. "I can't blame him. He kept it quiet as long
as he could.”

Blake gave her a once over again. She looked tired. "What
happened?”

"Five demons happened. That's pretty much the only thing
we found. You?"

"The same. Without the demons. Pity."

She gave him a sharp look and opened her mouth, ready
to lash out, he was sure. She seemed to think better of it and
simply shook her head. When sh e looked at him again, the
shadow of a smile lit up her face.
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"Kate!" Daniel called out. He was almost at the truck,
helping his men carry Aaron. "Take the wheel."

With a light groan, she started toward the truck. Blake let
her distance him and joined Marc, who had slowed down after
being relieved of his burden.

"Not only do you get to hunt with her," he complained,

"but you also get all the fun.”

"Blake..." Marc sighed, very much like Kate had.

Blake's smile faltered. He looked away and dropped his
voice. "l know. Not a game, people die, blah, blah. But
nobody did die. And you're fine. Good enough for me."

They kept on walking to the truck. Blake glanced in as they
passed the back end of it. The nine men were in, beneath the
heavy tarp tented above the bed of the truck, and Kate had
already started the engine. Before they reached the cabin
door, Marc grabbed the back of Blake's neck, his heavy
fingers tangling into his hair. Blake started protesting, but
didn't manage to say a word . Marc's mouth pressed against
his, harsh, demanding, a promise of things to come.

"ldiot,"” he said when he p ulled back, and climbed into the
truck.

Grinning, Blake followed.

[Back to Table of Contents]
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Chapter 9

The small bedroom door hadn't finished closing behind
them that Blake was pushing Marc against it, already tugging
at his clothes. Marc started protesting at his roughness, but
thought better of it. Two weeks had passed since Blake had
decided that Marc was more interested in Kate than him.
They had not slept apart for so long in quite a long time. As
tired as he was, Marc certainly didn't mind seeing an end to
his forced celibacy.

Fumbling a little, he unzipped Blake's jacket and pushed it
off him before finding the edges of his t-shirt and tugging it

over his head. Blake had gotten ri d of Marc's jacket and shirt
already, leaving his chest bare , too. He leaned in close and
trailed his mouth over Marc's shoulder. A low, hungry growl
rose from his chest. Later, Marc thought, weaving his fingers

in Blake's hair. Later, he would share blood with him, if Blake
behaved himself. He tugged on the strands curled around his

fingers, leading Blake down. To his surprise, Blake complied
at once and licked a path over his collarbone and lower. He
stopped over his left nipple, teas ing it with blunt teeth until it

was tight and hard. Sparks of pleasure shot through Marc's
body.

"Can | get a taste?" Blake mu rmured before flicking his
tongue over his right nipple.

Forgetting his decision to make him wait, Marc hissed his
approval. He closed his eyes and his body tensed in
anticipation of the bite he knew would come. Except it didn't.
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Blake continued to touch him with lips, tongue, and just a
hint of blunt teeth, distracting him just enough that Marc
didn't pay much mind to the hand undoing his jeans buttons
and tugging them down. When the same hand wrapped over
his hardened cock, however, he started paying attention.
Blake had asked for a taste; he hadn't said what he wanted to
taste. Even as he realizedt  his, Blake knelt down and nuzzled
his cock. He flicked his tongue along the length until Marc's
hips started bucking forward. Then, placing both hands on
Marc's hips, he held him in pla ce as he closed his mouth over
the tip of his cock. Marc moaned very low at the feel of tight
lips moving over him, and again when a sneaky tongue slid
against the very tip and along the slit to hunt down a bead of
precome.

Shaking, he tried to push forward again. All of a sudden,
Blake's hands and lips were gone.

"Got my taste,” Blake said , Standing again, laughter
coloring his voice. "That's all | wanted."

Marc stared, too caught up in his lost pleasure to
understand at first. When he did, he flashed a glare and his
fangs at Blake.

"Strip."”

He expected Blake to argue an d be his usual annoying self;
instead, he kicked off his shoes and scrambled out of his
pants. He was on Marc's bed, wearing nothing but an impish
grin and a hard on, before Marc could add a word.

"Well?" he said, stroking his cock slowly. "You don't need
an invitation, do you?"
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Marc started taking a step forward and almost tripped on
his bunched up jeans.

Blake snickered. "Need help?"

"Sure." Marc leaned down to pull his shoes and pants off.
"Hold your legs up. Show me what a pretty ass you have."

Blake's grin turned into a grimace at being called pretty,
but he continued to surprise Ma rc. He grabbed the back of his
knees and pulled his legs up, exposing himself. His scent was
pure, raw lust. Marc licked his lips as he approached, his cock
in hand, spreading the precome over the tip. Desire coursed
through him, a wildfire spreading over parched land.

Kneeling on the bed in front of Blake's open legs, he let go
of his cock to take hold of Blake's instead. It twitched in his
hand, as hard as his own, the tip leaking precome already
even though he hadn't touched Blake yet.

"If you wanted to fuck this much," he whispered, his voice
rough with need as he traced his fingertips down Blake's
length and to his balls, "all you had to do was say it."

He squeezed Blake's balls lightly in his hand. They felt
heavy, the skin tight over them. Blake moaned very low, and
his thighs started shaking a little.

"l didn't," he said, clenching his teeth. "l don't."

"Right." Marc's fingers cont  inued their way down, stroking
beneath Blake's balls on their way to his hole. "You're doing
this only for me, because you're always so selfless. And you
haven't been jerking off every day either."

He circled the puckered ring of flesh with his thumb. It
twitched when he breached it, and contracted as though
trying to hold him in when he pulled back. Letting his eyes
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roam over Blake's body, open and waiting for him, he sucked
on his index and forefinger and coated them with saliva. He
caught Blake's eyes and held his gaze as he pushed the slick
fingers inside him, reaching an d twisting until Blake blinked
several times, his mouth falling open as he started panting.

He always forgot he didn't ne ed to breathe when they had
Sex.

Marc couldn't wait any longer. He grabbed Blake's legs and
shuffled forward on his knees. He pressed his cock to Blake's
ass and entered him, slow and unyielding. Blake groaned
loudly, arching his back. At on ce, Marc stilled and covered his
mouth with his hand.

"Not a sound,"” he murmured.

Kate had stopped keeping guard on their door after a few
days, but they never knew who might be at the tables or
practicing in the main room.

Blake tried to give him an exasperated look, but it ended

up looking needy more than anything else. Pulling his hand
back, Marc grabbed Blake's thighs again and pushed them a
little higher.

"Touch yourself. Show me what I've been listening to for
two weeks."
Eyes blazing, lips pinched togeth er, Blake dropped his right

hand to his cock and started stroking it. Marc followed his
movements with his eyes and hips, accelerating his thrusting
along with him, slowing down when Blake did. When Blake

caught up with what he was doing, he fell into a fast and
steady rhythm. The pink of his cock looked darker against the
pale skin of his fist. With each stroke down, he exposed the
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tip, shiny with clear wetness that he wiped on every slide up
before spreading it down along his shaft. The sight was
entrancing, much more so than what Marc had imagined, in
the past few days, while listening to Blake masturbate just

feet away.

Pressure was building inside him, tightening in his cock
and balls as he pushed inside Blake a little harder, a little
deeper, to the rhythm of flesh hitting flesh. There was just
one thing missing. He let go of Blake's leg and leaned
forward, resting on his forear ms and trapping Blake's hand
and cock between them. With this new angle, he couldn't
thrust as much, but he never stopped moving.

He shushed Blake's protests with a quick kiss before
bending to his neck. Blake angled his head away, giving him
space even as he closed his arms around him. Marc ran his
tongue over the silver scars fr om his very first bite, the one
that had made Blake a vampire, then dropped his fangs and
reopened the marks. Taste filled his mouth, intimately
familiar and yet always surpris ing even after all these years.
He bucked in one last time as he pulled deep on his Childe's
blood. The feel of his flesh beneath him, around him, inside
his mouth, the taste of his blood and lust, the scent of his
pleasure, his moans, all of it overloaded Marc. He came with a
growl muffled against Blake's neck, pleasure rolling over him
in strong waves that washed away everything that wasn't
them and now.

Blake was trembling under him, close but not quite close
enough. Feeling a little groggy, Marc bit down on his own
tongue. Blood spurted into his mouth, the flavor mixing with
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remnants of Blake's blood. He found Blake's lips and covered
it with his own while he reached between them to tighten his

hand over Blake's on his cock. He kissed him again, deep and
slow this time. Blake moaned when their tongues met. He
drew Marc's into his mouth and sucked lightly on it, drawing

out more blood. Another louder moan and he came,

shuddering violently beneath Marc, his cock pulsing in their

joined hands.

For a few more seconds, Marc he Id on to Blake, as always
enjoying the feel of his Childe's body trembling against him.
When Blake, with a satisfied little hum, ended the kiss, Marc
rolled off him and they fell apart. Grinning smugly in the
darkness, Marc closed his eyes and stretched.

"You were worried for me," he said.

Blake huffed as though he had been offended by the idea.
"Of course not!"

"Just admit it. | saw the way you looked at me when |
walked out of the city."

"l told you, | was just je alous you got to fight and |
didn't."

Marc rolled onto his side, fa ~ cing away from Blake. He
yawned.

"You've always been such a crappy liar."

“I'm not—I don't—"

Blake punched his shoulder, not quite hard enough to
actually hurt but Marc growled in warning anyway. He
thought things would take a turn for the worse when Blake
got out of the bed, but after flipping off the light switch by the
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door, he returned to lie next to Marc. For a little while, he
remained silent and Marc started falling asleep. Until...

"Any progress with Kate?"

Marc's eyes opened again, sleep sliding out of his reach.

He forced himself not to move, knowing Blake was waiting for
him to react.

"l don't know what you mean by that," he said very
calmly, hearing his own lie ring clear as a bell in each word.

Blake chuckled. "Who's a crappy liar? | thought you'd have
something to share by now. You' ve been with her just about
every night."

"I've been with her, working," Marc said, gritting his teeth.
"And we're not exactly alon e. And even if we were—"

He cut himself short. He should never have played Blake's
game to begin with, and he didn't want Blake to guess it
wasn't a game for him anymore. He liked Kate. He liked her a
lot, more than he would have expected. There were many
things about her that reminded him of Blake—of the human
Blake had been. Her determination, her sense of humor, her
loyalty, how single-minded sh e could be about keeping her
people safe, the way she could be so clueless, at times, when
something she didn't expect was thrown her way ... All these
things, Marc had enjoyed in BI ake; some of them, he now
missed. It was disconcerting to find them again in a different
person.

"Doesn't matter,"” Blake said with a yawn. "You can find all
the excuses you want, she'll be mine."

Marc rolled onto his back, eyes still staring at the
darkness. "If you wanted to teac h me a lesson,"” he said, each
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word quiet and deliberate, "I heard it, loud and clear. You can
stop."

"Stop? I've barely even started.”

"You're going to hurt her."

Marc winced even as the words passed his lips. He
shouldn't have said this, shouldn't have given Blake any
reason to believe that—

"You care about her that much?"

The bitter triumph in Blake's quiet words twisted
something inside Marc. He didn 't respond. Nothing he said
would make anything better now, not when he had
inadvertently confirmed Blake's suspicions. He closed his eyes
and tried to find sleep, all too aware that Blake, when he
rolled onto his side, severed all contact between them.

* % % *

Hiding a yawn behind his hand, Marc emerged from the
bathroom and stepped over to the lunch tables. Seated at the
end of the first one, Kate was cutting an apple into quarters
with one of the knives she carri ed on her at all times. She
flashed him a quick, tired smile as he sat across from her.

"Afternoon,” Marc said, yawning again.

"Didn't sleep right?" She cut a thin slice from the quarter
she was holding and looked at it as though unsure what to do
with it. "Me, neither.” She finally ate the bit of apple, already
cutting a second slice, just as t hin as the first. "Aaron's leg is
broken in three places. The docs put a metal plate along the
bones. Screwed them in. He'll need to see Healers soon or he
won't be fighting for months."
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He watched her for a little while. At the rate she was
eating the apple, it would take her quite a long time to finish.
Her eyes never left the fruit as she cut it, not to look at him
or at the people around them. They left space around her, he
noticed, four of them crowding the other end of the table for
a game of cards but leaving enough space for two people next
to her and Marc. They were all as careful not to look at her as
she was to pretend she was alone.

Their scents, as a whole, had a subtle pepper smell that
tickled Marc's nose. He recog  nized it easily, even if he
couldn't understand it. They were wary of her, the same way
they had been wary of Marc and Blake when they had first
arrived. Kate's scent, on the other hand, was all too easy to
grasp. It held the unpleasant sourness of guilt.

Marc leaned forward over the table, catching her attention.
"It wasn't your fault,” he said quietly but with all the
confidence he could summon.

She shrugged her shoulders and returned her eyes to the
apple. Another thin slice came off. "Of course it's not. | didn't
slam him into that wall. A demon did."

He had expected her to argue. This simple acceptance left
him at a loss for words, especia lly since it contradicted so
clearly her scent.  That did not lie; she did. He didn't know
how to call her on it, though.

"If anyone is to blame—" he started, very low.

She cut in, raising her head to look behind him. "Simon,
there's a free seat right here."

From the corner of his eye, Marc saw Simon freeze just a
step past him, then slowly turn toward Kate.
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"Oh. Yes, there is. Thanks, Kate."

He didn't sound all that thankful, and even looked a little
reluctant as he walked around the table to go and sit next to
Kate. He placed a lunch tray in front of him and picked up his
fork, sniffing lightly at the mash of indistinct vegetables on
his plate. Like the other fighters, he was very careful not to
look at Kate directly, though his eyes fluttered toward her and
back every so often. Kate didn't say a word to him or
acknowledged his presence. It wa s all too clear she had only
called him to sit by her to stop Marc from trying to comfort
her. He held back a sigh. Stubbornness was yet another trait
she shared with Blake, thou  gh this one wasn't all that
attractive.

Long minutes passed. Kate continued cutting her apple
into paper-thin slices. Juice dripped from her fingers and onto
the plate in front of her wh ere the other three quarters
waited. The sweet green apple scent slowly covered hers, but
the sourness remained at the forefront of Marc's thoughts.
Like her, he had led others to battle and felt responsible for
their injuries. He knew how she felt. He also knew nothing he
could say would help, especially if she didn't want to hear it.

When both Kate and Simon looked up and past him, Marc
glanced back to see what had attracted their eyes. His lips
tightened into a thin line when he saw Blake, bare-chested
and barefoot, walking on to the washroom. At least, Marc
thought as he turned back toward the table, Blake was
wearing pants. With him, that was never a given.

Kate's eyes were back onth e fruit and knife in her hands,
though it seemed to take her a little longer to cut her next
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slice, and there were two spot s of color high on her cheeks.
Simon continued to look for a few more seconds, presumably
until Blake had disappeared into the bathroom. He noticed,

then, that Marc was observing him and let out a little

squeaking noise before busying himself with his food again.

Marc frowned, slightly taken aback. He had never noticed
Simon's interest for Blake until now, but neither his furious
blushing nor the thread of lust in his scent could be anything

else. It was almost too perfect.

"He likes men, you know," he said softly, keeping his eyes
on Simon but all too aware that Kate looked up at the same
time he did. "And I'm pretty sure he'd be flattered by your
interest.”

Simon squeaked again, his blush redoubling as he looked
around him to see if anyone was listening. "I don't know what
you're talking about," he said very quickly, and before Marc
could add a word he picked up his tray and hurried to sit
elsewhere.

"Still want to talk to Daniel about the fog?" Kate asked out
of the blue.

She popped what was left of the apple quarter into her
mouth and raised an eyebrow, waiting for his answer.

"Sure. Don't you want to finish your snack first?"

She speared a second apple quarter with her knife and
took a bite from it, then a second one. It took her only
moments to finish the apple. Still chewing the last bit, she
stood and wiped her knife, blade then handle, onto a napkin
before sliding it back in the sheath on her thigh.
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"I'm ready," she said, wiping her hands as well, before
dropping the napkin on the table. "He's in his office. Let's go."

Exposing their theory to Danie | took only seconds. He was
nodding before Kate even finished.
“I've thought about it myself, " he admitted. "But I'm not

too sure how to use th  at to our advantage.”

"We could start noting how thick the fog is in each street,”
Marc suggested. "And when we have some data we can use
that to guide us."

"l suppose,” Daniel said slowly , "although it might be hard
to quantify the fog. We'll try tonight and see if it works."

He looked down at the maps he had been examining when
they had entered. The dismissal was clear, though it left Marc
a little surprised. Daniel rarely was so abrupt.

Kate saluted him even though he wasn't looking, before
stepping back to the door, her head very stiff as she looked
ahead of her. Marc was about to follow her out when Daniel
said behind him:

"Marc?"
He stopped and looked back. Daniel was still standing by
his desk, his hands now behind his back in a posture that

made him look like a soldier more than ever.

"Something wrong?" Marc asked cautiously.

“Not really. I just wanted to tell you. We're changing
teams tonight.”

Marc blinked in surprise. This was the last thing he had
expected. "We are? Why?"
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"Because Blake won't listen to me," Daniel said with a
grimace. "But he and Kate are friendly enough. He'll listen to
her."

Eyes wide in incredulity, Marc laughed. "You actually
believe that?"

Daniel didn't reply, merely fixed Marc with unwavering
eyes for a few seconds before he said, "We might not look like
much, but this is an elite military unit, you know."

Marc's amusement faded. He wondered what had brought
on the remark. "l figured as much."

"All my soldiers trained sin ce they were little more than
kids. They know how to figh t. They also know when not to
fight."

Marc started to understand where this was going. He
walked back to the desk, stand ing directly across Daniel. His
scent reflected the same determination as his direct gaze.

"What happened last night..." Daniel paused and sighed.

"Three weeks ago, Kate would have called the recon off when
those demons went by. Last night, you said go on, and she
followed suit. | don't like the influence you have on her."

"And you think Blake will be any better?" Marc asked very
slowly.

"I think Blake is too wild for her. If he suggests idiotic
moves, she won't fall for them."

Marc thought about it for a little while. He could see
Daniel's point, but he could also see the flaws in his plan.
Blake had had no reason to pl ay nice for Daniel; it would be
different with Kate. She probably wouldn't have to deal with
head-on opposition, but what she would get instead would be
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much more confusing than a few stupid and easily dismissible
suggestions.

"l hope you're right," he said with a shake of his head.

"For all our sakes, | really hope you are."

If he had thought it would make a difference, he would
have argued with Daniel's decisi on. Ever since the very first
days, however, Daniel had made it clear that, even if he was
grateful for Marc's help, he intended to remain in command.
He would have to see for himself what a terrible idea this
was.

Giving Daniel a mock salute, he started for the door.

Again, Daniel stopped him before he could pass it.

"I've seen the way you look at her."

He sounded tired now. Marc glanced back at him.

"And she's starting to look back. She's my best fighter.
She's my friend. And I'm not los ing her to you. Just so we're
clear.”

Marc didn't reply and just walked out, shaking his head in
disbelief. He could hardly believe it. Daniel was afraid he
would seduce Kate, and his answer was to pair her up with
Blake. He could have laughed at the irony of it, if he hadn't
been so sure it would only mean trouble.

[Back to Table of Contents]
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Chapter 10

Caught between amused and mildly exasperated, Kate
forgot her dinner to observe yet another one of Simon's
doomed attempts at seduction. For the past three days, he
had been finding random excuses to talk to Blake, and didn't
seem deterred in the least by Blake's blatant lack of reaction.

This time, he had crept closer to the far corner of the room
where Blake was sharpening his sword. Patrick, whose age
kept him away from fighting, had trained as a medic to stay
at the camp, and had also become their de facto sword smith.
He spent a couple of aftern ~ oons every week sharpening the
squad's weapons. He usually did so outside as the sound of
the sharpening wheel was less than pleasant, but Blake had
asked to use it inside, away fr om the sun. Patrick had offered
to sharpen his sword for him. Blake had almost seemed
offended at the idea. In the end, they had put the wheel in a
corner of the main building. After five minutes, most
members of the squad had deserted the place, taking their
dinner trays elsewhere. The grinding sound resonated in the
large room and was simply horrible.

Kate didn't mind; for once, she didn't have to pretend to
listen to casual conversations the members of the squad tried
to include her in despite her reluctance. Every time she met
someone's eyes, she wondered if they still thought about
Aaron and were afraid that they would be hurt next because
of her. She was afraid of the same thing every time she
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looked into a mirror, and didn't need to read the same
guestion on their faces.

She would need to talk to Simon, though, she mused as
she watched him make yet anot her attempt to catch Blake's
attention. She couldn't hear wh at they were saying, but she
could tell Blake limited his answers to a word or two, rarely
taking his eyes off his sword as he ground it against the
sharpening wheel. Maybe it was time for Simon to get a clue
before things started becoming uncomfortable. Romances in
the squad were never a good thing, in any case.

Her mouth twisted at the thought. It was much easier to
apply that principle when she wasn't in the equation. No, that
wasn't true, she realized. It had always been easy—until the
arrival of their vampire guests. It was only now, after she had
patrolled without Marc twice, that she saw how easily she had
become used to having him aro und as they patrolled the City,
and how much she missed his presence. Part of her wanted to
ask Daniel to change the teams back, but she didn't want to
have to explain to him why she wanted Marc with her.

"Your dinner is getting cold. What are you thinking about
So intensely?"

She jumped, startled and mo re than a little embarrassed
to find that the very same person she had been thinking
about had sat across the table without her noticing. Trying to
pretend she wasn't blushing, she shrugged and tilted her
head toward the infernal machine in the corner of the room.

"Hard to think with that—"

Abruptly, the wheel stopped. Blissful silence fell on the
room.
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"—noise," she finished, her voice dropping to a normal
level again. She glanced at Blake and saw that he was
inspecting the blade of his sword. "God, | hope he's done."

He looked up toward her across the room and said loudly
as he stared toward the table, "All you had to do was tell me
to stop."

She winced and turned her attention back to her plate. She
hadn't expected him to hear her comment. Without much
enthusiasm, she picked at her food. The cook had been
serving green beans for the past four meals; she was more
than tired of them, even if fresh vegetables were always a
treat. She hadn't eaten more than a couple of the tender
beans before Blake sat down next to Marc, shouldering him in
the process. He placed the sw  ord on the table in front of
them. Kate looked up at him; he was beaming.

"Seneca hasn't been this sh  arp in years! | hope we find
demons tonight!"

Next to him, Marc caught Ka  te's attention and rolled his
eyes. She hid her grin by taking another bite of food.

"Do you really?" Simon asked, slightly awed. He pulled up
a chair and sat at the end of th e table, very close to Blake.
"But demons are so dangerous!”

Blake turned a light frown on him, clearly wondering why
Simon was still there. "That's the point," he said slowly, as
though talking to a child. "If they weren't dangerous, it
wouldn't be any fun.”

The concept seemed too foreign for Simon. He mouthed
the word 'fun,’ his brow furrowe d in confusion, and looked at
Kate, then Marc, expecting one of them to explain. Kate
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busied herself with pushing he r food around the plate rather
than meet his eyes. She refused to admit to anyone but

herself that she understood Blake's thinking. The fight
became easier, if you looked at it that way. The idea of losing
became easier.

After only a handful of seconds, Simon threw himself into
the breach yet again. He leaned forward to look at the sword
on the table, his hand rising to touch the hilt. Blake made a
hissing sound, and Simon snatched his hand away. The back
of his neck turned scarlet as he leaned a little closer, his
mousy bangs hiding his eyes.

