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Forget Ever After




The words in front of Lena’s eyes
were becoming blurry, melting together on the paper in an
incomprehensible mess. She slipped a
bookmark between the pages of the heavy medical textbook and leaned
back on the bed, arms spread out to each side of her. She closed
her eyes and she tried to review the definitions she had just gone
over, but her memory refused to cooperate. The bits of sentences
that were coming to her mind in random order might have described
the inner workings of an alien from a faraway world, but in no way,
shape, or form, could they possibly apply to human
anatomy.

With a deep sigh, she rolled onto her side and
opened her eyes again. On the bedside table, mere inches from her
face, the picture of Liam looked back at her with serene blue
eyes.

“You can
do it,” his
quiet smile seemed to be saying. “You’ll ace that test. I know you
will.”

Lena’s hand trembled a little while she reached
out to run a finger along the image in a gesture as habitual as it
was comforting.

“For you,” she murmured and sat up.

She found the place where she had stopped
reading and started again, forcing her mind to focus on the
definitions she had to memorize.

It was Friday night and the exam was
scheduled for Monday morning. She would be ready—she
was
ready—and confident
that she knew all these terms when she wasn’t too tired to string
words together in a sentence that made sense. However, as Liam had
often said, reviewing a little more couldn’t hurt. It wasn’t as
though she had anything better to do anyway.

After a while someone knocked on the door, Lena
was so absorbed in what she was reading that she almost jumped,
startled. She looked up at the door, and it opened before she could
call out an invitation. Alice stepped in and Lena blinked. Her
friend and dorm-mate seemed to have grown horns and a tail since
she had last seen her at breakfast.

“You might want to have someone check these,”
she said with a quiet snort, pointing at the glowing horns attached
to Alice’s head. “Tumors that size have to be malignant.”

Alice completely ignored her attempt at a joke,
her lips not twitching into a smile for a second. Instead, she
stared at Lena, looking consternated.

“You’re not ready,” she commented flatly. “I’m
guessing it’s my ears I should have someone check, because I could
have sworn I heard you promise you’d be ready at nine.”

A quick look at the clock on the wall and Lena
grimaced and tried to look contrite. She had lost track of time as
she studied. Or maybe her subconscious had been all too happy to
forget about the Halloween party her friend had tricked her into
agreeing to attend. She had a tendency to forget this kind of
things ever since Liam…

Shutting down that line of thought, she offered
Alice an apologetic smile. “Sorry?”

Alice crossed her arms as she frowned. “Sorry
isn’t going to cut it this time. Don’t you dare move.”

With that warning, she walked out, and through
the open door, Lena could hear her high heels clicking down the
hallway. The sound ceased before it became too faint to hear, then
resumed after a few seconds. When Alice reappeared, her smile was
ferocious.

“There,” she said, handing a plastic bag to
Lena. “You can wear these. I was going to put them on with the
horns but I changed my mind.”

With some trepidation, Lena pulled out of the
bag a bundle of white tulle and glitter. A moment of confusion
passed before she recognized what she was holding.

“Wings?”

She raised a dumbfounded look toward Alice, who
eyed Lena’s jeans and plain white shirt critically.

“You won’t make the classiest angel, but I guess
you can pull it off as long as you smile. Come on, let me