"Is ... is that Latin?" he asked, his voice squeaking a little.
Without waiting for Blake's answer, he read aloud the
inscription below the hilt. " Quemadmodum gladius neminem
occidit, occidentis telum est. Nice."

He gave Blake a tentative look, and was rewarded with the
shadow of a smile.

"You understand what it says?"

"Of course | do! Most magic spells use Latin, but even if
they didn't, I'd have learned it. The structure of it is—"

Blake's raised his hands, palm s out. "l just thought the
guote was cool,” he said, the hint of a laugh in his words. "I
can't even pronounce it properly myself."

Simon seemed to deflate right in front of Kate's eyes. She
felt a little sorry for him. No doubt he had thought he finally
had something to talk to Blak e about, only to be proven
immediately wrong. She gl anced at the inscription,
wondering, yet again, what it meant. Maybe she would ask
Simon later.
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"Still no blood?" Blake asked, looking back at Kate, Simon
already forgotten. He picked up the sword from the table and
slid it back into the scabbard on his back in a fluid movement.

She shook her head. "We're having trouble getting a
supply delivery from Claremon t. They've been under an
increased number of attacks, and they can't spare the
manpower to send us anything. We'll send Aaron to recover
there in a couple of days, and we'll get blood in return, but
until then..."

She finished with an apologetic shrug. Short of opening a
vein—Blake had jokingly suggest ed it when he had finished
the last blood bag, and she had merely rolled her eyes at
him—she couldn't do anything about it.

"Don't worry about it,” Marc said with a faint smile. "We'll
go hunting again after tonight's recon. Or Blake will get his
wish, and we can feed from demons."

Blake made a disgusted noise. "l can't stand demon
blood."

"Don't be silly, blood is blood,” Marc replied coolly. "You'd
better go get your shoes; the sun is going to set soon. And
while you're at it, bring me my jacket, will you?"

Throwing Marc a suspicious  look, Blake stood. He winked
at Kate before walking away. "See you in a bit."

With Blake gone, Simon wandered off, muttering under his
breath about herbs and supplies, hands in his pockets and
shoulders hunched. Kate's sudden awareness that she was
alone with Marc sent a flash of warmth through her body. She
cleared her throat and returned to her studious inspection of
her food.
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"l swear, we'll be just fine," Marc said after a few moments
had passed in silence. "You don' t have to starve yourself in
sympathy.”

"I'm not—" She raised her head and realized from his grin
that he was teasing her. She gave him a playful kick under
the table. "I'm just not very hungry," she explained, putting
down her fork and pushing the tray away from her.

Marc shook his head and inched the tray back toward her.
"Funny how you haven't been hungry since Aaron got hurt.”
She blocked the tray, frowning at Marc. "It has nothing to

do—"

"I've been in your place, Kate. | know how you feel.

Blaming yourself won't mend Aaron's leg any faster.”

Given how quietly he spoke, she looked around to see if
anyone was close enough to he  ar. Only a couple of soldiers
played cards at the table behind them, though neither
seemed to be paying attention to their conversation.

Annoyed, she turned back to him.

"Don't tell me how | feel," she hissed. "And while you're at
it, stop pretending you know better than | do!"

She regretted the words as soon as they passed her lips.
The wounded expression that settled on Marc's handsome
features didn't help. Why did he have to be able to press her
buttons so easily?

"I've never said ... If my attitude—"

She stopped him with a wave of her hand. "No. Your
attitude is fine. I'm just..." She sighed and gave him a
pleading look. "Let it drop, OK ? 1 know you mean well, but it's
not helping."”
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He held her eyes for a few seconds before glancing down
at the tray. "You finish your dinner; | keep quiet. Deal?"

He held out his right hand toward her. She raised her own
somewhat reluctantly. "Deal."

A shiver passed through her when she shook his hand. The
cool strength surprised her, and she found herself unable to
let go. His raised eyebrow and s light smile only added to her
confusion. He squeezed her hand lightly before releasing it.
Troubled, Kate looked down at her tray and picked up her
fork with a shaky hand. It might be a good thing that they
weren't in the same recon team anymore, after all. She'd
have to thank Daniel about it, though she doubted his
reasons had anything to do with her growing crush on Marc.

* % k% *

"You two check inside that building. We'll stand guard.”
Elliot nodded and steppedto  ward the ruins Kate had

indicated first, Sky on his heels. Before they even entered the
building, the fog swirling around them had made them
disappear. Kate turned her back to the ruins and swept her

eyes around her. She couldn't see more than a few yards
away, but that didn't stop her from trying to see, or hear,
approaching demons.
"Anything?" she asked in a whisper.
Just feet away to her right, Blake took in a deep breath.
"Citrus shampoo,"” he said after a moment. "Lavender
soap. Minty toothpaste.”

114



Blurred Nights (1st in the Blurred Trilogy)
by Kallysten

The words made no sense. Kate turned to him, frowning in
confusion. His impish smile clued her in as to what he was
talking about—nher. Her frown turned into a glare.

"Blake! Can you be serious for a minute?"

"l can. Just not when you stand upwind from me. You're
too distracting.” He took a fe w steps forward and breathed in
deeply through his nose again. "Nothing recent. The freshest
trail is at least a day old."

Still miffed, Kate didn't reply. Her back very straight, she
kept watch as attentively as though he had announced that
an entire army of demons was advancing on them. She felt
suddenly very self-conscious, and couldn't help bringing a
strand of hair to her nose. She couldn't smell a thing. She
hurriedly let go of her hair when Blake turned halfway toward
her, but his fleeting smile made it clear he had noticed. She
looked back toward the building. She could hear Elliot's voice,
though not enough to understand his words. He seemed to be
coming back out.

"I'll check the building across the street. Be right back."”

Her heart jumped in her chest at Blake's words. She
whirled back toward him, but he was already disappearing
inside the ruins on the other side of the street—again.

Couldn't he understand the simple idea of not going anywhere
alone?

"Stand guard,” she said quickly to Elliot as he and Sky
emerged from the building. "We're checking across the
street.” She hurried after Blake, her hand clenching over the
hilt of her sword. This time, she was going to kick his ass.
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She had to stop just at the entrance of the building.
Outside, the gray fog echoed the light of the almost full
moon, bathing everything into a penetrating light. With the
roof of this house for the most part intact, her eyes struggled
to adapt to the sudden darkness. She stepped inside
cautiously, her eyes darting around her in search of Blake.

"This way," Blake whispered somewhere ahead and to her
right.

Blood thundering into her veins, she advanced a little
faster. Had he found the breach? Could it be—

The attack came from the side, swift, silent and
unexpected. Just as she passed through a doorway, a hand
closed over her fingers on the hilt of her sword and pulled her
forward. She tried to resist, but found herself with her back to
a wall, a strong body in front of her, her arm pinned to the
side, the sword useless and out of her control. The first flash
of fear receded when she realiz ed who had attacked her. This
time, Blake had gone too far, she thought. She started telling
him as much, but before she could say more than a word, his
mouth brushed against hers. She froze in shock, eyes going
wide in the near darkness. Blake leaned in again, caressing
her lips with his with more ge ntleness than she had imagined
him capable of—not that she had ever imagined how he
kissed. His left hand remained on her right, holding her sword
away, though not as tightly. Th e right cupped the back of her
head, his thumb caressing her cheek lightly.

"I've been wanting to kiss yo u since the first night | saw
you," he murmured, his mouth so close to hers that she felt
the words as well as heard them. "Can 1?"
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Kate wanted to push him away and punch him for daring
take her by surprise like this. She wanted to glare at him, call
him a moron, curse him, laugh at the sheer ridiculousness of
what he was saying. Yet she didn't move, and all she
managed to say was a stuttering, "Wh—what?"

"Can | kiss you?"

His lips brushed against hers again. Kate shivered, goose
bumps erupting all over her body, both at the touch and at
the hesitation in his quiet words. He was joking, she was sure
of it, but she still wasn't pushing him back. What was wrong
with her?

"You..." Her lips felt dry enough to crack. She licked them
before she continued, her voi ce shaking in outrage. "You've
put me under a thrall!l How dare—"

She fell silent as he laughed quietly.

"l don't do thralls, Kate. | as k. Nothing more. And you still
haven't answered."

His thumb stroked her cheek again. Kate closed her eyes
and tried to focus. What was wrong with her? Why couldn't
she simply push him away?

As though responding to her thoughts, his hands suddenly
left her and he took a step back.

"Damn it!"

His sword almost whistled with the whisper of metal sliding
smoothly against metal as he drew it from the scabbard. The
sound sent a jolt through Kate, pulling her out of the
confusion he had plunged her into.

"Demons?" she asked, already striding behind him toward
the entrance of the building.
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"I think so."

They met Elliot and Sky just inside the building.

"Demons," Sky whispered urgently. "We can hear them,
but we're not sure how many."

She looked at Blake atthat . He stepped to the entrance
and held himself very still for a few seconds.

"Three, | think," he murmured. "Definitely coming this
way."

Three pairs of eyes turned toward Kate, heavy in their
expectation. A bead of cold sweat slithered down her back.
Indecision paralyzed her. Thr ~ ee demons against the four of
them; they could do it, could n't they? Blake fought better
than she did, Elliot was on a level with her, Sky ... Her eyes
ran over Sky, gauging her. Would she be OK? Kate wouldn't
forgive herself if something happened to her.

"Kate?" Elliot said quietly. "What do you want to do? We
can take three."

"We can," Blake repeated.

To hear the two of them agree on something broke
through her fears.

"We fight," she said, her resolve firming. "Wait until they

pass the door, then rush out at them. Try to separate them
so we don't bump into each ot her. Elliot, Sky, stay close
together.”

Firm nods answered her. They remained by the entrance,
waiting. Kate tried not to tense in anticipation of what was to
come, and tried equally as hard not to wonder what had been

going on in Blake's mind just moments earlier. She found it
hard not to think about it when he stood inches from her,

118



Blurred Nights (1st in the Blurred Trilogy)
by Kallysten

looking out, ready to give th e signal. His hand rose, closed
into a fist. Kate's breathing accelerated along with her
heartbeat. A few more seconds, and his hand opened, fingers
spread out. He ran out first, fo llowed by Elliot, then Kate and
Sky.

The three demons roared in surprise, then again in rage
when Blake's sword sliced thro ugh the closest one's throat.
Blood gushed out, dark as ink, rushing past the demon's
fingers when its hand covered the wound. Already, Blake was
attacking a second demon, while Elliot swung his sword at the
third. Kate didn't hesitate. Wounded demons could still kill.
She hit the first demon's arm, drawing a gurgling cry from its
throat. It dropped its axe. Without waiting, she attacked
again. Demon armor left their sides vulnerable. Her sword slid
into the demon's body, scrapping against bone. She withdrew
her weapon. The demon fell to its knees, then face down in
the fog with a loud thud. At once, Kate raised her sword
again, ready to help put another beast down. She looked
around her. A few yards to her left, Blake was wiping his
sword on a fallen demon's pants. On her right, Sky thrust her
sword up through the last demon's jaw and brain. It was over
in seconds.

"We were lucky,"” Blake said. He sounded almost disgusted.
"These three were already hurt. Probably coming back from
battle or something."”

Frowning, Kate looked at the demon at her feet. Through
the swirling fog, she could see the deep, bloody slash on its
forearm, where neither she nor Bl ake had hit it. It didn't calm
down the adrenaline flowing through her.
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“"Lucky or not," Elliot replied, “"that's three demons that
won't kill anyone else."

Kate could feel the tension rising as the two men glared at
each other. She should have known they couldn't agree on
anything for very long. "Let's move on and finish exploring
this street. Fast.”

On the next building, she paired Blake and Sky while she
stayed outside with Elliot. Bl ake threw her a mocking glance
that said he knew exactly what she was doing. She tried her
best to ignore him. She had a job to do, and she couldn't let
him distract her. Still, she caught herself, a couple of times,
running her fingers over her lips, where his mouth had
touched hers. Whatever had been going on through his mind,
he wouldn't leave it there, she was sure of it. She wished she
had an idea of how she would respond. She wished, also, that
her heart would stop racing at the thought of him trying to
kiss her again.
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Chapter 11

With every bump and pothole in the road, the truck
jumped, sending the ten people sitting in the back bouncing
against each other. Blake didn't mind one bit, not when Kate
was on his left and found herself leaning against him all too
often. She pulled back every ti me as fast as she could and
clung to the edge of the bench with both hands. It didn't help
her much, however. Across fr om them, Marc's glare only
added to Blake's fun.

"What about the fog?" Daniel asked, oblivious to the
tension in the back of the truck.

"No difference," Kate said.

The truck turned and pushed her yet again against Blake.
He flashed a grin at her and swung his arm behind her,
resting it on the back of the bench. She did her best to ignore
him, but the hint of red in her cheek didn't lie. He turned his
head toward her and breathed in her scent. The shampoo and
soap in the men's bathroom were both generic and scentless.
As far as he could tell from the other women's scents, their
bathroom wasn't stocked any better. He found it a little
amusing that the strongest, toughest woman in the camp was
also the one who managed to procure scented bathing
products. Every time he thought he had her figured out, he
noticed something else about her that made the chase that
much enjoyable.

"Those demons we fought, though, they were already
wounded. Weren't they, Blake?"
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The ice in her voice when she said his name brought him
back to the present. Blinking, he replayed her last words in
his mind.

"Oh. Yes." He turned his eyes to Daniel, who was frowning
at him, his brow deeply furrowed. "The three of them were
hurt. The wounds seemed pretty fresh, too."

He glanced at Marc. His rising eyebrows gave away that he
was figuring out the same thing that had come to Blake's
mind earlier. He continued, expl aining his theory before Marc
could steal his spotlight.

"Demons retreat from the battlefield when they're hurt. No
one has ever seen any sort of medic with them. That means
they might have to go to him—"

"On the other side of the breach?" Daniel finished. The
spicy smell of excitement peak ed in his scent, but his voice
remained even as though he were reining his hopes in. "So
these three might have been returning to it."

Another bump in the road sent Blake against Kate this
time. She pushed him back almost absently, clearly thinking
along the same lines as Daniel.

"If that's right, we're getting closer," she said, a little
breathless.

"If," Marc repeated. "Let  's not get too hopeful.”

The truck slowed down and soon came to a halt. Daniel
jumped out first, rambling about changing his plans and
continuing along the street Kate's team had been following
that night. Marc hurried after him, arguing again for caution.
Kate stood and waited as the rest of the soldiers climbed out
of the truck. Blake caught her hand just as she was about to
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follow them. She tried to pull away, but he held on until she
turned to him.

"Let go," she said. Small, angry lines pulled at the corners
of her mouth. They disappeared along with her frown when
Blake obeyed.

"Did you think about it?" he asked, tilting her head to one
side and smiling.

Her body tensed and uncerta  inty flickered over her face.
She had thought about it, Blake th ought, his smile deepening,
even if she tried to play coy.

"Think about what?"

"You know what."

He raised his hand to her face, but she leaned back,
avoiding his touch. She didn't step away, though, he noticed
with some satisfaction.

"What | know," she said, her voice shaking a little, "is that
you're making fun of me. | thought we were friends—"

Blake's smile wavered. "Wait. What? How am | making fun
of you?"

She crossed her arms and glared. "I know you like men,”
she said slowly. "So whatever little game you think you can
play with me, I'm not interested.”

He should have made things clearer from the start, he
realized. It didn't matter, though, not when Kate had just
given him his counterattack.

"Does that mean you'd be interested if | liked women?" he
asked, trying to remain very serious.

She blinked. Her arms fell to each side of her. "Another
game—"
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"Not a game," he assured her, sliding just a little closer to
her. He dropped his voice very low, almost to a whisper. "I
like women just as much as | do men. And | happen to like
the woman in front of me very much. Enough that | want to
kiss her just about every time | look at her. But | still don't
know if she'll let me. Think I should try and see?"

With each of his words, Kate's heartbeat picked up speed
until Blake could hear nothing else. The drumming drew him
forward toward her parting lips. He pressed his mouth against
them and delicately traced her bottom lip with the tip of his
tongue. Her body leaned forwar d, so faintly she might not
even have been conscious of it . Blake rested a hand on her
face as he had earlier in the City and deepened the kiss. She
shivered when his tongue to uched hers, and a quiet moan
rose from her throat. She tilted her face and pressed in a little
more, stroking his tongue gently. He could feel the warmth of
her body even though they bare ly touched yet. He slid a hand
around her waist and pulled her forward. The top of her thigh
bumped into his cock, hardening already from the sweet,
minty taste of her lips, the heat of her body, the desire
spiking in her scent...

She pulled back abruptly. Blake had just the time to frown
in confusion before she slappe  d him. He watched her, saw
how flustered she was, and couldn't help chuckling.

"Now, before you say something you'll regret, answer this.
You didn't dislike that one bit, did you?"

She blinked several times. He r fists closed at her sides.
Bristling, she turned and stalked away, nearly tripping out of
the truck in her haste to get away from him. Blake grinned at
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her departing back. It had gone better than he had expected.
Not only had she answered his kiss, she hadn't threatened
him or demanded that he stay away from her. Much better
than he had hoped.

His smile faded when Marc appeared in front of the truck,
arms crossed in front of him.

"Are you coming to hunt?" he asked. His voice, like his
features, remained expressionless.

Blake jumped out of the truck and stood by his Sire. "Lead
the way, then."

Marc didn't say a word as th ey walked out of the camp,
answering the sentries’ greetings with nods. He also didn't
say a word as they ran through the woods that surrounded
the camp, following the scent of deer. Only after they had
caught their prey, a young male with thin, white antlers, and
each drank their fill from its blood, did he finally say what was
on his mind.

Standing up to his full height in front of Blake, he spoke
with slow yet strong words. "You will leave her alone, Childe."

Blake had been waiting for something of the sort. He
forced himself not to react, even as his fears were confirmed.

"If she asks me to, | will," he replied, meeting Marc's eyes
without flinching. "Until then, you stay out of it."

Marc took a half step forw  ard until only a couple inches
separated them. "I'm warning you, Blake—"

"Warning me?" Blake cut in with a dry laugh. "And what
will you do if | don't listen? Leave me behind?"

For the first time, Marc didn't flinch at the reminder of the
past that Blake couldn't forget, try as he might.
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"l won't leave."” The beginning of a growl echoed in his
words. "I'll kick your ass and remind you who sired you."

This time, Blake laughed aloud. "Kick my—"

The punch took him by surprise, catching him right in the
gut and leaving him to clutch his middle for a few seconds.
When he straightened again, his fangs had extended again in
his mouth. With slow, delibera te movements, he unfastened
his scabbard's harness and pulled it off his shoulders. Never
taking his eyes off Marc, he rested the scabbard, with Seneca
still inside it, against the deer they had killed together. Marc
imitated him, unbuckling the scabbard from his belt and
throwing it aside. It had been a long time since they had
fought—really fought, as opposed to sparred or played. Blake
had no doubt how things would end this time again; three
centuries made quite a differe nce in a vampire's speed and
strength. Just the same, he cracked his knuckles and balled
up his fists. If Marc thought a few blows would be enough to
take Blake's mind off Kate—to make him forget just how
protective of her Marc was—he was in for quite a
disappointment.

Baring his teeth, Blake growled and launched the first
blow.

* % k% *

Kate had thought that a shower would help clear her
reeling mind before she went to bed. If anything, it did the
exact opposite. She wasted her precious few minutes of hot
water simply looking at the thin bar of soap in her hand. The
lavender scent filled the stall, reminding her of Blake. What
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had he been up to? Was it all his way of messing with her
head, or was there any truth to his words? He had said he
liked her. He had kissed her.

And she had kissed him back.

She touched her lips with her fingertips at the memory,
her vision blurring.

If she was honest with hersel f, she could admit that she
had started using the lavender soap when she remembered
that vampires had such a keen sense of smell. She had
expected Marc to notice, however, not Blake. She had
imagined Marc kissing her, not Blake. She had a crush on
Marc, not Blake.

Or did she?

The water turned cold, and she yelped. In her haste to
shut off the spray, she dropped the soap. Shivering, she
watched it slide on the white tiles and follow the last of the
water to the drain. She started leaning down to pick it up but
somehow ended up sitting on the floor of the stall, her arms
wrapped around her knees. With her eyes, she followed the
grout line of the small hexago nal tiles in front of her toes.

Only one other stall was occu pied: Sky's. The water shut
off abruptly, and the door creaked open. Wet footsteps
moved around the room. Then Sky dressed and left. Kate
barely noticed any of it.

At her feet, the line seemed to meander without clear goal,
like her thoughts. She knew getting too close to anyone in the
squad was a bad idea. It didn't matter if it was a vampire or
human; the simple fact that they fought side by side made
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the whole thing dangerous. It co uld only be worse to have a
third person involved.

Of their own accord, her finger s returned to her lips. She
could hardly remember the last time she had kissed anyone.
It had been back when half the squad had been granted a few
days of leave and they had go ne to Claremont. Alcohol was
supposed to be outlawed, but small underground bars
operated throughout the city. She had gone to one of them
on her own, dressed as a woma n, for once, rather than a
fighter. She had decided not to be too picky, but she had
found a fresh-faced young man who talked about joining the
army that defended the city. She had listened to him for

hours, hearing his voice more th an she did his words. Alcohol
had blurred her senses, and what had happened, after she
had asked him where he lived, remained clouded in her mind.

She thought she had kissed him first. She wasn't sure
anymore.

"Kate?" Daniel called. "You in here?"

She jumped, startled, and bump ed the back of her head to
the wall behind her. Scrambling to her feet, she peaked over
the stall door. Daniel was standing at the threshold of the
bathroom, his back turned to her.

"What is it?" she called back , biting back her annoyance.
What was so important that it couldn't wait?

"Come by my office when you're done, OK?"

Before she could reply oras  k what this was about, she
heard the bathroom door shut with a bang. She remained
frozen in the stall, a single thought obliterating everything
else. Daniel knew about the kiss. Someone must have seen
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her and Blake, and he knew. He was going to remind her

where her duty lay. He might change her assignment or even
forbid her from socializing with Blake. Once the flash of guilt
that she had disappointed her leader had faded away, she
realized she felt relieved. It would solve everything, she
thought as she dried herself and slid into fresh clothes. She
wouldn't need to try and sort out her feelings. It wouldn't

matter whether she had a crush on anyone once she was

under direct orders not to act on them. Her relief, however,

was short lived.

"Well?" Daniel said, leaning fo rward over his desk. "What
do you think?"

She slunk into the seat of the armchair, not quite meeting
his eyes. "I ... | don't know."

His eyebrows drew closer together, his boyish excitement
from only a minute earlier vanishing. "Come on, Kate. If we're
getting closer to the breach, we'll encounter more demons. It
makes more sense to stay together."

Had he wanted her opinion, she wondered, or had he just
been too excited to wait until morning to share his new plan?

She picked at a piece of lint on her pants, then brushed
her palms on her thighs. "I guess it does," she said at last.

"And | suppose you'll lead the group, then, yes?"

At his nod, she continued. "Then maybe ... | mean ... I've
been rather tired lately and ... Maybe | could take a few
nights off. You'll have enough fighters without me."

He stared at her for so long that she started fidgeting on
her chair, crossing her legs then uncrossing them again.
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"You want to sit it out?" he said incredulously. "We might
be days from the end of the fight—"

"There are other breaches," sh e cut in, more abruptly that
she would have liked. "I'll have other chances.”

She risked meeting his gaze and regretted it at once. His
eyes pierced her as they so of  ten did, and she crossed her
arms as though it would stop him from reading her like an
open book. With a sigh, Daniel sat back in his chair.

"It's about those vamps, isn't it?"

Her body froze, and she swallowed hard. "Of course not,"
she said a little too fast.

Daniel sighed again. "l tried to keep the old one away, but
the other is too much of a pain, isn't he?"

Kate's denial vanished befo  re she could voice them.
Blinking in confusion, she aske d, "What do you mean, keep

him away?"
He shrugged. "Why do you think | changed the teams?"
"But you said—"
He made a dismissive gesture. "It wasn't about Blake. It

was about Marc. | saw the way he looked at you, and |
smelled trouble. | should have sent them away. Both of them.
Kate sat up and leaned forward, hands clasped in front of
her. "We need them to find the breach!"
"Do we? They don't know where it is any more than we do.
And I'd rather look for it with you at my side than them."
Kate had a second to think about it. Daniel was a good
leader, and she'd follow him anywhere, but he was wrong.
The odds that the squad would find and close the breach were
much better with Marc and Blake than without them. She
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couldn't force him to choose. She was a soldier, she had

chosen this life, and a kiss at the back of a truck or a crush
on a pretty face didn't change that.
"I'll be by your side." The strength in her voice matched

the determination she projected toward Daniel. She stood,
instinctively taking the pose sh e had learned during her first
week of basic training. "It was just my tiredness talking. I'll

be better after | sleep. And I'll be there tomorrow night."”

Daniel scrutinized her for a lo ng moment before waving
her off. He didn't look comple tely convinced, though he didn't
say anything more. Holding on to her new resolve, she
retreated to the barracks wi thout once looking toward the
back of the building where Marc and Blake slept. It wouldn't
be all that hard to avoid them, she told herself as she went to
bed. She would simply avoid the common room during the
day, and stay close to the other members of the squad at
night.

She didn't realize until she fell asleep that she wouldn't be
able to hide from them in her dreams. Waking up, still a little
groggy, in the middle of the mo rning didn't help; they both
sought her out despite her efforts to avoid them.
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Chapter 12

When Marc trudged out of what passed as his quarters that
morning, the startled looks thrown his way didn't surprise
him. By vampire standards, getting out of bed before
afternoon was the equivalent of waking up in the middle of
the night for humans. For that matter, the members of the
squad who went on reconnaissa  nce missions at night rarely
showed themselves before noon. It wasn't until he sat at a
table with a cup of strong insta-coffee to clear his mind that
he realized why the soldiers were staring at him. The
murmurs behind him tried to be discreet, but he heard them
as clearly as though the soldiers had been shouting. He
touched his face gingerly, winc ing when he found the bruises.
They had started healing already, and they didn't really hurt
unless he touched them, but he imagined he had to be quite a
sight. Blake had mostly hit his face, hoping to mark him, he
supposed.

He snorted into his mug, then drank deeply. The marking
had happened both ways until they had both been too tired to
go on. They had returned to the camp together, carrying the
deer between them. They had left it in the cold storage for
the cook to find; it would amelio rate a couple of meals for the
squad. They had showered in separate stalls, then gone to
bed in separate beds. The entire time, they hadn't exchanged
a word. Lowering his mug to the table in front of him, he
peered into it. Light steam rose from the remains of the drink,
seemingly white as snow agains t the almost black coffee. He
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blew into the mug, and the tendrils vanished for an instant
before rising again, slow and graceful, mocking him. He didn't
know if the fight had changed anything. Part of him remained
sure that Blake was playing a mean game with Kate. Another
part couldn't help but remember Blake's disgust when Marc
had accused him of that very thing. Could Blake be serious
about her, or was she merely a way to get back at Marc?

He had refilled his mug twice but had still found no answer
when Kate entered the building. He had been waiting for her
and sat up as he observed her. She stopped at the long table
by the kitchen first. Yawning behind her hand, she picked up
a plate of eggs, a glass of water, and a cup of coffee, placing
each in turn on a tray. When she started for the tables, her
eyes met Marc's across the room. She froze mid-step. She
looked back behind her at the door. Marc frowned, certain she
would leave. Was she trying to avoid him? Why would she?

She wordlessly answered the first part of his question
when, squaring up her shoulders, she turned back toward the
tables and strode resolutely toward them. Her eyes remained
away from Marc, and rather than coming to sit by him, as she
had done multiple times since his arrival at the camp, she
walked on to the third table, the most crowded one. She sat
with her back toward him. On each side of her and across
her, soldiers threw her surprised glances.

"How are you, Kate?" the blond man across from her
asked.

"All right. Still a bit tired, but Leah snores louder than a
freight train."

Chuckles spread around the table.
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"Yeah, we've got snorers in the men's barracks, too."

He threw a grin to the man on his left and was cuffed over
the head for his trouble.

"Find anything during recon last night?" another soldier
asked. Marc thought her name was Vickie.

"Not much. Some demons. A lot of fog."

Disgruntled murmurs answered her this time. They all
loathed the fog and what it hid.

"Daniel thinks we're getting close, though,” she added
after taking a few bites. "He's merging the teams tonight.”

They all looked at her, as interested as Marc felt. Was
Daniel truly this optimistic?

"Does that mean more of us will be along for the ride?" the
blond man asked, sounding eager.

"I'm not sure. I'll let you know after | talk to Daniel again.”
After a while, the soldiers resumed their conversations,
and Kate ate in silence. One soldier or two at a time, the table
emptied. When the blond man left, Marc stood and went to

take his place across from her, taking his half empty mug
with him.

"Good morning," he said as he sat down.

She didn't look up. "Morning."

He watched her eat her eggs, one bite after the other, her
movements as regular as cloc  kwork. Something was different
about her, and he could only imagine the events of the
previous night had something to do with it. Every few
seconds, he tried to start th e conversation, but the words
refused to come out. He had to give her this warning, for her
own sake, but he had a feeling she wouldn't like hearing it,
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and he was afraid to hurt her. He took slow sips from his now
cold coffee, finishing it just as she took the last bite from her
eggs. He had to speak now, he figured, before she finished

her coffee and left the table.

"Kate..."

She still didn't look up. They were alone at the table now,
yet Marc kept his voice low so he wouldn't be overheard.

"We need to talk about what's going on between you and
Blake."

She glanced up, so briefly he thought he had imagined it.
Her hand shook just enough for him to notice when she
picked up her coffee.

"Nothing is going on. There' s nothing to talk about."

He leaned forward. "I saw you two last night."

Her face turned crimson. She kept her eyes resolutely
away from him and took a sip from her coffee. He waited, but
she didn't answer.

"You slapped him..." He paused, dreading the answer she

might give to his next question and what he would have to do
if his fears were confirmed. "He didn't force himself on you,
did he?"

That finally brought her eyes to him for more than a
passing glance. She seemed puzzl  ed. "No, of course not. |
just—" She clamped her mouth shut and a muscle twitched in
her cheek. Her gaze hardened. "Why are we talking about
Blake? What does it matter to you that he kissed me? You
were trying to push Simon at him before."

Marc swallowed back a sigh. "It's not that he kissed you
that matters. It's that he's going to hurt you."
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"What—"

“Listen, Blake is..."

He stopped and pinched his lip s together. He had planned
what he would tell her, but now that he had to say the words,
they wouldn't come. He couldn't manage to voice that Blake
was playing with her.

"He's like ... a bee," he said at last.

The right corner of Kate's mouth twitched. She seemed to
relax a little. "A bee," she repeated.

"I mean, he goes from flower to flower. He never looks
back, never thinks of what he's leaving behind when he
moves on. And he  will move on. We're only here until the
breach is closed."

The beginning of her smile faded before it even bloomed.

Her face suddenly expressionless, she observed him for a
long moment. Marc started hoping that she understood his
warning, but a few words, more bitter than his coffee, made
him wonder why he was warning her against Blake when he
was just as dangerous.

"l see,"” she said as she stood, picking up her tray. "But tell
me one thing, Marc. Do you think of the flowers when you
move on?"

Head high but smelling of fresh wounds, she stalked off.
Marc could do nothing but watch her go.

* % % %
It was only after Marc left their room in the morning that
Blake finally managed to fall asleep. Until then, he kept his

teeth clenched so he would neither apologize nor ask Marc
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just how much he cared about Kate exactly. Enough to stay
with her when it was all over ? Enough to send Blake away?

Blake wasn't sure he wanted to know. At least if he didn't
ask, he could keep his illusions.

He woke up with a start after a few hours of restless sleep.
When he got out of bed, he scowled at the small room in the
dark. He had never liked enclosed spaces, but the so-called
bedroom was awakening his claustrophobia. It was a good
thing he didn't need to brea the, or he might have been
hyperventilating. He put on jeans and a t-shirt and, barefoot,
hurried out. Even the large open space of the common room
wasn't enough. Hands in his pockets, he tried to walk at a
normal pace to the main door. It opened on the eastern side
of the building, so he'd find shade outside. As he went, he
could feel eyes following his every step. Marc didn't need to
know how bad it was this time.

As soon as he stepped outside, the weight lifted from his
chest. He closed his eyes agains t the slightly uncomfortable
afternoon brightness and took a deep breath. The loose soil
and blades of grass beneath his toes felt almost warm after
the coolness of the smooth concrete floor inside the building.

"So, you're suicidal now?"

He opened his eyes at the half mocking, half worried
words. Kate sat on a tree stum p a few yards to the right of
the door, a knife in one hand and a slim piece of wood in the
other. He was moving toward her before he even knew it.

"It's only direct sunlight that 's bad for my skin," he said,
strolling to the edge of the shadow cast by the building. "But
thanks for caring."
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Her eyebrows arched as she scanned his face and exposed
arms. She shook her head, and her lips settled on a grim
expression. Dropping her eyes to the piece of wood in her
hand, she resumed her whittling. "So that's how Marc got his
bruises, huh?"

Blake sat down on the ground on a patch of grass, knees
raised in front of him, his arms thrown back to support his
weight. He observed her in sile nce. Each of her movements
was precise, methodical, designed to create a sharp, even
point on the crossbow arrow. She hadn't asked how he had
gotten hurt; she had commented about Marc's bruises. He
doubted she had chosen her words lightly.

"Yeah," he finally replied when she paused and glanced up
at him. "We had a bit of a fight. But we heal fast. No need to
worry for me, sweetheart.”

She snorted and gestured at him with the pointy end of
the arrow. "One, I'm not worried for you."

Blake kept his expression neutral even as she confirmed
what he had imagined. She wasn't worried for him, but she
was worried for Marc.

"Two," she continued, unaware of the cut she had just
inflicted on him, "call me sweetheart again and I'll shove this
through your chest.”

He pushed what he hoped looked like an amused smile to
his lips. "You'd really kill me over an friendly word?"

"l didn't say I'd aim for the heart. You said it yourself, you
heal fast."

He could almost have believed she meant it if not for the
grin she couldn't quite hide. He laughed in delighted surprise.
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Every time he thought he had her completely figured out, she
found a way to startle him. "Usua lly it takes longer before the
threats start,” he said, still chuckling.

Amusement drained from her face. She placed the arrow
next to a few others on the ground on her left and picked a
piece of wood on her right. Sh e started peeling the bark away
in long strips, revealing the tender wood inside.

"Don't," she said, so low Blake almost didn't catch it.

"Don't what, now?" he asked, curious.

She didn't reply. Strip after strip of bark came off under
her skilled touch until she had a piece of bare, straight wood
in her hand. Shifting her hold on the knife, she started
working on the point. Never look ing away from her work, she
said, "l had quite an interesting chat with Marc this morning."

So, that was what was going on. Blake leaned back on his
forearms and looked up at the sk y. A few fluffy clouds drifted
over pale blue, soothing him. He should have known Marc
would play dirty.

"Did he make up some big ugly lie to try to scare you away
from me?"

The knife never stopped scrapping at the wood, the sound
like a murmur. "I don't think he was lying."

Blake grinned to himself. Of course she didn't. "What did
he say, then?"

"That you two will leave when the breach is closed.”

Looking back at her, Blake tilt ed his head to one side. The
wind had shifted, bringing him her scent. She smelled ... hurt,
there was no other word for it. That was unexpected.
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"Well, that was the plan from the start,” he said, picking
his words carefully. "But if | had a reason to stay—"

"Don't," she said again, more coldly this time. "You'll
leave, reason or not. 'mnota ... a hobby for you to pass
time with. | don't have time for this. In case you hadn't
noticed, we're at war."

She finished with a hard glance in his direction, as though

daring him to contradict her. He considered it, but decided
against it. Throwing her off was his best bet now.
"You're right."

The knife stilled mid-stroke. Frowning, she looked up at
him again. "About what?"

"It was a game, at first. Marc liked you, and | figured I'd
beat him at his own game."

Her eyes widened in outrage, and acridness peeked in her
scent, mirroring her anger. "You're—"

"Trouble is," he continued, igno ring her. "I got to know you
a bit too much while trying to steal you from under his nose. |
know why he likes you. And I like you pretty much for the
same reasons."

She bared her teeth at him in a twisted sardonic smile.
"Don't be ridiculous. You don't know a thing about me."

"Don't I?" He sat up, crossing his legs so he could lean
forward toward her and catch her every reaction. "So I'm
wrong when | think in your mind, you're a soldier before
anything else? I'm wrong to see your toughness with the
other soldiers as the best way you found to make them
respect you? I'm wrong to think you named your knives like |
named Seneca, though you ne  ver told anyone? You didn't
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spend the night after Aaron was hurt replaying the entire
thing in your mind and finding all the places you could have
done something different , did you? You don't—"

"Stop it."

Her eyes closed tight and she breathed in deeply for a few
seconds. Blake waited until her heartbeat had calmed down
before he asked, more gently now, "Tell me, Kate. Do | know
you or not?"

Her jaw clenched a few tim  es. She returned her eyes to
the piece of wood in her hand and started working on it
again. This only lasted for a handful of seconds. Stopping
again, she looked at Blake through narrowed eyes. "I know

you, too. | know you're only here because Marc is. | know
you're mad at him, for whatever reason, but you're still with
him."

"What bothers you most?" he shot back, barely thinking
about what he was saying. "That | sleep with him or that he
sleeps with me?"

Her heartbeat jumped. "Why would | care—"

"If you didn't care,” he pressed on, "you wouldn't feel
so..." He paused, certain he had to be wrong, and breathed in
her scent again. "Guilty? Why would you feel..." He blinked as
he understood, and a wide grin settled on his lips. "Oh. Now
that's interesting,” he murmured.

Kate stood and stared down at him, the knife clenched in
her right hand, the half-formed stake in her left, both pointed
toward him. "I'm not feeling g uilty! And whatever you think is
interesting, you're wrong!"
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Still grinning, he slinked to his feet and faced her. "Am |?
So you don't like us both, then?"

The shock spread over her features, draining them of
color. When she blushed, the redness was even more fiery for
it.

"You know," he said softly, "if you do, neither of us will
mind."

Once again, her heartbeat stuttered. "What are you..." She
was shaking as she lost her words. "You're sick!

He shrugged. Maybe he hadn't read her as well as he had
thought. He might as well lay it all out. "I'm not sick. I'm a
vampire. Certain things cease to matter when you're a vamp,
like the gender of the person in your bed. Or how many
people are in it. It's an ey e-opener, really. You don't see
things as narrowly as you used to."

He observed her, waiting for her reaction. It didn't take
long and, all things considered, it wasn't as bad as it could
have been.

"Guess what. I'm human. And | want you to stay away
from me. Both of you. Tell him that from me."

She pushed past him and stalked off, striding toward the
barracks. Even without the expanse of sunlight between
them, he wouldn't have followe d. She needed time to think
over what he had said. He dou bted she would go for it, but it
had been worth a try. Sitting on the ground again, this time
with his back to the building, he consoled himself by replaying
her parting words. At least, in her denial, she was pushing the
both of them away equally.

[Back to Table of Contents]
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Chapter 13

An hour or so before sunset, Daniel called for his squad to
assemble. Every soldier save for the four that guarded the
gates and patrolled the perimeter came to sit at the wooden
tables, now aligned in one long row.

Marc had taken a seat at the end of the long table, facing
the weapons wall in front of which Daniel was pacing as he
waited for everyone to come in. Kate had arrived early. She
had exchanged a few quiet words with Daniel before sitting in
the front. Too many people crowded the way between her and
Marc for him to get a clear view, but she seemed to be
avoiding looking in his direction. It didn't surprise him all that
much.

When Daniel stopped walking and faced his troops, silence
spread amongst them. The spicy scent of their excitement
permeated the air, and even though Marc thought Daniel's
optimism was a little premature, he couldn't fight the feeling
of anticipation that spread th rough him. He leaned forward on
his chair, resting his forearms on his thighs, and listened
attentively.

"Tonight," Daniel said, his strong voice filling the space,

"we start a new phase in our attack. Tonight—"

The front door creaked open, cutting him off. Daniel
frowned as he looked past his troops and to the newcomer.

Just about everyone turned to see who was interrupting him.
Marc did as well, but he knew already who it was. Barefoot
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and his hands shoved in his jeans pockets, Blake seemed
completely unconcerned about disrupting the meeting.

"Go ahead," he said as he approached. "Don't stop on my
account.”

Daniel cleared his throat and resumed his speech. Marc
kept a reprobating eye on Blak e, who pulled out one of the
few empty chairs and dragged it to sit by Marc's side. He
straddled the chair, his crossed arms against the back, and
rested his chin on them. Shaking his head, Marc focused on
Daniel again.

"l know you're all tired of these recon missions that seem
to lead us nowhere," he was saying. "l am, too. But recon is
necessary. And recon will lead us to victory."

He turned to the board he had dragged out of his office.

He touched a corner of it, and a crude map of the City popped
to life, black lines crisp on the shiny white plastic.

"The City." He touched the corner again, and dark blue
stripes covered large spots in th e south and east of the map.
"This is what we have explored so far."

Groans erupted at the table. The stripes didn't cover a
quarter of the map, if even that. Daniel made an appeasing
gesture, his mouth twisting in a dry smile.

"l know. But wait."

Another touch to the board brought a new layer; this time,
thin red lines covered the southern and eastern parts of the
map, becoming progressively closer. It looked like a
topographic map indicating elevat ion. One last touch, and this
time green crosses popped up.
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"The density of the fog,” Daniel explained, his finger
following a red line. "And ever y spot where we encountered
demons. Do you see what I'm getting at?"

The pattern suddenly popped in Marc's mind. Sitting up, he
wondered how he hadn't seen it before now. They had talked
about each element being a clue separately, but now that
Daniel had gathered them on one map, they all pointed the
same way. Several soldiers gasped. Daniel nodded, his eyes
sweeping the room.

"We'll keep going this way," he pointed at the path where
the fog and demon encounters showed something suspicious
going on. "We'll probably meet more demons, so all three
groups are working together fr om tonight on. We'll add four
or five more soldiers also . Simon, that includes you."

A small, squeaky sound erupted at the table, no doubt
Simon's reply to that announcement. Daniel continued as
though he hadn't heard.

"When we find the breach, we close it. There won't be any
coming back later, and find ing the breach more heavily
guarded. Even if the entire demon army is waiting for us,
we'll fight to give Simon the time he needs. Questions?"

Murmurs spread around the table. Without trying to
discern words, Marc listened to the tone of voices. Excitement
covered any doubt. No one had guestions, so Daniel called off
the meeting. They had an hour to get ready before sunset.

The soldiers left in small gr ~ oups of three or four, still
discussing the news. Marc's ey  es found Kate. She talked with
Daniel for a few seconds before following him back to his
office.
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"Think we're really as close as he makes it sound?"

With a slow blink, Marc turned to Blake. His question
sounded innocuous, as though th ey hadn't fought with fists
and fangs the last time they had talked.

"l hope so0," he replied, caut ious. "The soldiers won't take
it well if it lasts much longer.”

Blake stood, pushing the chair away. He made a small
sound in his throat that could have meant he agreed.

"Look at me," Marc requested, standing as well.

When Blake obeyed, Marc raised a hand to his black eye
and touched the darkened skin with butterfly fingertips. Blake
flinched away.

“I'm fine," he hissed.

"How well can you see?" Marc asked, ignoring him.

“I'm fine," Blake repeated. He started rolling his eyes and
winced for his trouble. "Demons gave me worse. You're losing
your touch, old man."”

Marc forced a smile up to his lips. He had expected many
things from Blake, but not an attempt at a joke. "Maybe |
need more practice."

"Maybe you do. You know me, always happy to help." His
eyes left Marc to focus on so  mething behind him. His faint
grin faded. "She asked me to tell you. She wants us both to
stay away from her."”

In a flash, Marc's amusement faded. He turned just in time
to see Kate walk out of the building. "What did you do now?"
he asked, very low, as  he looked back at Blake.

Blake shrugged. "Just told her we both had a thing for her.

I'm pretty sure the reverse is true as well. She wouldn't admit
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it, though. Silly humans and their narrow ideas of what they
can or cannot do."

Incredulity came first, follow ed by resignation mixed with
anger. Of course Blake was capable of telling a woman that
two men had an interest in he r. Of course he saw nothing
wrong in suggesting to her that she didn't have to pick one
over the other. Of course he had done both things. If Marc
talked to him now, he would yell. If he let his hands close into
fists, he would start another brawl. Neither would help.
Gritting his teeth, he resolut ely walked away from Blake,
hoping his Childe would know better than to try to follow him
now.

He hoped Daniel was right, and that they would stumble
on demons that night. He felt like killing one or two—or an
even dozen.

* % % %

"Come on, guys. You know the drill by now."

After four nights of pushing through always deeper into the
City, always deeper into the fog, the soldiers did know what
to do. Daniel hadn't finished talk ing before they were already
falling into formation. They did so without enthusiasm. The
excitement from the first night had faded along with their
hopes that it would all be quic k now. Kate held back a sigh
and took her place, front and center of the first line, a squad
soldier on each side of her, Ma  rc and Blake on each end of the
line. Four more rows formed at their back, three or four
people in each.
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She had thought all along that they ought to continue
exploring with smaller groups. Daniel had heard her, but he
had followed his plan anyway. Smaller groups might have
evaded the demons more easily . In four nights, they had
fought three times, and weariness was beginning to take its
toll on the troops. They hadn't suffered any serious injury—at
least not yet—but two soldiers had stayed behind tonight to
nurse small wounds.

The call came from the center of the group, where Daniel
stayed close to Simon. "Let's go."

They started marching, twenty soldiers armed with swords
and axes, the twenty-first mumbling the chant that would
mask them, to an extent, from demon senses. Simon's
concealment glamour wasn't perfect, his nerves getting the
better of him too often still, but he was improving every
night. With the fog now so de nse around them, they needed
every little advantage. Every few minutes, Kate had to remind

herself that squinting did not help in the least, and only tired
her faster.
Not for the first time, she wo ndered how far the vampires

could see in these conditions. Daniel had positioned them at

the front supposedly so they would be able to use their

keener senses for the squad, an d in fact they had raised the
alarm with plenty of time to prepare each time the demons

had attacked. Kate couldn't he Ip but think that Daniel had
also put them there, in the front but on the edges, so that he
would be able to keep an eye on them. She wasn't sure how
well that worked, though. From the third line, she didn't think
Daniel could do more than guess their shapes.
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She shook her head and brought her attention back to her
surroundings so she wouldn't stumble over debris on the
uneven street. She couldn't see much, but she could hear the
regular breathing of the soldiers around her, that matched the
rhythm of her heart. She could feel the wind, weak but
constant, push the fog agains t her skin in cold, wet fingers
that made her shiver. She did her best to remain calm and
attentive; lives were at stake. Her own, the squad's, the lives
of the people in Claremont...

Try as she might to remain focused, Kate's mind started
wandering as it did mucht oo often lately. Somehow, it
seemed more difficult to keep Marc and Blake out of her
thoughts now that they had both backed off as she had
requested. She hadn't expected them to do it, and she was
still surprised they had. She co uld still feel Blake's eyes on
her every so often, and Marc sometimes looked as though he
wanted to talk to her, but neither had made a move in four
days beyond the necessary communication from soldier to
soldier.

If she was completely honest with herself, she missed
sparring with Marc, and his surprisingly motherly ways. She
missed Blake's banter and deadpan humor just as much. The
mere thought that Blake might have been right when claiming
she liked them both was robbing her of too many hours of
sleep—and of too much attention when she needed it all. She
bit back a curse when she realized the other four people on
the front line had stopped. She hurriedly did the same and
raised her closed left fist like they had, signaling for the rest
of the troops to stop. Both BI ake and Marc stepped forward
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and disappeared into the fog. Kate held still despite the
tickling down her spine that tried to push her forward. They
knew what they were doing, she told herself firmly. There was
no need to check on them.

They reappeared after a few moments, side by side and
almost straight in front of her. The fog swirled at their backs
and parted for an instant, giving Kate a glimpse of what had
stopped them. The wall of debris, behind them, rose twice as
high as they stood. She followed them to Daniel, already
knowing what they would report.

"A couple of high rise towers collapsed right on top of each
other,” Marc said, grimfaced. "The street is blocked."

"Can we go over them?" Daniel asked.

"It's too high," Kate answered, right as Blake said, " We
could. You? Probably not."

Daniel threw him an annoyed frown but didn't comment.
He pulled out a map from inside his jacket. Before he had
finished unfolding it, both Kate and Marc were pointing slim
torchlights at the paper in his hands.

"We are..." His finger traced their path so far. "...about
here. If we backtrack to this street, we can go around and
resume our original path."”

And this, Kate thought, was only one more reason why it
would have made more sense to explore in small groups, and
come back as a squad once they had found the breach. She
said nothing but, glancing up , met Marc's eyes. He seemed as
frustrated as she felt. It was only when he answered in kind
that she realized she was smiling at him. She looked away,
flustered, and fumbled to turn off her light. Shoving it back in
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her pocket, she moved through the group, spreading out the
word of what they were doing and why.

It could have been nothing more than an effect of her
imagination, but when they started again, Marc seemed to be
closer, on the other side of the soldier standing between
them. She shook herself. It was going to be a long night.

* % % *

Another night in the City; another dead end. Frustrated,
Marc raised his hand, signaling for the group to stop behind
him. He didn't bother to glance to the other end of the front
line to see whether Blake had stopped as well, and strode
forward. As had happened twice already that week, a
mountain of debris blocked off the street completely. He slid
his sword back into the scabbard and started climbing onto
the mass of broken concrete and twisted metal. It creaked
menacingly beneath his feet and hands. He tried to step
forward, only to start falling wh en the stone on which he had
stepped collapsed under his we ight. He clung to a jagged
piece of metal, stopping his fall but cutting his hand.

"What are you doing?" Blake hissed, somewhere behind
him. "Did you hurt yourself?"

Marc closed his fist over the shallow cut and gingerly found
his way back to the ground.

"It's nothing," he said as he reached Blake. "And | was
trying to see if we could go through.”

Blake's eyes trailed over him, stopping on his hand,
though he didn'treach fo  rit as Marc expected.

"S0?" he said, looking back up. "Can we?"
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Marc turned back to the mound of rubble. Unstable,
treacherous, with no way to know how far it extended; the
breach might be just behind it.

"We could," he said slowly. "It'd be a pain, though. I'm not
sure it's worth it."

"Problem?" Kate said, emerging from the fog.

She remained just a step further away than Marc and
Blake were to each other, ju st far enough that Marc had
trouble reading her expression.

"Another dead-end," he told her. "We'll have to backtrack
again.”

She groaned; they had all had enough of these seemingly
unending detours. "We're going to spend the night on this
again. Help me convince Daniel we should break the group to
explore faster?"

Although surprised that sh e would ask for his support,
Marc readily agreed. He had tried to avoid power struggles
with Daniel, but if his second in command was ready to
contradict him, Marc could lend her his voice. Blake tried to
help as well, though his particular brand of arguing rarely
worked with Daniel. After a few minutes and a careful
observation of his map, Daniel grudgingly gave in. The squad
broke into three groups. Daniel led one to a side street on the
right, taking Blake along, while a second, under Simon's
glamour, remained in place. Kate took the last group to the
right. Marc went with her—as she had too casually requested.

They took the lead, with the other three members of the
group spread out behind them. They stepped through the fog,
stumbling over broken pavement and looking for the way
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forward for about the length of a block in perfect silence. Kate
then stepped closer to Marc an d, never taking her eyes from
the road ahead of them, murmured, "Is that it?"

A jolt of energy rushed through Marc, and he followed her
gaze, trying to see what she had seen. There was nothing
there, however. He glanced at her, puzzled. "What do you
mean?"

She moved yet a little closer to him, and their shoulders
brushed against each other. She spoke even more quietly
now. "Did you really give up?"

"Didn't you want me to? Blake said—"

"l didn't expect you to listen."

What an interesting developm ent, he thought. He had
been suspicious when he had noticed that, like him, Blake
was leaving Kate alone, and he had asked him what he was
now planning. Blake had answered with a cocky grin that she
would come back to them soon enough. It looked as though
he had been right.

"Did you want me to listen?" he asked, glancing down at
her again.

A swirling gust of wind brought her scent to him. Beyond
the scent of lavender, that had been absent for the past few
days, she only smelled of conf usion, the jumbled notes of it
resembling frustration without the hint of acridness.

"l don't know," she said in a sigh. "You're just making
things too complicated. Both of you."

Marc couldn't disguise his chuckle. She glared at him,
letting out a little huffing sound. He shrugged, apologetic.

"Sorry?"
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She shook her head as she looked away, but she was
smiling. Almost forgetting where they were, Marc started
humming quietly. He caught himself before anyone—including
demons—noticed, and tried to focus his mind on what they
were doing. It was difficult. He had missed her smile.
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Chapter 14

Blake was many things, but he wasn't an idiot. When Marc
and Kate returned from their exploration, both trying to hide
smiles despite the lack of progress their group had made, he
knew something had happened. He spent the next day trying
to ferret out from Marc what had changed, without much luck.
Marc merely told him not to pu sh Kate and to let her go at
her own pace instead. That might work just fine for Marc
since he knew what was going on, but Blake had used just
about all his patience in the last days. He refused to let his
chance pass him by just because Marc wasn't in a sharing
mood.

Convincing Daniel took less effort than he had anticipated.
He waited until they had arrived on the edge of the City,
where they usually left the trucks, and took him to the side.

"We're doing the separate teams thing again tonight,
aren't we?"

Daniel eyed him suspiciously. "Yeah. Why?"

"Marc and | should switch. That way—"

He had prepared an explanation about how they ought to
keep everyone from falling int 0 a routine because routines
could be dangerous, but Daniel didn't let him finish.

"Great idea. Have Kate deal with you for a while."

A little taken aback, Blake chuckled and pretended to be
offended. "Keep it up and I'll think you're glad to get rid of
me."

Daniel didn't even blink. "l am."

155



Blurred Nights (1st in the Blurred Trilogy)
by Kallysten

Blake rolled his shoulders, feeling the weight of his sword
and wishing he didn't feel like drawing it out. "I'm a good
fighter. You should be sorry | won't be by your side.”

"You are a good fighter," Daniel agreed. He crossed his
arms and looked intently at Blake. "But you're not a soldier. If
you ever applied to join the sq uad, you'd be kicked out in
hours. It's not enough to know how to hold a sword. Your
partners need to be able to trust you. And | don't think
anyone here can honestly say they trust you."

With a dismissive snort, Blake strolled away. Why should
he care about Daniel thought? Human or vampire, he had
never wanted to join the army. He didn't react well to orders.

Pushing Daniel's remarks out of his mind, he went to tell
Marc of the change for the night . He didn't take it too well,
and warned Blake against "doing anything stupid,” whatever
that meant. Kate had apparently been informed by Daniel
already, and she showed no re action when Blake joined her
group. Her scent held just a tra ce of amusement. It irritated
Blake. He realized itwas s illy, since there might have been
dozens of reasons for her to be amused, but he couldn't help
feeling as though she were making fun of him, somehow.
Rather than remaining close to he r as he had planned, he fell
back when the group separated from the others, bringing up
the rear.

For some odd reason, Daniel's words kept coming back to
him. He scowled, annoyed in retrospect that he hadn't
replied. Of course people trusted him. Many of them. His Sire,
for one. They had fought mo re battles than Blake cared to
remember, and Marc owed him a few lives. The reverse was
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true as well, but it didn't change the fact that Marc trusted

him, and so did others. It was nothing more than a temporary
lapse of his memory that he co uldn't come up with any other
name.

They had been advancing in the fog for a few minutes
when he stepped up to Kate. She started when he touched
her arm lightly and looked around, immediately concerned.

"Did you see something?" she asked, the words coming
out fast and quiet.

"No, | just—"

"Then don't startle me like that! You almost gave me a
heart attack!"

He mumbled an apology and fell silent, his eyes returning
to their observation of the surroundings.

"What did you want?" she asked after a little while,
sounding resigned.

"Nothing. Nothing at all."

She gave him an unconvinced glance but didn't press on.
They took a few more steps befo re Blake blurted out, "Do you
trust me?"

She looked at him again, a little longer this time, then
glanced back at the soldiers behind them. "For the most
part,” she finally answered, very quiet.

Blake scowled at the swirling fog in front of them. "What is
that supposed to mean?"

"It means that | trust you to give everything you have in a
fight and kill as many demons as you can.”

Satisfaction filled him. Daniel just didn't know what he was
talking about. After a moment, however, when Blake replayed
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her careful words in his mind, he realized just how much
wasn't covered by it.

"What don't you trust me with?" he asked, almost spitting
out the sour words.

Walking very stiffly as he waited for an answer, he
watched her from the corner of his eye. She opened her
mouth, closed it again without a word, and gave a small
shake of her head.

"Ask me another time."

She walked ahead of him. Blake didn't try to catch up with
her and merely watched her go, pensive. He didn't like much
the unpleasant feeling that had settled in the pit of his
stomach.

* % % *

When Kate's group reported back to the main road that
night, two unrelated thoughts were tearing her mind apart.

Her team had found nothing more than yet another
blocked road. She had already shared her theory with Daniel
that the demons had blocked some streets on purpose,
creating a maze for anyone who dared to attack them. No
doubt they had a way to return to their base easily, but that
path, if it existed, had eluded the squad so far. How many
nights would it take them to find the way, at last? Was it even
leading to the breach?

She could only blame hersel  f for the resurgence of her
second problem. The two vampires had left her alone until the
previous night. She was the one who had reopened the
conversation with Marc. She should have guessed that Blake
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would take that as an invitatio n to do the same. Although why
he had asked her whether she trusted him, she couldn't
imagine. Why she hadn't been able to answer that she did
was a mystery as well.

They had almost reached the rendezvous point when
Wally, a few steps in front of her, stopped abruptly. His
gloved fist raised and she mi rrored the gesture. The faint
footsteps behind her stopped. She looked around, intent on
figuring out what Wally had heard or seen. She couldn't see
anything, but with the always -present fog, it didn't mean
anything.

Wally came to her, hisey es darting all around him. "I
thought | heard something,” he said very quietly.

"Demons," Blake breathed in the shell of her ear.

She shivered, and caught herself just in time before she
could gasp and give their position away.

"At least eight. Fight or hide?"

She got a grip on herself and made her decision. She
didn't have to think about it. Eight demons versus a team of
six; she didn't like those kinds of odds. "Hide."

Quickly and silently, she gave her orders. Pointing at three
members of her team, she indicated the left side of the
street, and the gaping entrance of a building. Another
gesture, and Blake, Wally, and herself hurried to the other
side of the street. If the demons noticed them, they would
have two fronts to fight rather than one.

She crouched on the right side of the gaping hole that had
once been a wall. A pile of ru bble would provide some cover
for her, but she could still peek through to observe the
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progression of the demons. Wally, under her silent

instructions, retreated farther inside the building to hide

behind a half-wall that was mi raculously still standing. She
pointed at another corner for Blake, but he ignored her and
crouched behind her instead. She felt him lean in toward her,

so close that his chest pressed against her arm. Her heart
jumped a few times inside her chest before she could calm it
again. What was wrong with he r? She wasn't a teenager who
would react this way every time he came close to her.

"So, you still don't trust me?" he asked. The murmur
tickled her earlobe. "If we avoid a fight, it'll be thanks to me."

Through a small opening in the pile of debris, she could
see the first demons passing by, dark shapes stomping
through the fog. The ground shook a little with each of their
steps, and the smell of dust ro se in the air. Very slowly, she
turned to Blake and gave him an annoyed look.

"Now is not the time!" she hissed, the words no louder
than a breath.

He leaned in again, resting his hand on the ground next to
her for balance. "It never is time. We're at war. People die in
wars. There's no time to wait for better days. If | don't kiss
you now and | die in an hour, then it'll be twice the waste."

She rolled her eyes at him, realizing even as she did that
she had started to miss Blake's sometimes absurd,
sometimes extravagant pronouncements in the few days he
had given her space. Refusing to even answer, she returned
to watching the demons. They had all passed the building by
now, and the stomping was slow ly fading with each second.
Nothing indicated that they had noticed the squad or would
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stop to investigate. She took in a deep breath and let it out
very slowly. They would wait a few more moments and then
leave their hideouts.

"Well, can I, then?" Blake asked, still as quiet.

She looked at him again. "Can you what?"

"Kiss you."

In spite of herself, she smiled. She should have seen this
coming. Blake was nothing if not persistent. "You ask that a
lot."

He shrugged, a corner of his mouth twitching in a half grin.
"And you never answer."

"How's this for an answer?"

She couldn't have explained why she did it. The most likely
answer was that, quite simply, she wanted to. All she had to
do was turn her face toward his and close few millimeters
between their lips. She kept it short and sweet. Blake was
grinning when she broke away.

"So you do like me," he said, the edge of a suppressed
laugh rising in his voice.

She let out a little snort. "Believe me, I'm the most
surprised about that. You're insufferable.”

Blake didn't even bat an eyelash. Still grinning, he said,
"But you like me."

"Despite my better judgment.”

"But you do like me."

He waggled his eyebrows, but the look in his eyes didn't
quite match his impish expression. Behind the cocky, playful
man in front of her, she could see another side of Blake. She
had only caught glimpses of this other Blake, but now she
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could see him, hopeful rather than lecherous, happy rather
than triumphant. Her slight annoyance at the way he was
repeating himself disappeared as she understood what he was
waiting for. She wasn't ready for a grand declaration, but she
could keep it simple and still give him what he wanted.

"Yes," she said, unable to stop herself from grinning. "I
like you."

Her heart stuttered as the words passed her lips. Maybe a
grand declaration wasn't that far away, after all.

Blake beamed at her. She searched past the self-
satisfaction on his face and found pure, simple joy hiding
beneath.

"See, that wasn't so hard to admit." His smile faltered and
he stood, firming his grip on Seneca. "And now you won't
have anything to regret if the next fight kills me."

Just as he finished, an al  arm started blaring, announcing
that demons had found somethin g. She blinked, then gasped.
They were close to the rendezvous point, and the demons had
been heading in that direction. She felt as though a blow had
just knocked the breath out of her.

"That was a joke," Blake said, lending her a hand up.

"Don't go worrying your little heart for me, now."

She held on to his hand just a little longer than necessary,
letting go only when Wally cleared his throat behind them.

"Worry for you?" she said, he r voice a little shaky. "Don't

be silly. I'm worried for whoeve r they're attacking right now.
Let's go!"

She led the way out, and quickly called the rest of her
team. The six of them hurried forward, blades bared and
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ready. The alarm only grew lo uder as they approached the
intersection. As soon as they ar rived, she could see that she
had been right. The group of demons had found Elliot's team,
which, outnumbered, was resisting as best it could.

“Let's go!" she called out to her men, and they rushed
forward and into the fight.

On her right, Blake ran to the demons with a shout she
could barely hear over the al arm. He slashed his sword left
and right, and in only seconds he had drawn two of the
demons away. Shaking her head, she forced herself to look
away. She had to trust that he would be all right, or else she
wouldn't be able to fight. Her eyes fell on one demon, on one
side of the fight, that was pounding its sword against a dome
of blue light. She hurried forward. Despite many attempts at
teaching him how to fight, Simon was completely inept at
yielding any sort of weapon. At least, he had kept enough of a
cool head to protect himself. There was no telling how long he
would hold out, though.

She attacked the demon from behind, banging her sword
against the metal plates of its armor to draw its attention
away from Simon. It slowly tu rned to face Kate with small,
lifeless, dark eyes. A row of sp ikes adorned its forehead, an
incongruous tiara over beast-like features.

"Come on, then," Kate said, sp reading her feet to find a
better fighting stance. "Let's get to it."

She didn't know if demons understood human speech, but
as she finished talking the demon raised its axe and ran at
her, its yell like thunder despite the alarm. She braced
herself, gripping her sword with both hands. She was ready.
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She would fight, and she would kill this demon, and then
another one until they were all dead. She had to because,
despite what Blake had said, she would be left with many
regrets if things ended here.

The demon's axe and her sword rang like a deep, heavy
bell when they clashed together. She wasn't strong enough to
push the demon back, so she evaded, twisting her body to
break away and to the side. The demon turned at once
toward her, and this time it parried her attack. A couple more
steps, another attack, another evasion, and her turn came
again.

She wondered if Blake knew how to dance. She wasn't too
good at it herself, but she enjoyed it a lot.

The demon struck again, with such force that Kate
collapsed to her knees when sh e blocked the blow. The beast

grunted in triumph. It struck aga in, fast and hard. Kate rolled
away, bruising her arms and knees. The axe embedded itself

in the asphalt, right where she had been a second earlier. The
demon had to struggle to free it. She took the opportunity to

spring to her feet and slash her sword at its side, where thick
leather laces held its armor cl osed. The laces fell apart, and
the armor gaped open, sliding out of place.

It won't just give you an opening to kill, Marc had told her
during one of their sparring sessions. It will destabilize the
demon. Some of them just get rid of the armor rather than
having it loose on their body and getting in the way. She
would have to tell him she had given his suggestion a try.

Maybe he could teach her other moves.
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Before she could take advantage on the opening in the
armor, the demon turned to her again, the axe pointed at the
ground. It didn't make a no ise, this time, and merely
considered her with narrowed eyes. The hair on her arms
raised, and a shiver passed through her. Without waiting any
longer, she attacked. She struck high, low, toward its arms,
belly, legs, and neck, frustrated that she couldn't find an
opening to its exposed side. It parried each blow and
responded in kind, and it was her turn to parry and evade.
The bones in her arms rattled every time their weapons
clashed. Sweat pearled on her brow and slid down her back.

It was only from tiredness, she assured herself, stepping back
to catch her breath. Not fear.

Although if she didn't find a way to end the fight before
she tired much more, it would definitely be time for fear.

The demon seemed to know exactly what she was
thinking. It bared its teeth in what could have passed for a
smile and lunged at Kate, both hands on its axe raised high
above its head. Everything froze in Kate's mind, and in a flash
she saw the opening. She rushed forward, blood pulsing
through her and pushing her to go faster. She sidestepped at
the last second and stabbed her sword in the demon'’s side,
where the armor gaped open. She pushed in with all her
strength before drawing the sword back. Her legs screamed
at the effort but she scrambled back, holding her breath.

Blood gurgled at the demon's lips, dark as ink. Its left hand
fell to clutch its side. It took a stumbling step forward, then
started falling.
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Kate's mistake was to lower her guard before it reached
the ground. In the last moment of its life, the demon used
what remained of its strength to swing its axe blindly.

Surprise registered with her mind first; pain came next.
Eyes wide, Kate glanced down and touched the torn Kevlar
vest. Her fingers came away tinted with red. In her ears, the
sound of her own blood beating against her temples drowned
out the still-strident alarm. She turned, staggering, and
looked around her. The fog swirled around forms on the
ground. She couldn't tell if they were demons or humans.
Four more fights were still ha ppening, three or four fighters
around each demon. Only Blake fought alone, just yards away
from her. She stumbled toward him. Her lips formed his
name, but she wasn't sure she sa id the word aloud. Her vision
started blurring. She fell down to her knees. All she could see
anymore was Blake's grin as he fought—as he played with the
demon.

His sword raised high for another blow, he glanced in her
direction. She blinked twice to clear her vision. When she
opened her eyes again, Blake was kneeling in front of her. He
caught her as she fell forward. She couldn't understand the
words he said, but she clung to his voice as she drifted into
darkness.
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Chapter 15

Blake couldn't smell anything other than Kate's blood as he
cradled her in his arms. It covered everything, from the acrid
scent of demon blood around them to the slight scent of
sulfur. His fangs elongated without him even noticing. He
couldn't hear anything other than her heartbeat, the fragile
tempo drowning out the clash of weapons, along with the
shouts of pain, triumph, and despair behind him. He didn't
even realize that the alarm f inally stopped as he focused on
her heartbeat. He held her more tightly, leaning down to hear
better. Was her heart slowing do wn, or was it only his fear
talking?

"Kate? Can you hear me?"

She stirred. Her limp hand dragged on the ground, but her
eyes remained closed. The scent of blood enveloped her,
thicker with every passing seco nd. He had to do something,
and he had to do it fast. He ha d told her he wouldn't have any
regrets if he died, but the lie had come easily since he hadn't
thought for a second he would get hurt. He hadn't imagined
she would, either.

The idea crept slowly from the depths of his being, the
same place that had taught him to bite, feed, respect his Sire,
and fear the sun. He had never turned a human before, but
he knew how it was done; of course he knew, he had been
there at his own siring. Whether he did nothing or turned her,
the result would be the same. She would die. Turning her,
however, would give her a second chance.
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Blake just wasn't sure he was ready to sire anyone, let
alone someone he had feelings for. What if she changed too
much? What if she wasn't the same Kate he liked anymore?
What if he ended up having to leave—

He looked around him, pushing away both the temptation
to turn her and the panic the thought of doing so awakened.

His eyes stopped on Simon, standing just feet away. He
looked back at Blake, his enti re body shaking. He didn't seem
hurt, only scared.

"She ... she helped me." Simon took a hesitant step
forward. "That demon ... it would have ... but she..." He
swallowed hard. "Is she dead?"

"No. But she will be if you don't help her."

Simon started as though Blake had hit him. "Help her? I'm
no medic! | can't—"

"Use your magic! You told me you can do anything you
want with magic."

Simon walked a little closer still, his hand gripping the
leather bag that hung to his side. "I can! But I ... I've never
done anything like this. What if | hurt her?"

"What if you do nothing and she dies?"

Simon still wasn't convinced. His head turned from left to
right. Blake imagined he was | ooking for a medic. They had
left one of them at the camp, however, and the other was
with Daniel's group. Blake | ooked at Kate. She was still
unconscious, still bleeding, and now so pale. He held her a
little closer, as though his cold body might give her back the
warmth she was losing. The words came out of nowhere, but
he knew they would work. He wasn't playing fair, using
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Simon's crush on him like this, but he couldn't have cared
less.

"If you do nothing and she dies, | will never forgive you."

Simon's eyes grew wide and he blinked furiously. "But it's
not my—"

He snapped his mouth shut so hard that Blake heard his
teeth clash. Three more steps took him in front of Blake. He
slid the bag strap off his shoulder as he knelt.

"Put her down," he asked, already digging into his bag for
supplies.

Every inch of Blake wanted to protest. He didn't dare to
argue, however, not when Kate's life was at risk. As painful as
it was, he forced himself to slide her off his lap and gently laid
her out on the ground. Now that she rested between them, he
could see her wound better, her blood spreading on each side
of the cut in her protection vest. Without it, she would be
dead already, but it had only bought her time.

Time slowed down to a crawl. Blake's eyes circled
restlessly between Kate's face, her wound, Simon's fingers
playing over his magic ingredients, and the street around
them. Two demons were still standing, each surrounded by
several fighters. The fights t ook place far enough from Kate
that Blake didn't want to intervene, but if a demon came
closer, he would.

Simon finally picked several bottles and mixed their
contents into a small bowl. With a grimace, he touched Kate's
blood and blended the ingredients into a paste with his
bloodied fingers. The mixture glowed softly when he
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murmured a few incomprehensibl e words over it, the electric
blue light casting shadows over his face and Kate's.

"Can you pull her vest open?"

Blake did as he was asked, gingerly sliding off her vest to
uncover the wound beneath it. He peeled off her shirt and t-
shirt as well, exposing her skin. There was so much blood
that it was impossible to see how deep the demons' weapon
had cut her. With very careful movements, Simon applied the
paste to the sides of the wound. Kate shuddered at the touch,
but soon the blood stopped flowing as the glow faded.

"It's not going to heal her," Si mon said, "but it'll keep her
alive until Sasha can do somet hing. I'm not sure how long it
will hold, though."”

Blake looked up at Simon to thank him, but the words died
on his lips. Behind him, new shapes were emerging from the
fog, too small to be more demons.

"Medic!" he shouted, raising his hand and waving it. "This
way! Medic!"

A silhouette, right on the edge of the fog, seemed to
hesitate for a second before rushing toward them. Simon
shuffled to the side to make room for Sasha. She knelt next
to Kate, and he expla ined what he had done.

"She was bleeding a lot so | ... | stopped the bleeding."

She had drawn latex gloves from somewhere and touched
the wound delicately, pulling the sides apart.

"Light," she said curtly.

With a single word, Simon summoned a small ball of white
light that hovered above Kate.
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"It looks contained for now," she muttered after a few
seconds. Pulling a glove off, she grasped Kate's wrist and
took her pulse. "As far as | can tell she's stable. | can work on
her when we're back at the camp."”

She started getting up. Blake grabbed her arm before she
could leave. She grimaced in pain. Realizing he was hurting
her, Blake released his grip but he didn't let go.

"Help her now!" he demanded, putting all his strength into
the words. He had never been ve ry good at thrall, but trying
couldn't hurt.

Sasha tugged on her arm weakly. She blinked and turned
her head, but didn't break free of his gaze. "Are there..." She
wet her lips and blinked again, still unable to tear her eyes
away from him. "Are others wounded?"

At Blake's side, Simon shifted, holding his bag to his chest.

"l ... I think so."

His voice broke through Sasha's daze, allowing her to
shake away the thrall. Her eyeb rows knitted in  confusion for a
second, then she finally pulled her arm free of Blake's hold
and got up, stumbling away. The little ball of light followed,
bobbing along with her.

Blake threw an annoyed glare at Simon. Without his
intervention, she might just have helped Kate now. What was
he supposed to do now? He look  ed around him. Out of the fog
came Marc and Daniel. Marc missed a step when he saw Kate.
He slid his sword back in its scabbard, fumbling, before
hurrying forward. Daniel beat him to Kate. He put a knee to
the ground and his eyes ran over her face before detailing her
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blood-soaked mid-section. When he looked up at Blake, his
features held no expression, only ice.
"Take her to the trucks. We' Il be right behind you. Simon,
go with him."
With a nod, Blake picked up Kate, wincing when the
movement, as careful as he tr ied to be, jostled her a little.

Daniel had already moved on, but Marc was still watching, his
face inscrutable. Pushing him out of his mind, Blake started
toward the trucks, Kate crad led in his arms. Her heartbeat
had returned to a steady rhythm, and he kept the sound at

the back of his mind as he walked, his senses focused on the
uneven ground beneath his feet and the fog that might still
hide demons. The walk back to the truck took hours—or at
least, it seemed to. The entire time, Blake tried not to wonder
if Kate would survive. Humans were so fragile. He should

have known better by now than to get close to one of them.
He only spoke to Simon as they reached the trucks. "Can
you drive?"

Simon jumped when he looked at him; he seemed torn.
"Maybe ... maybe we should wait for the others? They'll need
to get back, too. And Sasha's the best medic."

Grinding his teeth—Simon made sense, as much as he

hated to admit it—Blake climbed into the back of the nearest
truck. He held Kate closer to his chest so he wouldn't move
her too much. He sat on the fl oor in the back, with her on his

lap, and gently tapped her pale cheek.
"Kate? Come on, now. You've had a long enough nap.
Wake up."
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Simon had climbed in as well and sat close on a side
bench, his bag on his knees. "Should you wake her?" he
asked, his voice turning into a squeak when Blake scowled at
him.

Before Blake could answer, Kate groaned quietly. Her
eyelids batted open very slowly , and her face settled on a
pained expression.

"Got hurt," she mumbled. "Bad?"

Blake smiled, relieved. "No, not bad, you'll be just fine."

He brushed loose strands of ha  ir away from her face. She
tilted her head into his touch, and he could have sworn she
smiled.

She murmured something that sounded like 'dance,’ or it
could have been 'demons.

"What was that, sweetheart?"

Her smile faded. "Stake you."

She had to be delirious, Blake thought. He pressed his
hand to her forehead. It was hard to tell with his skin so
much cooler than hers, but he didn't think she had a fever.

Time slowed down to a crawl as he waited for the rest of
the squad to return. Once or twice, Simon commented on
how he was sure Kate would be OK, but Blake didn't respond.
Finally, the truck filled with the smell of blood, and too many
heartbeats covered Kate's. There wasn't a lot of talking as
they drove back to the camp. Sasha had climbed into the
other truck after checking that Kate was still stable, and she
was waiting for Blake with a gurney when they arrived.

“I'll carry her," he said. "Just show me the way."
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Kate weighed nothing in his arms. She was unconscious,
and her wound had started bleedin g again. He tried to walk a
little faster.

"Put her down on the table,” Sasha said as she pushed
open the infirmary's door.

Patrick was already in, gloved and masked, shiny
instruments at his side. As soon as Blake put Kate down,
Patrick placed sensors over he  r heart and temple. A slightly
irregular beeping filled the room.

"Everyone out,” Sasha demanded. She had cleaned up and
thrown scrubs and gloves on. "Patrick, can you clean the
sides of the wound?"

Blake took a step back, but he didn't leave. He had carried
her this far; he wasn't going to abandon her now. He could
hear shuffling feet behind him but he paid them no mind, his
eyes following every movement of the two medics.

"Blake. A word."

He barely spared a glance toward Daniel behind him.
Ignoring his stern expression and his words, he returned his
whole attention to Kate and the two pairs of hands working
over her.

"Blake," Daniel repeated, the word cutting as steel.

Sasha muttered a curse and pulled bloodied fingers from
inside the wound. She raised glaring eyes toward her
audience.

"l thought | asked you to get out. All of you!"

A heavy hand settled on Blake's shoulder and tightened,
stopping just short of pain. "Come on."
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Marc's voice, although g uiet, left no place for
disagreement. With a last glance at Kate, Blake allowed Marc
to guide him out of the infirmary. They stopped outside the
door, and Marc's hand fellaw  ay at once. Blake frowned,
momentarily thrown off by the la ck of contact. He didn't have
time to wonder why the loss of that simple touch affected him
so much. In front of him, standing of all his height, Daniel
glowered at him.

"l should stake you." Anger splashed out of each clipped
word, splattering over Blake like mud. "Right here, right
now."

Blake waited for a beat, but the defense he expected from
Marc did not come. Rubbing his f ingertips to his right temple,
he observed Marc's blank expression while answering Daniel
distractedly.

"Do | get to know why befo re you try and | break your
arm?"

The words fell flat without his usual sarcasm to give them
life and color. Daniel didn't even acknowledge them, and
neither did Marc. He merely st ood there, arms by his side,
returning Blake's look without a sign that he even knew him.
The last time he had looked at Blake like this, he had been
packing up his things while Jen waited for him outside. Unable
to bear his gaze and the memories it brought back, Blake
turned his attention to Daniel. His light eyes had never
seemed so dark and threatening.

"Wally told me about you kiss ing her," he said. "About you
distracting her when the demons were just steps away."
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The mention of Kate had Blake's eyes fleeting to the shut
door. He could still smell her blood. "It wasn't like—"

"And then," Daniel continued, "everyone who fought said
the same thing. You were playing with the demons, taunting
them rather than going for th e kill while my men were trying
to survive and could have used the help. You even stopped
fighting completely rather than helping them."

What was the man getting at? He had said it himself,
hours earlier. Blake wasn't a team player. He had never
pretended to be.

"Of course | stopped.” Didn't Daniel understand? Wouldn't
he have done the same thing? "Kate was hurt!"

"She was. Because of you. Because you distracted her.
Because you didn't work with the squad and instead you

played your own game. You don’ t give a damn about humans.
All you care about is killing, and that makes you no better
than a demon. You're not fighti ng with my squad again. Now

get out of here. And stay the hell away from Kate."

The words made no sense. Blake gaped at Daniel, trying to
figure out whether this was his idea of a joke, or whether
Blake had misunderstood him. Daniel, however, did not
explain himself, or add anything. He passed by Blake on his
way back into the infirmary, bumping his shoulder and
pushing him out of the way.

Troubled, Blake turned hisey  es back to Marc, a question
already piercing to his lips. It died, frosted by the icy stare
Marc directed at him. A shudder ran through his body. Unsure
of what had just happened—what was still happening—he
took his first step away from the door. He felt heavier now,
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even though he didn't carry Ka te anymore. Daniel's words still
echoing in his mind, he made his way back to the main
building. He had never realized before how far it was.

He unbuckled the harness and removed the scabbard from
his back as he entered the small bedroom. He dropped it to

the floor by his bed before sitt ing down. After a long moment,
he leaned down to untie his shoes, but stopped halfway
through his gesture. The door cl osed at his back with a sharp

clicking sound, and Marc turned off the light. Blake heard the
rustling of clothing being removed. The bed creaked when
Marc lay down.

"He will still accept my help,” Marc said, startling Blake.

"As a courtesy to me, he'll let you stay, but he won't let you
come on recon missions anymore, or fight when we find the
breach.”

Blake clenched his jaw and kept his eyes wide open,
staring at the darkness as though shapes or colors might
emerge from it if he looked hard enough. Marc was only feet
away, close enough to touch, yet Blake felt lonelier than he
ever had. Even when Marc had left before, abandoning him
without much of an explanatio n, he had known, deep down,
that it wasn't his fault, that it was all about Jen seducing Marc
with her nonsensical talk about old Pacts and traditions.

For the first time, he was wondering whether Marc had left
for a different reason; whether he had left because, simply,
Blake wasn't worth his time. Would he leave again, now that
Blake had reminded him what a flawed Childe he was? Would
he leave if Kate died, or would he kill Blake as punishment?

Blake wasn't sure which would be worse.
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Chapter 16

Palpable tension thickened the atmosphere the day after

the squad battled the demons. In addition to Kate being hurt,
two other soldiers had been wounded, and a third one killed.
Minutes after he had come out of their room, Marc realized

that the entire squad shared Blake's grim mood. Sipping a

cup of coffee, he watched the soldiers around him. Shoulders
hunched and heads low, they kept their eyes on their
breakfasts, rarely exchanging a few muttered words. Their
mixed scents made him cringe: anger, fear, and despair

swirling together until they b ecame undistinguishable. Marc
sat there for a little longer, wondering whom to ask about
Kate's condition, when Daniel walked out of his office. He

approached the tables, and sile nce fell over his soldiers as
they all turned to him.

He still wore the same wrinkled uniform from the previous
night minus the Kevlar vest. Purplish circles beneath his eyes
hinted that he hadn't slept much, if at all.

"Change of plan,” he said without preamble. "We're cutting
back on reconnaissance while we rebuild our forces. Team A,
you're off to Claremont for a week of R and R. Finish eating
and then pack up, you're leaving in an hour."

He paused as though expecting an interruption, but no one
cheered.

"Team B, you're staying here, and we'll resume small-
group recon missions tonight. You'll get your turn in
Claremont next week. That's all."
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Without waiting to see how they'd react, he turned on his
heel and started for the building's exit. Marc left his half-
finished coffee on the table and hurried after him, calling his
name. Daniel glanced back and slowed down, but he didn't
stop.

"You'll be with us tonight?" he asked when Marc caught up
with him.

"Yes, of course. But | wanted to ask about Kate. How is
she?"

Daniel stilled and turned a hard look to Marc. "Well enough
to be transported to Claremont,” he said slowly, as though
weighing each word. "They have Healers there much better at
this kind of magic than Simon is."

The block of ice in the pit of Marc's stomach started
melting. "That's good."

"l wouldn't go that far, but y es, it could have turned much
worse."

He started for the door again, and stopped again with a
hand on the door handle. "No vi sitors," he said shortly, and
left without another word.

Other soldiers started trickling out. Marc returned to the

table. The smell of egg-substitute and toast lingered even

now that most soldiers had finished eating. He and Blake
would need to go hunting that night, he thought distractedly.
They should have gone after th e previous night's mission, but
it had slipped their minds. He picked up what remained of his
coffee. He blew on it mechanically before noticing it had

cooled down. The warmth was the only thing that made the
beverage passable in his opinion, but, grimacing with each
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sip, he forced himselftof  inish it. Even insta-coffee was
becoming rare, and he hated to waste his hosts' supplies.

The flavorless brew did nothing to help with the cold that
had kept him frozen to the bones since they had returned to
the camp in the early morning. Kate would be all right, or so
Daniel had implied, but she wouldn't have gotten hurt in the
first place if not for his and Bl ake's presence. He didn't doubt
she had been distracted, and that had contributed to her
getting wounded. He had noticed she was less focused than
usual the past few nights. Foolishly, he had rejoiced at the
idea that he could trouble her like this. He should have known
better than to play Blake's game. He should have stopped
everything rather than risk this happening. It was over now,
and part of him was glad that Kate would leave the camp for
a while. For her own sake, it was better this way. Still, he
would miss her.

Soldiers started coming back after a while: the ones who
weren't leaving for Claremont, Marc supposed, judging by
their grim expressions. They pa ired up and spread through
the room to spar. To Marc's su rprise, one of them asked if he
would spar with him. Marc accepte d; he didn't really feel like
it, but it would give him so mething to do to pass time.

Before he knew it, night fell. He accompanied Daniel and
three more of his men back to the City. They walked for
hours, more careful than ever , exploring foggy side-streets in
their attempts to move deeper into the city. They didn't find
anything. They returned two ho urs before sunrise. Blake had
probably hunted and fed on his own, Marc thought, and so he
didn't go in to ask if he wanted to come along. When he came
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back to their room, Blake was in bed, an arm thrown over his
face. Marc didn't think he was asleep, but he didn't have
anything to tell him. He didn't have anything to say that
would damp the scent of misery permeating the room.
Unless...

"Kate will be OK. They took her to Claremont to rest.”

Blake didn't reply. If anyt hing, the sourness of his scent
was only accentuated.

By the middle of the next afternoon, Blake still hadn't said
a word. He had come out the r oom at last, and walked out of
the building with his sword in hand. His behavior irritated
Marc. It wasn't like him to wrap himself in self-pity. Marc had
kept his distance so far, thinking that Blake needed to think
about what had happened to pr ocess it, but it didn't seem to
be working. It was time for an intervention. He thought about
it for a little while; he would have to be careful about it.
Bluntness would only strengthen Blake's defense walls.

Once he had established a strategy, he joined Blake
outside. He had to stop right past the door and let his eyes
adjust to the brightness of the day. A murmur of steel on his
right drew his attention to BI ake. Sitting cross-legged in the
shadows with his back to the building, he ran a polishing
stone along the edge of his sword in long, even movements.
Marc came to sit by him, but Blake didn't seem to notice.

"Tell me something. Why do you fight?"

Blake's eyes turned to him, lifeless. "Same reason you do.
Demons are fun to kill."
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Marc shook his head once. "You know that's not why |
fight. When | turned you, | told you about the Pacts,
remember?"

The Pacts. Saying the word brought back the memory to
the surface of Marc's mind. His grand-Sire had told him about
it, days after he had been turn ed, and for years before siring
Blake he had planned the words he would use to transmit the
tradition forward.

"I remember,” Blake drawled. "Pretty story."

Marc winced. He had rarely been as disappointed as when
his newly-turned Childe had dismissed the idea of the Pacts
as nothing more than a legend. Even now, after all these
years, the wound remained fresh. He tried not to let it show
into his voice.

"But it's not a story, can't you see that?" He leaned
forward, willing Blake to f inally hear him, to finally
understand. "Vampires don't exist separately from humans
and demons. We were made to fight demons. That's our
purpose. That's why we're st ronger. That's why we see and
hear better."

With a roll of his eyes, Blake returned his attention to his
sword, fluidly running the polishing stone along the edge
again. The sound that came from the sharpened metal was
almost melodious, but Marc stopped it just the same, closing
his hand over Blake's and ho  Iding it tight and immobile.
Blake's eyes, when they came back to him, screamed his
annoyance, although he didn't say a word.

"We were made to fight demons and protect humans,”

Marc started again, talking slowly as though to a child. At
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times, it seemed like the only way to get through to Blake.
"There was a time when we knew it, and humans did as well.
They offered us blood, gave us the tools we needed to fight,
and in exchange we kept them safe. Can't you see we're back
to that?"

Blake gave a tiny shake of his head, his guard finally
dropping. "l do n't understand.”

Holding on to his patience by his fingernails, Marc let go of
Blake's hand. At least he was listening. Time for another
attack. "I'm sure you do. Ev erywhere vampires go, humans
give us food and shelter. And in exchange, we teach them,
and fight alongside them. There's not enough of us, but we
protect them as we can.”

"If you put it that way, | guess it's true.”

Marc waited before allowing himself to hope. He knew
Blake well enough to tell when he was giving in—and when he
wasn't completely beaten yet.

"For you," Blake continued after a couple of seconds,
frowning absently, "it's true. Bu t you know | don't care about
humans. | don't do any of it for them."

Inside, Marc crowed triumphantly. He had brought Blake
exactly where he wanted him. A few more attacks at the
crumbling walls of his defen  se, and he would be standing
alone, with no way to hide from himself.

"Don't you?" he asked, his voice harsher now, almost
mocking. "Is that why you were so scared that she'd die? Is
that why you're so miserable now that she's gone? Because
you don't care?"
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Blake sat up, his back tense as a high-strung bow. His
expression turned indignant. "l wasn't scared! And I'm not
miserable! She's just..."

His anger deflated as quickly as it had come to life, and
the same shadow of misery passed over his features.

"She's just what?" Marc pressed him.

He shrugged, looking away. "She's just another human.
The planet is full of them."

"Why do you still try to lie? You know you can't fool me.
You never could.”

As though he couldn't stand to feel Marc's eyes on him
anymore, Blake jumped to his feet. The polishing stone fell to
the ground at Marc's feet, and he picked it up. Holding it in
his right hand, he rubbed it against his left palm. It felt warm
and it smelled like heated steel. A few steps away, Blake
walked to the edge of the shadows, swinging his sword at the
grass, catching only a couple of the sparse bl ades. The stone
lost its warmth against Marc's skin, and Blade soon sat down
again, legs crossed and shoulder s slumped, his back to Marc.
Resting in front of him, the tip of his sword gleamed in the
sun.

"It was a mistake," he said quietly.

"What was?"
The words rose slowly, as though voicing them caused pain
to Blake. "For me to ... get atta ched to her. | shouldn't have.”

Marc stood. Quickly passing the polishing stone from hand
to hand, he came to stand be hind Blake. "There's nothing
wrong with that. Can't you see it makes you stronger to fight
for a reason other than your selfishness?"
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"Stronger?" Blake snorted. "How does it make me stronger
to be so scared she'll die that | can't even finish a fight?"
Marc let his smile grow wide, happy that Blake couldn't see
it. He dropped the stone onto his lap and ruffled his hair with
his hand. "You're even more ¢ lueless than | thought, Childe,
he said, his affection filtering through his voice despite his
efforts to keep it neutral. "But at least you're not completely
hopeless."”
Blake threw his head back and looked up just as Marc
turned away. "What is that supposed to mean?"
"Just think about what | said,” Marc threw over his
shoulder as he returned to the building.
"Marc!" Blake called after him. "Tell me what you mean!"
Shaking his head, Marc kept walking and did not answer.
He knew Blake would it figure out; as often as Marc called
him an idiot, he was anything bu t, and soon enough the cloud
of misery that obscured his thoughts would start breaking
apart. Just the same, Marc wished he had fully understood it
himself. What was it in Kate that had changed Blake's
perspective on humans, tilting his world on its axis just
enough to transform everything without his notice? Marc
knew what he liked in her, but he would have liked to know
what made her so different in Blake's eyes. In the end, it
didn't matter, though, just as it didn't really matter if they
never saw her again. Whether sh e knew it or not, whether
she had tried to or not, she had changed Blake, made him a
better vampire—a better person—and for that, Marc would
always be grateful to her.

* % k% *

186



Blurred Nights (1st in the Blurred Trilogy)
by Kallysten

Blake thought about Marc's words until night fell and the
squad departed. He was still thinking about them when they
returned in the small hours of morning. He spent a third
sleepless night turning the words over and over in his mind.

They weren't much of an im provement over Daniel's scathing
remarks, but while he had been able to dismiss Daniel's
words—what did the man know about him, anyway?—it was

more difficult to do with his Si re's. It was rendered even more
difficult by his fear of the past couple of days that Marc

avoided talking to him because he was preparing to tell him
goodbye—for good, this time. Th at he had told him something
else instead, something cryptic he hadn't explained, was both
a relief and a new source of fear . What if this was a test of
some sort? What if passing it by understanding what in hell

Marc had been rambling about was the way to keep Marc with
him—and failing to understand would send him away? He had

to think about it; he had no choice in the matter.

As much as he hated to admit it, Marc knew him well. A
few decades spent together had seen to that. What had Marc
seen that he couldn't?

In the end, the beginning of their conversation gave him
the key he needed to understand what Marc had said. He had
thought at first that it had had nothing to do with the rest,
but this was Marc. Of course his damn Pacts would have to be
involved in some way.

When he heard Marc getting out of bed that morning, he
opened his mouth, but nothing came out. He understood; that
didn't mean he knew what to ma ke of it all—or even that he
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thought it was true. He let Marc go and, staring up into the
darkness, tried to decide what to do.

Marc believed that, just because Blake felt something for
Kate, his motivation for fighting had changed. He could
believe what he wanted; Blake knew otherwise. Caring about
her didn't make him care ab out anybody else. But why was
Marc making such a big deal out of it? Why talk to him after
two days of near complete silence to ask why he fought?
Hadn't he accepted, long ago, that Blake wasn't like him
and—

He sat up, frowning at the sudden thought.

What if something had changed, in that battle, not for
Blake but for Marc? What if what he had been able to tolerate
before had become unacceptable in the light of Kate's close
miss with death? What if this was Marc's twisted way of giving
Blake an ultimatum—change, or lose his Sire?

In the darkness, the walls started closing in on him. He got
up and stumbled out of the room, glad beyond words that he
had been too apathetic to undr ess before falling into bed. The
corridor wasn't much better, but as soon as he threw open
the second door, his chest stoppe d constricting over his heart
and he remembered—he always remembered too late—that
he didn't need to breathe.

A few pairs of eyes had turned his way at his hurried
appearance. Holding on to his fragile calm, he ignored them
and strode toward Marc. The soldiers resumed their sparring,
and the muffled sounds of their weapons clashing rose
through the room. Sitting astrid e a chair a few feet from such
a pair, Marc was giving each of them advice and comments in
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turn. He continued even as Blake dragged a chair to sit next
to him with his back to the fighters. He listened to him for a
little while, remembering the lessons Marc had given him in
his fledgling years. Blake had learned how to fight when he
had been human, but he had only become good at it long
after he had been sired. Without Marc's apparently infinite
supply of patience, he might not have survived more than a
couple of decades.

"Let's go to the City," he said abruptly.

Marc threw him a distracted glance before looking back at
the fighters. "What?"

"Just you and me. We go faster when it's just the two of
us. We fight better, too. We can find that damn breach for
them like we said we would. Keep them safe and all. Keep
that Pact of yours."

That brought Marc's attention fully on him. Blake started
fidgeting under the wide-eyed stare, and he was soon
frowning at Marc, forgetting his goal of making him happy by
whatever means he could find.

"What?" he snapped defensively. "Why are you grinning
like that?"

Marc laughed, head thrown back, his laughter loud and
earnest. It had been a long time since Blake had heard him
laugh like this, but just the same, he crossed his arms.

"Because I've been waiting for this moment pretty much
since | sired you," Marc said when he had calmed down,
though he was still grinning wide ly. "My Childe is all grown
up. Give me a second, let me savor the moment."
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He pretended to wipe a tear from his eye. Blake scowled at
him.

"Asshole. Stop making fun of me."

Even the insult didn't seem able to damp Marc's good
mood. "I'm not. All right, maybe a bit. But I'm proud of you.

Our clan always followed th e Pacts, even when humans
hunted vampires. Our bloodline held on to the traditions as a
matter of pride. I'm glad you finally get it."

A niggling feeling of guilt se ttled over Blake's shoulders,
weighing him down. It would have been nice to truly earn
Marc's pride rather than to d eceive him like this. He shook the
feeling away. This was his chance to keep Marc. Not only
that, but they could take bette r care of each other when no
humans got in the way of their fighting. On top of it, he had
the faint hope that they might find the breach and finally
close it before Kate returned to the fight; she'd be safe a little
longer if they did. All of it reinforced his resolution. Marc had
told him countless times that he was a bad liar, but in this
case, Marc wanted to believe him . It shouldn't be that hard to
pull.

"We'll go tonight," Marc said after a moment. "We can take
a different road so we won't m eet the squad. But before that,
you need sleep."”

Blake started at the idea of returning to the oppressive
bedroom. "Sleep? I just got up!"

"And how much did you sleep last night? Or the nights
before that?"

"It's not like | got tired while sitting around and doing
nothing!"
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Marc stood, implacable, and motioned him to follow.
"Come on."
After remaining frozen for a few seconds, Blake managed

to push himself off the chair and onto his feet. He could smell
the fear on himself, and he fo rced himself to take deep, calm
breaths. He couldn't let Marc know this was happening to him

again. He knew Marc had watched him carefully the first few
nights they had spent in that closet-like room. He had put up

a good front for him. He couldn't let it go to waste, not now,
not when Marc might leave at the smallest hint of a

weakness.

He narrowed his eyelids to slits when he shuffled back into
the corridor. Sometimes, it wasn't as bad if he forced himself
not to look too closely. He t ook slow steps forward, imagining
a wide-open, starry sky over his head. Marc was waiting for
him just past the bedroom door, and without a word he took
his hand and led him to his bed. It was small for two, and he
ended up pulling Blake on top of him, a hand around his waist
to hold him securely in place. The room didn't feel as stifling,

suddenly, and neither did Marc's embrace—nbut then, it never
did.

His fear fell dormant again even as he found sleep. In his
dreams, he couldn't tell whose hand held him close, whose

fingers raked through his hair. At times they were Marc's, and
at times, Kate's. And sometimes, they both held on to him
and promised never to let go.
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Chapter 17

The kiss started slowly, tenderly, two mouths getting to
know each other. Kate had ki ssed Blake a couple of times
already, but this felt ... different. No more stolen kisses hiding
at the back of a truck or behind a crumbling wall. This time,
they had all the time in the world. She closed her eyes and
parted her lips. His tongue slipped inside her mouth. She
made a small sound, low in her throat. His hand cupped her
face, holding it gently as he tilted his head to deepen the kiss.
She wanted to feel his skin. In stantly, his clothes fell away,
and she wrapped her arms ti ghter around him, pulling him
close to her chest. The coolness did not surprise her; instead,
she embraced it and tried to press more of her body to his,

trying to soothe the inferno that raged in her. His hardening
cock pressed into her upper thigh. She shivered. It had been
so long...

A little out of breath, she broke the kiss and nuzzled his
shoulder, placing small kisses against skin that warmed at the
brief contact of her lips. He ar ched his neck for her, drawing
her to it. She could feel two small scars against her lips. She
stopped there and sucked on th em gently, wondering if this
was where Marc had bitten him when he had turned him.

Blake made a little humming no ise. Emboldened, she scraped
her teeth against the scars and felt his cock jump against her.

She did it again, grinning against his skin, with the same

result.
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"Mmm ... Do you have a biting fetish you didn't tell me
about, Kate?"

The quiet, chuckling words made her frown, though she
couldn't have said why. She pulled back to look at Marc. Her
frown deepened. Marc? He smiled at her, sparks dancing in
his eyes and brightening his en tire face, and her confusion
vanished.

"As long as I'm the one doing the biting," she replied in a
mock-severe tone.

He chuckled again. "No biting. Got it. How about sucking?"

Before she could reply, he lowered her to the mattress
behind her. He kissed her again, and his mouth seemed
different, for some reason. It pr essed a little stronger against
hers; his lips were a little fuller. She wanted to discover him
all over again, but after a few seconds, he pulled away, much
too fast to her liking. She th readed her fingers through his
hair, intending to draw him ba ck to her mouth, but forgot
what she meant to do at the first caress of his lips on her
breast. She stilled against him and held her breath, waiting
for...

She shivered. "Oh. That's..."

His tongue flicked against her hardened nipple, then ran
lightly around it.

"That's?" he said, his lips moving against her nipple and
sending another shiver through her.

"Nice." She felt like purring as he drew her nipple into his
mouth and sucked gently. "Very nice."

In response, he sucked a little harder. Her fingers
tightened in his hair. She gasped, unsure whether to draw
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him closer or push him away. His hard cock rested against
her leg, heavy and full. She wa nted to touch it, touch him,
make him feel half as good as he was making her feel, but his
body was in the way.

As though reading her thoughts, Blake—she frowned
briefly; hadn't Marc been here just a second ago?—shifted
against her, turning his attention to her other nipple, sadly
neglected until now, and giv ing her room to reach for his
cock. He raised his head. Flames danced in his eyes.

"Touch me."

She knew what he wanted—the same thing she did—but
she took her time, teasing the both of them just as he was
teasing her nipple with small touches of his tongue. Her right
hand let go of his hair to slide down the muscled expanse of
his back. She raked her nails into his skin, wondering if it
would be enough to mark him ... Marc?—for a little while. She
kneaded his tight ass for an instant. She definitely would
need to give it a proper look later. Finally, she slid over his
hip and down to her goal. His cock twitched when she ran a
single finger along it. Unable to resist any longer, she took it
into her hand and squeezed lightly. Blake arched into her
touch and took more of he  r breast into his mouth while
caressing the other with his hand . She sighed in pleasure and
closed her eyes. If he only had two mouths...

His hand retreated, giving way to full lips and a tongue
that twisted around her right nipple while the lips around her
left one tightened and the barest hint of teeth pressed into
her flesh. Blake thrust lightly into her hand while Marc's cock
pressed into her hip.
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Kate's eyes snapped open, jostled out of her dream. She
covered her face with her hands and groaned.

"Not again."
This was not good. Not good at all. She remained still for a
little while, waiting for her hear t to stop hammering in her

chest and for her libido to cool down.

The Healers had warned her of this side effect of their
work. It was, after all, why no Healing took place at the
camp, even though Sasha could do a small bit of it. The
patients were always left with what the Healers called
‘cravings' for a few days afterwards. In other words, a female
friend had explained to ~ Kate, long before,  you're horny as hell
for a week.

Her friend had failed to ment ion erotic dreams. Where in
hell were those coming from? And how long until they
stopped? It had been five days already. With her system still
recuperating from the healing and her days peppered with
naps, she'd had more than her fill of dreams.

She sat up in her bed and shook her head. She knew
where they were coming from: Blake. Blake and his little talk
about how he didn't mind sharing. Until now, she had
imagined—not that she had thought much about it, not at
all—he meant he didn't mind if she was with Marc when she
wasn't with him. After her dreams, she was beginning to
wonder if he had meant—

She groaned again and got out of the bed. Not good.
Whatever he had meant, she certainly was not thinking about
it. A few steps took her to the small bathroom, standard in
every hospital room on the He alers' floor. She grimaced at
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her reflection in the mirror above the sink and pulled off the
hospital gown to step into th e shower stall. She scowled at
the '3" inside the press-button for the water. Three minutes of
hot shower. Two less than at the base. She hated coming to
Claremont.

Angling the showerhead so as not to wet her hair, she
turned on the water. She let th e hot spray wash over her for
a few seconds before picking up the soap and quickly washing
off the antiseptic smell that still clung to her. Even these
small, innocent touches had her nipples hardening again, and
renewed the wetness between her thighs. She gritted her
teeth and put down the soap, refusing to think of her dream.

It had been the cravings talking, not her. She didn't want—

The water temperature dropped without warning, and she
gasped. She'd never get used to it. Shivering, she forced
herself to stay under the spra y for a few more seconds. If
that didn't calm down her libido, nothing would short of
getting back to the camp and—

She rolled her eyes at herself and turned off the water. Icy
cold water wasn't enough, it seemed. Goosebumps covered
her entire body when she stepped out of the shower and
grabbed a threadbare towel. From the cold, she told herself
firmly. Nothing more. It wasn't as though she wanted to think
about those two vampires anyway. Neither of them had seen
it fit to come and see her in the infirmary, or even to come
and say goodbye to her. When she had mentioned it to
Daniel—she had still been out of it, pain medication making
everything a little blurry or else she wouldn't have said
anything—he had simply shrugged and replied they were
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busy. She snorted at the memory, a little disappointed, a little
annoyed. She should have known better than to think they
really cared about her.

Although ... Placing the towel on the sink, she looked down
and traced the thin, white scar along her abdomen with a
finger. It was all very foggy in her mind, but she didn't think
she had imagined Blake's arms around her, holding her tight,
carrying her to safety. She remembered the tone of his voice,
though no distinct words remained in her mind. He had been
scared, scared for her. She wo uldn't have thought until she
had heard him that he could be scared for anyone, not even
himself. That had to mean he cared about her, that he really
liked her. She looked up into the mirror and was surprised to
see herself smiling, surprised how young she looked
suddenly, and how her eyes seemed to gleam.

So that's what I look like when I'm in love.

The unexpected thought knocked the breath out of her.

Her smile vanished in the mirror, replaced by a wide-eyed,
almost scared look. It was one thing to be attracted to
someone—to two someones. It was something else for her
subconscious to have a field day with both of them. But to
actually love...

She shook her head and pushed herself away from the
sink. Naked, she hurried back to her bed and the pile of
clothes next to it. She dressed q uickly, focusing on what she
was doing and nothing else: underwear, sports bra, socks,
pants, t-shirt, combat shoes. Like every day since she had
awakened in Claremont, she grimaced at the absence of her
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knives. She always felt naked when the sheaths weren't
strapped to her arm and leg. They had to be at the camp—

She redirected that train of thought as quickly as she
could. She'd have to do without the knives, that was all. It
wasn't like she would need to fight while she was in
Claremont anyway.

A nurse tried to stop her when she walked out of her room,
claiming that she had to stay under observation until the next
morning. She even tried to scare her, promising her the pain
would return soon, when the drugs started to fade. Kate
shrugged it all off. She'd been there for five days. She needed
fresh air, and to clear her he ad. She'd never be able to do
that if all she had to contemplate were the four bare walls of
her hospital room.

Night had not fallen yet, and wouldn't for at least an hour
more, but heavy clouds darkened the sky and already the
streets of Claremont had cleared out. Hands in her pockets,
Kate strolled through deserted alleys, letting her memories
guide her while her mind wandered freely—or almost. She
made sure she steered clear of one particular topic every time
it brushed her mind. She had no time to be in love. People
got distracted when they were in love. They made mistakes.
That was how she had ended up in Claremont, wasn't it?

She grimaced when she realized her mind had brought her
back to what she didn't want to think about. She needed
something to distract her. Thankfully, she had arrived at the
pub. She pushed open the heavy door and walked in. A few
heads turned to look at her. Other soldiers from the squad
were on leave, and they had found their way to the
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clandestine pub as she had. Sh e nodded at them. Rather than
joining then, however, she went to sit at the counter.

The owner looked up at her from behind the counter, his
wrinkled face brightening into a smile. Spencer Lievitch had
belonged to the squad, long be fore she had joined it herself,
and treated those he still called his comrades extremely well.

"Long time no see,” he said, already placing a glass of his
home-brewed beer in front of her.

She nodded, returning his smile. White froth covered the
golden beer and already conden sation fogged the glass. The
prospect of drowning her confusion in a few glasses was
enticing. If she still had drugs in her system, however, it
might not be the best idea to get drunk.

"l should stick to water,"” she said apologetically, as she
pushed the glass away. "With a sandwich? And | don't
suppose you have fries?"

His slight frown lasted no longer than a second. He didn't
ask why she didn't want beer; he didn't need to.

"Officially, 1 don't,” he said wi th a conspiratorial grin. "You
know, rationing and all that. But I've got this small patch of
earth on the roof and I've been growing some vegetables..."

He winked and limped to the back of the counter to
prepare her food. Kate watched him absently, her eyes
stopping on his right leg. The fabric of his pants hung loose
around it, and revealed, just above his shoe, the gleam of
metal. If he had not lost his leg in battle, would he have
continued fighting until he had died? She had always believed
that was what would happen to her. As a child, she had
wanted a nice house, a husband, and children. She liked kids.
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She had dreamed of being a teacher. Only when she had
participated in basic training had her perspective on the world
shifted. If she was to have kids, she wanted to know they

would be safe. The only way fo r that to happen was to stop
the demons. She had joined th e squad, then. She couldn't
imagine herself resigning now, not for anything, not until she
knew all the breaches were closed, all the demons gone.

"Here you go." Spencer placed a plate in front of her along
with a glass of water. "On the house.”

Her mouth already watering, she thanked him and picked
up a couple of fries. They bu rned her fingers, but she ate
them anyway before biting into the sandwich. The food at the
camp was more than decent, but it lacked variety. It almost
was worth coming to Claremont and missing the fight for a
few days if only for the different food.

Spencer served a couple of newcomers before coming back
to her.

"So, anything new at the camp, then? How's Daniel?"

He had fought by Daniel's side for a while, and never failed
to ask about him. Kate swallowed a bite of her sandwich and
drank a little water before she answered.

"He's all right. Always cracking the whip over out heads
when he thinks we're not fast enough."

Spencer chuckled. "You should have heard him, back when
the squad still fought in Claremont. Always had these wild
ideas about going into the City and fighting back. Even tried
to get the higher-ups to let him do recon down there, though
what he hoped to find ... | wond er if he's still looking for the
same thing."
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He let the sentence hang in the air between them. Kate
couldn't mistake his expressi on for anything other than
hopefulness. He thought she knew what Daniel was looking
for, and he was waiting for her to tell him. Very slowly, she
picked up a few more fries. What had he heard, and from
whom? Everything that related to the squad was classified
information.

"He's looking for the rip," a wo man said as she sat next to
her. "Isn't he?"

Kate choked on her food. Coughing into a napkin, she
picked up her glass and drank deep. She looked at the
woman through watering eyes.

"What's a rip?" she asked in between two more fits of
coughing.

The woman smiled indulgently, though no warmth touched
her brown eyes. She pushed her auburn hair over her
shoulder as she pivoted on the stool, facing Kate fully. She
wore dark jeans and a light blue jacket. Her bright red lipstick
made her skin seem even paler than it was. She looked to be
in her late twenties, about Kate's age.

"Let's not play this game," she said. "You know what a rip
is. You've been looking for it for weeks. And | can lead you to
it."

Kate blinked, then forced a laugh from her throat. As
tempting as it was, she couldn't admit anything to a stranger
met in a pub, and even less when Spencer was looking at the
two of them with wide, greedy eyes, waiting to hear more.
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"Listen, | don't know what you're talking about, Miss, but it
sounds like a fun story. Let me buy you a drink and you can
tell me—"

“I'm afraid not," she inte rrupted, her smile hardening
slightly. "I'll talk to—Daniel, isn't it? And no one has called me
'‘Miss' since long before you were born, child. My name is
Jen."

Kate's automatic protest that she was no child died on her
lips. Her eyes widened, and she stared at the woman. Her
pale skin and words added up to a clear conclusion; she was a
vampire. Her name and the fact that she knew about
breaches ... In a blinding flash of certitude, Kate knew. This
was the vampire Marc had told them about, the vampire who
had been prisoner of the demons and who had guided him to
the first breach he had helped close. How she knew where to
find the breach in the city or that it was what Daniel's squad
was looking for, Kate didn't know. What she did know was
that she couldn't let this chance pass. Thanks to this woman,

a breach somewhere in Louisiana had been closed. It was
Claremont's turn to be safe at last.

Jen in tow, she went to the squad headquarters in
Claremont and took the truck. By chance, the demons weren't
attacking the town that night an d after some arguing with the
sentries, she convinced them to let the truck out. She tried
not to drive too fast; it wouldn't help anything if she ended up
in a ditch. Still, she hoped to get to the camp before Daniel
left for recon. The sun hadn't set very long earlier; she might
just make it. And in fact, she did. She drove into the camp
just as Daniel walked out of the main building with three
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other soldiers. Kate searched their faces, expecting to find
Blake or Marc with him and was a little disappointed that they
weren't there.

"Kate!" Daniel didn't look too pleased to see her. "You
were supposed to stay in Claremont for two weeks!"

"It couldn't wait."

She walked to him. Jen followed her. Daniel's expression
darkened.

"Not only you disobey direct orders but you bring a civilian
to the camp? Did you get a blow to the head, too?"

"Her name is Jen," she said quickly, wondering if he'd
remember. "She knows where the breach is."

"Jen?" He blinked and looked at her through widened eyes.
"You know..."

Jen smiled, more in amusement than friendliness. "I do,
yes.

"That's..." Daniel shook his head as though he could barely
believe what he heard. He straightened suddenly and pulled
the map out of his jacket, unfolding it for Jen. "Here. Can you
show me on this?"

“I'm sorry, | can't, no. But | can lead you there."

Daniel frowned, his enthusiasm damped. "l don't
understand.”

She shrugged. "I've passed through a rip just like this one.
Since then, | can ... | want to say feel it, but that's not
exactly it. It's like a beacon. It calls to me. I've visited the
City on my own. I've seen this breach. | can lead you there.
Do you know how to close it?"
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Daniel folded the map, his eyes never leaving her,
thoughtful. "We do, yes. A vampir e taught us how to do it. |
think you know him. His name is Marc?"

She tensed at once, and her eyes darted around her. She
didn't look pleased. They didn't seem to have parted in good
terms, Kate thought, and someho w a part of her felt a little
relieved.

"We do know each other, yes," Jen said, diffident.

"Where is he?" Kate asked. "Where's Blake?"

Daniel's brow contracted. He snorted. "They decided they'd
be better off exploring on their own. They've been going out
alone for three nights now."

Jen relaxed at the news. "So, will you come with me?"

"Of course. We can go on a reconnaissance party tonight,
and tomorrow—"

"No need. | know where we're going."

"Most of my men are on leave, we can't—"

"We'll be better off with a small group. It'll be easier to
hide from demons."

Daniel seemed as taken aback by her insistence as Kate
felt. His eyes darted between Jen and Kate. "I'm not sure ...
What do you think, Kate?"

She thought about it for no more than a second. She
hadn't driven at night from Claremont for nothing. "We could
end it tonight. | say we go."

"We?" Daniel shook his head . "Oh no, don't even think
about it. You're not coming."

"I'm fine,” she said, as calmly as she could. "The Healers
barely left a scar!"
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"Try that one on someone who didn't go through their
clutches.”

Kate crossed her arms. "I brought her here. I'm coming."”

"As | said,” Jen intervened, "we will hide from demons
rather than fight. | could lead your mage by himself if you
wanted. The fewer who come, the safer for all."

"He'd never go on his own," Daniel said, still looking at
Kate with a slight frown. He sighed. "All right, Kate." He
nodded at Elliot behind him, who had been listening with rapt
interest. "Go grab Simon. Tell him it's the night. | want him
ready in five minutes."

Grinning widely, Elliot hurried to ward the barracks. It was
a measure of his excitement that he didn't seem wary in the
least about following a vampire into the City. Kate followed so
she could get a protective vest and her knives. She needed to
get a sword, too. She'd pick one of the lighter ones. The
effects of the drugs were beginning to fade, and diffuse pain
radiated through her abdomen. She would be OK, though.
There was no chance in hell that she'd miss this fight.
Whatever had happened between them afterwards, she
imagined Marc had followed Jen for her courage. She wanted
to show him—show herself—that she was just as strong. It
would be a shock, when he and Blake returned to the camp.
She just knew Blake would be mad that they had closed the
breach without him, and Marc ... She supposed he'd be glad.
And then, she would know. Once this reason to fight with the
squad was gone, would they go? Or would they have a
different reason to stay?

[Back to Table of Contents]
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Chapter 18

Marc glanced sideways at  Blake and could barely stop
himself from chuckling. Hours ea rlier, Blake had been silent
as they drove to the City to explore a different area. His
uncharacteristic moroseness had been starting to worry Marc.
All had changed with a shimmer on the eastern side of a
plaza.

"I've seen you do many things, but bouncing is a first."

Blake stilled in the car seat; it didn't last long.

"I'm not bouncing. Can't you drive any faster?"

"Yes, throwing the car into the ditch is going to help,

you're right."
Even his sarcasm didn't affect Blake's excitement. Marc
doubted anything would tonight. They had found the breach.

"You should calm down," he said as he turned onto the
unpaved road that led to the camp. "Daniel is probably in the
City himself by now. We won' t be able to go back until
tomorrow."

Blake let out a quiet snort. "It's not like we need him. If
the mage is at the camp, we can go back right away. Give
Daniel a taste of what it's like to be left behind.”

Marc didn't respond. If Daniel hadn't kicked Blake out of
his recon group, Marc might have done as much himself. A
couple of nights spent thinking about why he wasn't on the
frontline had given Blake some of that empathy he sometimes
appeared to lack toward humans.
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The regular bouncing of Blake's leg next to him slowed
down and stopped.

"A pity Kate won't be there, " Blake said. "She would have
liked this fight."

Marc weighed each word before answering. "There will be
other breaches to close."

From the corner of his eye, he saw Blake turn sideways
with his back to the passenger door. Marc kept his eyes on
the road, a little uncomfortable at the feeling of being
scrutinized so closely.

"l thought we would leave the squad after this was over."

Blake's toneless words didn't allow Marc to guess what hid
behind them, and his scent held no clearer answer. Was he
irritated that Marc was thinking of staying with the squad? Or
hopeful, maybe? Why had it become so hard to talk to his
Childe?

"We can leave if you want to. | just thought you might
want to stay a little longer."

"So you'd be staying for me, then? Not because you want
to stay?"

They had arrived at the camp. The sentries let them
through, and Marc drove up to the main building. He shut off
the engine and looked at Blake, whose face was an
expressionless mask.

"You know | like the girl," he said very low. "But if she
likes you, I've got no problem with that. If you want to stay
and try to get past the obstacles Daniel will put in front of
you, that's fine with me. If you want to forget about her and
move on to work with another group, that's fine as well.
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Just..." He didn't want to plead with Blake. It wasn't in him to

do so. He just hoped Blake could see how tired he was of the
games, tired of being reminded of his mistake. He sighed and
finished. "Just don't make this about the past, OK?"

He half-expected Blake to claim he didn't know what Marc
was talking about, and so his small nod surprised him. They
climbed out of the car to find that a couple of soldiers had
come out, probably alerted by the noise from the engine.

"Look at that,” Blake said, his excitement obvious in his
voice. "We even get a welcome committee. It's like they
already know we've got good news."

Marc froze mid-step and turn ed his head sideways toward
the nearby truck. He could have sworn ... He breathed in
again, and again smelled the same familiar scent.

"We thought Daniel and Kate were back," the closest
soldier answered Blake, arms crossed but grinning.

"Kate is back?" Blake said  at once, sounding excited.

"She is. And she brought information back with her. They
took Simon, and they went to close the breach."

"They what?" Blake exclaimed just as Marc stepped
forward and asked urgently:

"Was a woman with them?"

The soldier looked at him in surprise. "How do you know?"

Marc swore and ran his gaze around the camp. He could
already see the demons sweeping in and destroying
everything. He had to do something.

“Listen. They walked straight into a trap. And the demons
now know where the camp is.”
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The three soldiers in front of him exchanged glances that,
though wordless, clearly questioned his sanity.

Blake touched his shoulder. "W hat are you talking about?"

Marc ignored him. He knew he was only pushing back the
inevitable by not answering him, but he would understand
soon enough. "How many soldie rs are left here?" he asked
the one who had talked so far; he thought his name was
Mike.

"Six. The rest went with Daniel."

"What's going on?" Blake insisted.

Six. With him and Blake, ei ght fighters, against who knew
how many demons. Their only hope now was that the demons
wouldn't consider them a big threat and would only send
small numbers. Unless...

"Can you call back the soldiers who are in Claremont? Can
you ask for reinforcements?"

Mike shrugged his shoulders. "I could, but they wouldn't
arrive for at least an hour."

Marc couldn't understand how Mike could remain so calm.
Didn't he understand? "Then go ahead and call now!"

At his side, Blake had fallen silent. He walked over to the
truck and sniffed the air. Marc closed his fists. Mike still
wasn't moving.

"Why should | do that? You're not part of the squad, and
you come here spouting nonsen se. If | followed your orders,
Daniel—"

"Daniel might be dead by now. At the very least, he's a
prisoner.” It was all Marc could do not to shout at the idiot.
"The woman he left with works with demons. If she came
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here, they will, too. They won' t wait. We've got to fortify the
camp and get ready to fight. And call for those damn
reinforcements!”

Eyes wide and sweat pearling on his brow, Mike turned to
his two companions. They conf  erred quickly before running in
together. Marc wanted to sigh in relief, but it was much too
early for that. He still had a lot to plan and organize.

"Jen works with the demons," Blake said, his voice
strangled.

Marc observed the camp ar  ound him again, turning
around. Everything had been so peaceful until now; by
morning, a lot would change. "W hat do you think," he asked
Blake, "should we defend the perimeter? Or let the demons in
and fight them inside the camp?”

"When did you find that out?"

He was ready for this fight. He had known it might come at
any moment. He could make it through this. "Drawing them
to fight in the main building mi ght work best. They'll only be
able to enter one at a time, or they'll lose time trying—"

He jumped at the sound of broken glass. Blake had just
put his fist through the car's window.

"That's why you left her, isn't it?"

Blake's still-closed hand fe Il to his side, blood slowly
dripping from it. The smell covered other scents still clinging
to the air around them. Marc made himself look up at his
face.

"You found out she was a traitor," Blake continued, his
voice shaking as hard as he was, "so you left her. And all that
time | thought you came back for me."
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Marc wanted to take that bloody fist and pull the glass
shards from it. He wanted to tell Blake that they didn't have

time for this, not now, but he'd explain anything Blake
wanted to hear later. Blake' s fiery eyes, however, told him
that doing anything other than answering him would be a
mistake.

"I did come back for you. Her working with demons has
nothing to do with you."

Blake shook his head slowly. "Then why didn't you tell
me?"

His blood still dripped to the ground. He took a step back,
and Marc's stomach clenched. He knew that look on his
Childe's face. He had seen it once before, and then he had
deserved the accusation of betrayal in Blake's eyes. Not this
time, though. He hadn't done anything wrong. He had only
tried to protect Blake.

"Because | knew you'd get it all wrong, like you're doing
now!"

The gravel beneath Blake's boots crunched as he stepped
back again. "Would you have co me back for me if she hadn't
been a traitor?"

Marc could hear voices insid e the building, coming back

toward the door for instructions. He clung to the excuse those
voices gave him. If he kept giving Blake answers that didn't
satisfy him, things would only get worse. He'd keep this fight

for when they were done with the demons—if they survived.
He tried to sound calm and reas onable, but even so a frantic
edge crept into his voice.
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"We don't have time for this , Childe! Not now! We'll talk
about it later."

Blake didn't answer. He reached into the car through the
broken window and pulled out his sword. Without a word or a
glance toward Marc, he walked to the truck and climbed in.

"Blake! Stop! Where are you going?"

"As far away from you as | can, that's where."

Blake started the truck and drove to the gates. The
sentries hesitated for an instant , then opened the gates for
him.

"l made the call,” Mike said behind Marc. "They said not to
expect them before at least an hour, maybe more. What
now?"

The truck sped on the dirt road, going faster than was
safe. Marc stared at it until it had disappeared past a group of
trees, then turned to Mike.

"Get everyone in here. Just leave a sentry outside. We
need to get a plan ready. We don't have much time."

Marc glanced back to thero  ad. Not much time, and not
much hope either. Daniel, Kate and whoever had
accompanied them had to be dead by now, and Jen must
have reported the camp's location to the demons. With heavy
steps, he entered the main building. He wished he had killed
her when he had had the chance. He had been so stunned to
realize she was the one who kept interfering with their mages'
efforts, so disappointed to lose all the hopes he had placed in
her that he hadn't reacted until it had been too late. She had
escaped. And now she was back. Maybe he would get a
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second opportunity to kill her. Even if he did, though, he
doubted he'd get a third chance with Blake.

* % % *

“Idiot."

Blake's foot pressed a little harder on the accelerator.

"Fucking idiot. Pathetic fool."

The truck bounced with each hole and bump on the dirt
road. Blake's hands tightened a little more over the wheel.

"I should have known. Of course he didn't come back
because of me. Why would he?"

Something twisted in his chest. He clenched his jaw to stop
himself from talking any more. He didn't like the way his
voice sounded, halfway between a whine and a sob. He was
angry. He should have been shouting rather than
complaining. He should have pu t his sword through Marc's gut
instead of running away from him. He should have known
better than to trust him again. Hadn't he been hurt enough
already?

He scowled and accelerated yet again. The right of the
truck came close to swaying o ff the road, and he coaxed it
back to the center of the dirt path. He hated that Marc could
do this to him—~break his heart, when Blake had never even
given it to him. He hated feeling like Marc had only been
playing with him. He hated that he couldn't even manage to
truly hate him.

The truck reached the larger road and came to a dead
stop. Hands still clenched on th e wheel, Blake stared ahead of
him. Turning right would take him away from the City, away
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from Marc. As far as he ran, though, he doubted the pain in
his chest would ease. His head tu rned slowly to the left. The
City lay a few miles ahead. The breach was there, though he
had no chance to close it by himself. Kate was there, too;
probably dead, Marc had said. The pain accentuated at the
thought, then transformed into white-hot anger. Jen. Jen had

to be in the City, if she had taken the squad there. Jen, who

had taken both Marc and Kate from him.

He started the truck again and turned left. He took a long,
deliberate breath in through his nose. Kate's scent and Jen's
both lingered in the truck cabin. He would have no trouble
tracking them down. If he found Kate first, if she was still
alive, he would have someone to fight with, someone to take
Marc's place. If it was Jen ... He bit the inside of his cheek
and blood trickled over his tongue, sharpening his senses. His
fangs came down. If he found Jen first, death would be slow
to come for her.

Maybe by the time he reached the City he would have
figured out which of them he most wanted to find.

[Back to Table of Contents]
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Chapter 19

The two women's scents wove through the fog, a trail of
crumbs that Blake had no trouble following. He had left the
truck on the edge of the City next to the squad's, and he now
advanced on foot, sword in hand. In the past weeks, he had
grown used to the terrain, and he managed to walk quickly
without stumbling over the uneven ground.

Every few steps, his mind insisted on reminding him he
should have been back at the camp, fighting with Marc,
protecting his Sire as all his instincts demanded. He pushed
back the thought every time. His anger at Marc—at himself—
had shifted onto Jen, but he still hurt. He didn't know how
much of his feelings for Marc came from the blood link
between them and how much was something else, something
vampires weren't supposed to be able to feel. He had never
cared to examine his heart that closely. The double nature of
what he felt, however, made Marc's betrayal hurt twice as
much. Blake hurt as Childe and he hurt as lover. He wasn't
sure that this time—

A frantic yet muted heartbeat stopped his progression
along with his muddled thoughts . Focusing on his hearing, he
rotated slowly in a semi-circle until he could pinpoint the
source. Demons were approaching, a couple of streets away,
but for now he wanted to know to whom this terrified
heartbeat belonged. He flexed his fingers around the hilt of
his sword and stalked over to the dilapidated house on his
left. Most of the facade lay in ruins in the front, along with

215



Blurred Nights (1st in the Blurred Trilogy)
by Kallysten

part of the ceiling and roof. Blake stepped over the rubble,
then stilled. The noise of crumbling materials beneath his
boots made him lose the heartbeat.

He caught it again and moved toward the back of the
house, very careful of where he stepped. He looked down
when the texture of the floo r changed. The carpet had seen
better days, but the most surprising was that it still looked
like carpet—moldy, torn, and covered in dirt, though that was
to be expected fifteen decades after the demons had invaded
the City. Humans had endured as well and still clung to their
civilization even as they struggl ed to save it. As much as he
dismissed them, Blake envied their purpose sometimes. They
would have something to reb uild when all the demons were
gone. He wasn't sure what he would do then, if he was still
alive.

Standing in the middle of what had been a bedroom, Blake
turned on his heel. His eyes scanned the room but found
nothing. This had to be the place, however. The sound was
the loudest here, accompanied by the bitter scent of fear. A
flash of blue light followed by movement caught the corner of
his eye and he turned, instinctively raising his sword. He
stopped himself from striking just in time and slowly lowered
his arm as Simon hugged him.

"Oh, thank God!" His sobbing words almost got lost
against Blake's shoulder. "Hel p me! They're trying to take
me!"

Reining in his impatience, Blake pushed him back with
some difficulty. Tear tracks tra ced neat lines over the dirt that
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marred Simon's face. He trembl ed under Blake's scrutiny, his
eyes darting repeatedly to the room behind Blake.

"Where are the others?" Blake asked, focusing on the most
pressing matter. If Simon was alive, Kate might be as well.
"Who—"

"They're here!”

Blake turned to the doorway. If the demons in the street
hadn't noticed them before, Simon's shriek alerted them.
They stopped and, as one, turn ed to the house. One of them
grunted; orders, maybe? Blake di dn't have time to wonder.
With his free arm, he pushed Simon against the wall then
gave him a hard look.

"Stay here. Whatever trick you used to hide? Do it again.

And try to cover sounds and scents this time."

Simon's eyes widened. His Adam's apple bobbed, and he
nodded very stiffly. Blake didn't stay to watch him perform his
little magic trick. Already focu sed on the demons, he strode
out of the room. Two of them had just climbed over the
debris that delimited the building, while two more waited on
the edge of the street. So they thought they could take him
down with just two?

Blake charged them, his teeth bared. He would show
them. He slashed at the first one's face. A moon-blade axe
stopped his sword with a thundering crash. He broke away
and struck again, this time aiming for the second demon's
knees. The demon parried, but too late. Blake shifted his
angle at the last moment to avoid the blocking sword. The
demon roared as Blake's sword struck between two bony
spikes on the side of its leg, then again when Blake pulled the
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sword upward, breaking bones. A grunt behind Blake
reminded him to break away be fore the first demon attacked
his exposed back.

He shuffled back, reassessed the situation when a third
demon joined the first two, and launched himself into the
battle again. He danced between the three monsters, using
agility where they only had brute force. His fangs extended as
the bitter smell of demon blood, mixing to the sweeter scent
of his own, started permeating the air. He put all his anger
and hate behind each blow. These were Jen's demons, he
chanted in his mind with every strike. He was going to Kill
them, and then he would kill he r. He would kill her for taking
his Sire and Kate from him. He would kill her because, once
she was ashes, he would finally stop wondering whether Marc

would ever return to her. He wo uld kill her, take her head off
just like this, but not before he had made her hurt the same
way he did. He would kill—

"Blake?"

For the second time that nigh t, he missed killing Simon by
pure reflex. The idiot had gr abbed his sleeve from behind.
Couldn't he see Blake was busy?

"They're..." He swallowed hard beneath Blake's stare.
"They're dead. You can stop now."

Frowning, Blake looked away from him and at the four
demons around them, lying in growing puddles of blood.

When had he put down the last one?
“Let's get out of here," Simon said, half-pleading.
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Blake shook his head once to clear his mind and led the
way out of the ruins. Had he been so caught up in his rage
that he hadn't noticed that the fight had ended?

Back to the foggy street, he breathed in deeply. He
couldn't smell any more demons, but he had lost Kate's trail
as well. He turned to Simon, so fast that Simon started in
fear.

"Where are the others? Where's Kate? And Jen?"

That last name put some fire back into Simon. He
glowered as he repeated her name.

"Jen? She led us straight into a trap!" He was shaking
again, but this time it was from anger rather than terror.
"There were demons everywhere, and she went to stand with
them. She was laughing at us! Mocking us! She told them to

get me! And then Daniel told us to run..." He deflated, his
gaze dropping to the ground even as his voice fell to a
murmur. "l did. There's nothin g | could have done to help
them."

Blake snorted. "Nothing? What about your magic! You
could have—"

"You don't understand,” Simon cut in, looking back at him
through pleading eyes. "I can't do spells if I'm scared. All |
can do is protect myself, and that's more a reflex than
conscious thought. It's not lik e | enjoy being useless, but |
couldn't help them. | really couldn't.”

His tone begged Blake to believe he was telling the truth.
Blake swept his eyes around th em, trying to calm down. The
fog drifted lazily over torn st reets and shattered buildings. He
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could imagine Kate and her friends fighting, somewhere
beyond the ruins, while Simon ran as fast as he could.

"Are they dead?" he asked very low.

"I ... I don't know. | didn't look back. But I heard Elliott
shouting. And Kate. | think they got hurt."

Pain blossomed into Blake's chest, as intense as the pain
from Marc's betrayal. He had known when he came into the
City that she might be dead, but as long as he held on to her
scent, he had had hope. What were the odds that she was
still alive, now? His only consolation was that she had died
doing what mattered most to her: trying to close the breach
and save her people. He wished he had been there for her. He
wished he could have helped...

He looked back at Simon, who was observing him with
obvious nervousness. He  could help. Maybe it was too late for
her, but the people she had tried to defend still needed to be
saved. The breach still needed to be closed. And Blake not
only knew where the breach was, he had with him the one
person who could seal it. He wo uld do it, in Kate's memory.
He would do it, and prove to Marc that he wasn't such a loser,
after all, that he was worth coming back to.

He rested his left hand on Simon's shoulder, next to the
strap of his leather bag, and squeezed once. "We're going to
close the breach.”

Simon jerked out of his grip, fear taking over again in his
scent and eyes. "We ... what?" He shook his head,
incredulous. "Oh no, no way, it 's too dangerous, | just told
you | can't—"
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Blake didn't let him go on. "But you have to," he cut in, his
words even and strong. "What, you think I'm not scared when
| go to battle? We all are.”

Simon's eyes narrowed for a moment. "You're scared?"
Blinking, he shook his head and took a step back. "No, you're
just saying that."

“I'm not," Blake said, closing the distance between them
again. "l need you to get over your fear. | need you to do it
for me."

Those last words caught Simon off guard. He looked at
Blake's hand, back on his shoulder, then returned his eyes to
his face. Hesitation, fear, and ho pe flickered over his features.
He licked his lips. "If I ... if 1 did that ... if | closed the breach
... Would it change anything? About us, | mean. About how
you feel about me."

"Well," Blake replied with a wide grin, "everything is
possible, and..."

His voice trailed off as he watched hope spread over
Simon's face. The human's crush on him was a convenient
tool, and stretching the truth cost him nothing. It should have
been easy to lie. He was surp  rised to discover that it was
anything but. His hand fell away from Simon, and his grin
turned into an apologetic smile.

"No," he said, quieter now. "I'm sorry, but you could

defeat the entire demon army , and | still wouldn't like you,
not the way you want me to. I'd be in awe, and a bit pissed
off you took away all my fun, and kinda proud that | pushed

you into doing it, but..."
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He shrugged, and tried not to let Simon's disappointment
get to him.

"It's not a game, you know," he added after a moment.
"For the longest time | thought it was, but it's really not.
There's no prize for either of us if we do this. We might not
even live through it. But | swear I'll die fighting to give you
time to do your spell if it comes to that. We're doing it
because it's the right thing to do. Because other people will
live if we succeed, and many more will die if we don't.”

He stopped abruptly, startling himself. He had heard the
same words from Marc's mouth dozens of times. He had
never understood them—never until now. He smiled, amused
that now, of all times, he finally did. In front of him, Simon
gulped and, very slowly, nodded.

* % k% *

Behind the fence, the woods grunted and growled with the
advance of the demons. Marc clenched his hand on his
sword's hilt but left it in its scabbard for now. They couldn't
even see the demons yet. He would draw his weapon soon

enough.
"Everyone's in place,"” Mike said, coming out of the building
behind him. He sounded nervous, his voice rasping with every

word. "You're sure—"

Marc didn't need to look at him to know he was looking at
the fence and the gates that had been left open.

“I'm sure," he interrupted, wincing at the harsh tone of his
own voice. He looked at Mike and tried to smile reassuringly.
"Trust me, I've been here befo re. This is our best chance.”
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Mike gave him an uncertain smile. "l hope you're right.

Daniel will kill me if I get his entire squad slaughtered.” He
frowned, his smile twisting into something much darker.
"Although I'll be dead too if that happens, so | guess I'm safe
from him."

Marc's eyes returned to the w oods, and he didn't reply. It
wouldn't help anything to remind him that Daniel was
probably dead by now.

"It'll be all right,” he said when a few seconds had passed
with only the sound of the a pproaching demons breaking the
silence. "I've done this before, more than once, and I'm still
here."

He had, he reminded himself forc  efully. He had led attacks
toward demon camps, he had planned traps and ambushes,
he had fought with humans who barely knew him, barely
trusted him, and kept most of them alive. Casualties were to
be expected, of course, but they had better chances of
survival if they followed his plan than if they didn't. He had
done this before, and he had survived.

One difference gnawed at him, leaving him raw with pain.

For the past eighty years, he had either had Blake by his side
when leading such attacks, or he had kept the knowledge that
he would see Blake again, sooner or later, at the back of his
mind. This time, he didn't know if Blake would return, where

he was, or what he was doing. Knowing Blake, he had found
demons to kill; that didn't reassure Marc in the slightest.

He knew why Blake was angry. He also knew what kind of
stupid stunts his Childe pulled when anger got the better of
him. And he knew, even if he wished he didn't, that this anger
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could have been avoided if he had just told Blake about Jen
when he had returned. Things had been so tense, though It
had seemed easier to just move on without coming back to a
festering past. Not only that, but he had compounded his
mistake by not warning the squad about her. Worse, his
omission had negated their wariness toward vampires. Would
they have trusted her so quickly if Marc had never mentioned
her name?

"They're coming,” Mike said next to him, the words no
louder than a rush of air.

Marc blinked and focused on the forms now distinguishable
amongst the trees. Without think ing, he pulled his sword out
and firmed his grip on the hilt.

The entire mess was his fault. All he could hope was that
someone remained, when it was over, to listen to his apology.

* % % *

Kate's fingers shook against Elliot's neck. She closed her
eyes and pressed a little harder. His skin was clammy,
already cooling—or maybe it wa s just an effect of her
imagination.

"No pulse,” she murmured.

She opened her eyes again and looked at Daniel, a few
feet away. Crouching behind a crumbling wall, he kept watch
on the street. She didn't know what he was trying to see;
with the fog swirling in the street, they only got glimpses of
ruins and demons. He didn't turn to her but nodded to show
he had heard. Two steps behind him, the third member of
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their group, Lou, met her eyes. Dried blood marred his face
forming a long, thick line from his forehead down to his jaw.

"We ... we've got to move on," he said, grimacing. "They'll
smell his blood—"

"Just as well as they'll smell mine," Daniel cut in, the cold
edge of a knife slicing through his words. "And yours. And
Sammy's."”

Kate winced. A few feet be  hind where Elliot had fallen,
Sammy's face turned paler with each passing moment. She
wasn't sure whether it was from blood loss or fear.

"Lou is right." She hated to contradict Daniel, especially
where other soldiers could hear, but they were beyond that
now. "We've got to move. But not because of the blood. They
know where we are, there's no way they could have lost us,
even with the fog. They'r e just playing with us."”

Daniel sighed, but he still didn't look back. "I can see it,"

he murmured. "It can't be more than fifty yards away. It's so
bright..."
No moon shone over the city, but the street was almost as

bright as day. An unnatural light came out of the breach.
They had all seen it before Je  n had called out a small troop of
demons from their hiding spot. She clenched her fists at the
thought of Jen. How could they have been so trusting?

"There's nothing we can do about it,” she said, "not with

Simon gone."
If only Daniel hadn't told Si mon to run before they could
realize the demons weren't trying all that hard to kill them. If

only the rest of them had been able to follow him before
demons had cut their path. The demons seemed to want
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them alive, though for what reason, Kate couldn't fathom—
just like she couldn't understand why Jen had led them to the
breach, when the ambush could have taken place anywhere.

"But if we get out of here," she continued after a moment,
"if even one of us makes it ou t, we can come back. We know
where the breach is now."

There was another possibility, of course. Simon might
make it back to the camp. She couldn't make herself mention
that hope, however; it felt t oo much like one  of those wishes
that can't come true if they are voiced.

She stood and slowly stretched, raising her arms up. The
scar that marred her stomach ha d been throbbing for a little
while. The drugs had long since faded from her system. She
ground her teeth together and pushed back the pain. She
would hurt much more if she let the healed injury stop her
from fighting her best. She lowered her arms again and pulled
her sword from its scabbard. It glinted in the ethereal light
coming from the breach. Sammy stood as well. He winced
and shifted his weight to his g ood leg before gingerly touching
the tightening-bandage Kate had applied to his wound. All it
did was slow down blood loss. Sammy's fingers came back
bloody. He wiped them on his pants. His expression
hardened.

"Dead for dead," he said, his voice gruff from pain and
repressed fear, "I'd rather die fighting than bleed to death
hiding here."

"Me, t00," Lou said very low.

Daniel sighed again, and finally turned to look at Kate. His
eyes scrutinized her. "How are you?"
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She frowned at the unexpected guestion. "How am 1? What
do you mean?"

"The three of us are hurt. Yo u've got the best chance to go
back to the camp and—"

"Walit!" She stared at him through wide eyes. "That's not
what | meant!"

"But it makes sense,” Lou said. "We can keep them
occupied and give you as much of a head start as we can. If
you run—"

"But I don't wantto run!"

Daniel stood from his crouching position and gave her a
mildly annoyed look. "That vamp has been a bad influence on
you. Since when do you question orders?"

Her stomach tightened, and this time it had nothing to do
with her wound. She remembered what Blake had said about
dying without regrets. She wished it had been true for her,
but her dreams from the past couple of days had left her with
too many unresolved ‘what if' qu estions—questions that really
weren't helping her focus at that moment.

"It's got nothing to do with—"

A savage howl resounded through the fog. They all tensed
and turned toward the street, expecting demons to rush at
them. Kate frowned. It had sounded like...

"Blake?" she murmured.

The next second, the demon alarm started blaring over
them, strident and deafening. It drowned the sounds of
fighting as soon as they starte d. She didn't think twice. She
ran out, her sword raised, and joined her wordless yell to the
battle.
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Chapter 20

For the first few minutes, Marc's plan worked. Five demons
entered the building one by one, and he managed to shut the
reinforced metal door and barricade it, locking the rest of the
demons out. He then joined the fight, and together the six
soldiers left in the camp got ri d of the first wave of demon
attack. It was when Marc looked up from the body of his dead
opponent that he first realized things weren't turning so good
after all. All demons had been killed, yes, but three humans
were bleeding, the heady smell of their blood mixing to the
more bitter one of the demons'. Worse, the door, battered by
an axe, was about to cave in.

"Spread out," he advised the fighters. "Keep in teams of
two. We can do this."

Uncertain nods answered him. It hadn't been an hour yet
since Mike had called Claremon t for reinforcements. At the
rhythm things went, they would arrive too late. Marc was
determined to do all he could, but the odds weren't good. If
only Blake had been there...

He had resisted the impulse until now, but he gave in.

Closing his eyes to focus, he searched inside himself for the
awareness of Blake's existence. The turning of a new vampire
created a bond between Sire and Childe, a bloodline. Only

death could sever it, and doing so it told the survivor of the
other's fate. The bond, however, had another use. Marc had
never done this before, but his Sire had done it to him, calling
him back when he needed him. In his mind, he seized the
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bloodline that linked him to Blake and pulled at it. Wherever
he was, Blake would feel the tug to return to Marc. He might
not answer it, but at least Marc had tried.

He opened his eyes again when the soldiers around him
gasped. Massive demon hands grabbed the edges of the
opening the axe had carved in and pulled, tearing the door
apart with a screeching roar. In its haste to come in, the
demon didn't fully destroy the door, so that it had to contort
itself to pass through the hole in the metal. Marc's eyes
narrowed, and he lunged forward. If he could kill this one
before it was fully in, it might slow down the others a little.

Holding on tight to the bloodline, he yelled and slashed his
sword at the demon.

* % % *

Just as Blake pulled his sword free from the body of his
first kill, two things happened. A flash of motion just steps
away from him caught his eye, accompanied with a shout that
the demon alarm drowned almost completely. The scent,
though, was unmistakable, and he rushed forward to fight by
Kate's side with sheer joy. Sh e was alive. Not only that, but
she had joined his desperate attack.

At the same time, he tried to ignore the sudden pull inside
his mind and chest. Southeast of where Blake fought, Marc
was calling for him. He had never felt anything like this
before, such a compulsion to drop everything and go to his

Sire. How bad could things be at the camp for Marc to even
resort to this? Part of him wa s glad that, despite everything,
Marc would think of calling for his help. Blake couldn't give it
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at that moment, though, not when he had his own battle to
fight.

A second demon fell under his blows. Through the dense,
drifting fog, he saw glimp ses of three, maybe four more
fighters around him. From his estimations, maybe a dozen
demons were guarding the breach. That was all he had been

able to count before rushing forward to fight. He hoped his
distraction had been enough to allow Simon to get closer to
the breach under the cover of a glamour. He also hoped that

they'd be able to buy him enough time.

Maybe fifty yards away, the breach gleamed as brightly as
it had when he had first caught sight of it hours earlier. It
seemed like it had been days rather than hours. Its
brightness was enough to shine through the fog that
appeared to drift through it. Ma ybe ten feet high and half that
in width, it seemed to have been torn through the fabric of
reality itself. The ragged edges of the roughly oval opening
seemed to flap with the feeble wind. Despite its brightness, it
was hard to tell what lay beyond it; a sheer but blurry vell
appeared to drape over it. Th ere didn't seem to be movement
on the other side, however, and that was good. The last thing
they needed now was for reinfor cements to surge out of the
breach.

"Blake! Behind you!"

He whirled at Kate's warning, blindly slashing his sword
with both hands. It met metal, and sparks flew, illuminating
the demon's snout. He hit again and again. The fog was
slowly thinning around him. At his back, the light emanating
from the breach flickered.
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* % % *

The building reeked of death. Marc passed a hand over his

face, wiping the blood from his eyes. He instinctively licked
his fingers as he turned on his heel to find his next prey. He
grimaced as the bitterness hit his tongue. Some of it was his,

but mostly it was demons' blood. They had realized, at about
the same time that they had torn the door off its hinges, that
he was the most dangerous of their adversaries. They had
been avoiding him since, focusing instead of the weaker
humans he fought with.

Mike and a comrade battled three at once, barely
managing to stay alive, let alone do any damage to the
demons. They were tiring under the relentless assault—but
then, they were all tired after fighting for so long. Grinding his
teeth against the protests of his wounded thigh, Marc surged
forward, his sword already raised. He focused his blows on
one of the three demons until the beast growled its
annoyance and broke away from the two humans to turn on
him.

As he fought the pig-faced demon, he tried not to wonder
where Blake was and whether he was listening to the call.
Marc had not let go of the bloodline since he had seized it, but
with each passing second, he doubted more and more that
Blake would come back. Why wo uld he, he thought bitterly.
What had Marc ever offered him that would bring him back?

Over the clash of the battle, he heard the roar of an
engine. His head whipped to the entrance, hoping to see ...
Blake? Reinforcements? Numbers would have been better at
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this point, but he couldn't help hoping for a single silhouette
in that doorway.

A flash of metal on the edge of his vision jerked him back
into his fight. He rolled away from the descending blade. His
thigh pressed against the floor, and he groaned as pain
lanced through his body. Just a little longer, he thought,
frantic, as he forced himself ba ck to his feet. Just one more
demon...

* % % *

Only ragged scraps of fog st ill clung to the street. The
alarm had abruptly stopped ringing moments earlier, as
though dying with one of the demons. Panting, Kate wiped
sweat from her forehead, then gripped her sword with both
hands again. She shifted her feet on the uneven asphalt to
steady her stance and waited for the next attack. She didn't
have enough energy left to keep throwing herself at demons.
She didn't know how Blake could do it still. His left arm hung
limp at his side, blood soaking his jacket's sleeve and trickling
from his fingers, and yet he kept rushing at the four demons
left, needling them before pulling back, drawing them away
from Simon and his two bodyguards.

Five minutes into the fight, a flash of blue light had
traversed the fog, lightning-fast but soundless. Just feet away
from Kate, Blake had finished putting a demon to death
before rushing toward the br each. Through her own frenzied
attack, Kate had been sure he would jump through, for a
moment, and a fist of ice clos ing over her heart had spurred
her on. She had finished her attacker and run after Blake,
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only to find him guarding Si mon. She had no idea when or
how Simon had come to the middle of the fight, but she
knew, without needing to think about it, what he was doing.

She had held her position ever since, guarding Simon from
attacks and disruptions. Blake, on the other hand, had
returned to the fight when Daniel had joined them. They were
all just buying more time for Si mon's spell. She realized that,
but with each passing moment, Kate's hope grew that,
maybe, just maybe...

"It's just us left,” Daniel said. He sounded out of breath
and in pain. "How much time, Simon?"

Kate glanced at Daniel. He should have known better than
to talk to their mage and distract him. How desperate was he
to risk interrupting the spell? Simon, however, didn't seem to
have heard, and he kept chanting under his breath. Returning
to facing the demons, Kate flinched. Three of them
surrounded Blake about fifty yard s away while the fourth one
stalked toward her, limping. Sw allowing past the lump in her
throat, she stepped forward. Better to keep the fight away
from Simon if she could.

* % k% %

"It's over. The last ones ju st ran off into the woods."
Marc nodded at the soldier's words, grateful. His sword
slipped from his bloodied fingers and fell with a resounding
clang. He let his knees buckle beneath him and joined it on
the ground. In a minute, he'd stand again, help the medic if
he could, thank the reinforcements, count how many demons
had died under their blows—and how many members of the
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squad had survived. In just a minute, he would do what
needed to be done. Until then, though, he'd lie down and rest.

It was over. The price was hefty, but they had won this
fight. And still, he couldn't make himself let go of the
bloodline.

* % % *

"Two. Just two more. Just two."

Blake muttered the words over and over, burying his pain,
tiredness and worry beneath them. He would never have
believed he would last so long . Spurred on by Kate's presence
and the unrelenting call of his Sire, he had fought harder and
better than he ever had before . But then, no battle had ever
mattered as much as this one did. Fights had never been
anything more than games until now, where each move was
the equivalent of a pawn meandering over an intricate board.
Now that Blake understood how it could be so much more,
the path was straight and unmistakable in front of him. He
had no more time for sidesteps and detours.

The two demons a few steps in front of him grunted at
each other. Blake had no idea what they were arguing about,
but it couldn't possibly be good. He glanced at Kate on the
other side of them. She had just pulled her sword from the
last demon she had killed and seemed to be hesitating. Her
braid had long ago come undone, and her disheveled hair
framed her face, giving her a wild appearance. Even from
where he stood, Blake could hear the resounding beating of
her heart with each huffing breath she drew. She kept her
sword pointed at the ground, her shoulders slumped. She was
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exhausted. Even so, she took an unsteady step toward the
demons and him, then a second one. Despite himself, Blake
grinned. If they survived this, he would kiss her—and this
time, he wouldn't ask for her permission.

His grin faded when the taller of the two demons whacked
at him without warning. Drawing from his last reserves, Blake
stumbled to the side and out of harm's way just in time. At
this new angle, he could see the thin silhouette stalking
toward Simon and Daniel, unbek nownst to them. He hadn't
known where Jen had hidden herself until now, or why she
hadn't joined the fight earlier, but her goal seemed all too
clear.

"Kate! Protect Simon!"

The demon took another shot at him. Blake crouched and
rolled further away. He risked a glance at Kate and was
relieved to see she was now hurrying back toward Simon,
calling Daniel's name to warn him of the impending attack.
Blake growled as he pushed himsel f back to his feet. If there
was one kill he would have liked to have to his name, it was
Jen's. The thought sent a burst of energy through him. He
launched himself forward and swung his sword at the
demon's neck. He didn't strike with enough force to sever its
head, but blood spurted forward. Dropping its axe, the demon
gripped the wound with both hands. Even then, the blood
continued to gurgle until it fell, face forward. Blake tried to
rush past it to get to the ot her fight, where Kate and Daniel
fought back Jen with all they had left. The last demon
however didn't let him go. It lashed out and, taking Blake by
surprise, hit his already injur ed left arm. Blake's vision
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blurred when he felt the bone crack. He tumbled down, barely

managing to protect his arm from further harm. Any more

pain, he thought, grinding his teeth, and he might pass out.
Just as he hit the ground, he caught a glimpse of a

silhouette jumping through the br each. He wanted to shout at

Jen to come back, but the words died in his throat. The space

around the breach fired up with a light brighter than the sun.

Deafening thunder rolled over th e street. When Blake's vision
cleared again, everything was dark. It took him a couple of
seconds to understand why. The breach was closed. Without

its light, night had fallen on the street again.

A yell brought him back to his fight. The last demon was
standing over him, but its head was turned to where the
breach had been, just moments ago. Acting through instinct
alone, Blake thrust his sword up, plunging beneath the
demon's armor. The demon's shou t died with it. It started
toppling over, the metal spikes on its armor plunging toward
Blake. With a groan of effort , Blake pushed it to the side
where it lay next to another demon. And then, it was truly
over.

Silence covered the street, almost unreal after the clash of
steel and clamor of magic. Bl ake's ears buzzed, as though
trying to cover the absence of no ise. He sat up but didn't try
to get to his feet quite yet. He didn't think he could stand
without immediately getting better reacquainted with the
ground. A cry of joy rang ov er the corpses of the fallen
fighters and humans. Blake looked toward the last three
members of the squad. Simon jumped up and down, shouting
his pride.
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"l did it! | really did it!"

He only stopped when, next to him, Daniel fell to his
knees. He leaned toward him, asking a worried question, but
Daniel only shook his head before breaking down into what
could have been fits of laught er or crying, Blake couldn't tell.
Kate left the two of them and, with slow, limping steps,
trudged back toward Blake. He used his sword as a crutch to
stand, and let out a small cry when the movement jostled his
left arm.

"You're OK?" she asked, o  nly four yards away now.

He slid Seneca into the scabbard on his back. Every inch of
his body protested against the effort. "I will be. You?"

She imitated him and put her sword away. Blood, sweat,
and remnants of camouflage make-up marred her face. She
had never been so beautiful. "I'm ... fine. Better than fine."

Careful fingers cupped the back of his head and pulled him
to her. She barely brushed her lips to his, as though afraid to
hurt him. He smiled against her mouth.

“I'm not made of glass, you know."

He raised his arms to embrace her and show her what a
proper kiss was like—and reme mbered too late the mangled
state of his left arm. The dull pain that throbbed through his
entire left side flared. He gasped, doubling in pain.

"Fuck!"

Kate let out a dry laugh. "I give you a little kiss and
already you want to get in my pants. You're not losing any
time, are you?"

With a pained smile, Blake shrugged his good shoulder.

"No time to lose, is more like it."
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She shook her head but she was still smiling. Delicately,
she took his right hand in he r left. Both their hands were
bloodied. They stuck together . Blake didn't mind one bit.

"I've missed you," she said, quieter now. "I'm happy
you're here. Really, really happy!"

She ended with a spark of bright laughter that lit up the
night.

Walking back to the truck was an ordeal only made easier
by Kate's hand holding his tightly. After all these nights spent
wandering through the labyrinth-like streets of the dilapidated
town, the absence of the fog made everything simpler, and
they found their way back easily. Simon babbled the entire
time, recounting his magic fe at with unnecessary details.
Although Blake wanted to tell him to be quiet, with the ready-
made excuse that they didn't want to attract any demon left
in the City, he said nothing. Simon had earned his moment of
glory. He seemed disappointed when Daniel, Kate and Blake
all climbed into the back, leaving the driving to him, but they
could still hear his excited babble from the back through a
narrow opening in the cabin.

"We'll go back for them," Kate murmured as the truck
started.

Daniel nodded, his face turned to the quiet ruins and the
dead they were leaving behind. He and Kate made plans
almost the entire way back to the camp. Blake closed his eyes
after a moment and let their voices roll over him like waves.
Kate's hand anchored him to the truck, but sleep had never
seemed so appealing.

"Blake? Will you?"
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He started awake, blinking owlishly at Kate and Daniel,
both of whom were looking at him. Kate's expression was
expectant; Daniel's, wary.

"What?"

"Will you stay with the squad?" Daniel asked, his tone
gruff. "The job's not done."

Blake hid a yawn beneath his hand. "Not sure. Have to talk
to Marc."

The two of them nodded and resumed their planning,
unaware of Blake's frown at his own words. They had come
out automatically, a standard re ply for any decision that he
wanted to discuss with his Sire. Part of him wanted to
repudiate them—nhe had left Marc behind, after all. He
couldn't manage to, however. As bitter as the truth was, he
wanted to see Marc, wanted to look on his face for a sign of
pride that Blake had helped close the breach, an
acknowledgement that his turnin g hadn't been a mistake. He
hadn't thought of Marc since he had started fighting, but the
tug was still there, calling him forward, the sensation
becoming clearer as the truck approached the camp.

"We might come into a fight," he said abruptly,
remembering what Marc had said about demons attacking the
camp. "Marc was preparing your soldiers for it when | left."

Daniel frowned at that, exchanging a worried glance with
Kate. He pushed himself up from the bench and stumbled to
the back of the truck, close to the cabin. On his orders, Simon
sent a message to the camp through the radio. The reply
came in quickly, grim though positive. The camp had indeed
been attacked, though the fight had ended now. The gates
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were wide open when they arrived there, and Daniel slipped
out of the truck before Simon ha d even turned off the engine.

"Shouldn't you go with him?" Blake asked Kate, though he
still didn't let go of her hand.

"He knows where to find me if he needs me."

They helped each other out of the truck, both wincing as
the movements disagreed with their respective wounds.

"He also knows I'll send a medic to chase after him soon,"
she added, grinning through the pain, "so he'll do as much as
he can before that."

Before Blake could reply, Marc appeared in front of them.
The tug inside of Blake finally let go, and he immediately
started missing it. The feeling disappeared when he took in
Marc's worried expression.

"You're hurt,"” Marc said, almost accusingly.

Blake was too tired to do mo re than raise an eyebrow at
him. "So are you," he replied. Even without looking, he could
smell his Sire's blood and the stinging smell of disinfectant.

Marc gave Kate the same hard look. "And you're hurt, too.
Weren't you supposed to be resting?"

Curious as to how she would reply, Blake glanced at her.

She looked embarrassed. He chuckled; if he had told her she
should have been resting, he was sure her answer would have
been much more vocal.

Still frowning, Marc turned back to Blake. "How bad is it?

Let me see."

Grinding his teeth, Blake let Marc fuss over his arm. The
careful touches of Marc's finger tips sent a few flashes of pain
through his arm. Marc flinched every time Blake winced.
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"There are two medics inside. Better have them look at it
than let it heal on its own."

Blake nodded, though the words weren't anything he had
hoped to hear from his Sire. Unconsciously, he tightened his
hand on Kate's.

"The breach is closed," she said suddenly. "And it's all
thanks to Blake. It'd never have happened without him."

Mark looked at her in surprise, then turned to Blake again.
Blake couldn't recall ever seeing flames like those in his eyes,
not unless he was angry. His scent, though, held no trace of
anger.

"See?" Marc said, his voice sh  aking. "This, right here. You
being a hero even when you claim you don't care about any
of it. That's why | came back to you. That's why | was always
going to come back, Childe."

The last word hid the trace of a question. Blake answered
it with a small smile. Leaning in, Marc kissed him. The touch
wasn't as delicate as Kate's earlier, but the urgency behind it
was unmistakable. Unable to resist, Blake tilted his head and
answered the kiss, pressing his tongue against Marc's. His
scent shifted, just barely, and Blake realized what unfamiliar
thread had colored it until that instant: fear. When had Marc
last been afraid because of him? And why was a simple kiss
enough to reassure him? He pulled back and slowly shook his
head, trying to appear stern. He was still hurt. This wasn't as
easy as Marc wanted it to be.

"You're not forgiven yet," he warned. "You should have
told me about Jen."
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Kate nodded at his side. "You should have told us. We
wouldn't have followed her so blindly if we'd known."

Marc looked from Blake to her and back, glancing down at
their hands.

"You're right. | should ha  ve told you. I'm sorry."

It wasn't the first time he had heard his Sire apologize, but
somehow, this time, Blake believed the words.

"So ... what now?" he asked, as much to Marc as to Kate.

He watched as their eyes met. She looked away first while
Marc remained blank-faced.

Kate cleared her throat. "The squad will be moving to
Claremont for a while, until all demons that remain in the City
and around it are killed. Then we'll move to a different town,
and help them close the breach there. If you wanted to stay
... The squad needs fighters like you."

She looked down at her feet as she said it, rather than
looking at either of them, but the blush coloring her cheeks
revealed she was addressing both of them. It hinted that she
might want them to stay for other reasons as well, but now
was not the time to press her about it. Blake brought her
hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles, all the while keeping
his eyes on Marc. Marc tilted his head toward Kate and gave
Blake a questioning look. He nodded.

"We'll stay," Marc said very slowly. "At least for a while. To
see how things go."

He wasn't talking about the squad and the fight anymore,
and Blake was sure Kate understood that. If anything, her
blush darkened when she gave a shallow nod in reply to
Marc's words. Blake smiled. He had rarely been as uncertain
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about what the future held for him, but he couldn't wait to
find out.

The End
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Coming in 2009 in Blurred Bloodlines

Kate stared in shock at the space where, just a second
earlier, the breach had winked out of existence. The shout
that had been rising to her lips died there without a sound.
She dropped her sword and clutched at her throat, touching
the two bite marks there. She blinked once, then a second
time, and still the breach was gone.

"Oh my God. Oh no, please no..."

She ran amongst the last of the fights toward the circle of
mages, already shouting.

"Simon! Open it back up!"

He turned to look at her, his joy fading in front of her
panic.

"What?"

She seized his arms and clutched them. "You have to open
it again, you've got to—"

He shook his head and cut her in, each word slicing at her
heart. "We can't do that, Kate . We've got no idea how. And
even if we did, why would we?"

She opened her mouth but no word came out. How could
she express the horror she felt when the image of the breach
disappearing filled her mind, obli terating everything else. She
let go of him and turned on her heel, looking around with a
sudden hope. Marc. Marc would know what to do. Marc would
know if...
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Her eyes found him, crouching near a rock maybe fifty
yards away. She ran again, paying no mind to the demon
bodies on her path.

"Marc!"

He turned his face toward her and slowly stood, giving the
body at his feet a last glance. She threw herself into his arms
and clung to him.

"Is he ... is he alive?" she said in between dry sobs.

His arms closed around her. "He asked me to do it," he
said against her hair. "l swear. He'll wake up tomorrow and
tell you—"

She pulled away and looked at him, dumbstruck. "What
are you talking about?"

He frowned at her. "Daniel. What are you talking about?"

Her heart constricted in he  r chest. She looked down,
already knowing what she would see. At their feet, Daniel
looked like he was merely asleep. The trace of blood on his
neck only emphasized how pale his skin was. She turned her
head away and rested her cheek against Marc's shoulder. If
he hadn't been holding her still, her knees would have
buckled beneath her.

"Blake. A demon..." She swallowed hard. "A demon pushed
him through the breach before they closed it."

Marc's arms tightened around her until she could barely
breathe. She asked again, the words coming out in a
murmur.

"Is he alive?"

[Back to Table of Contents]
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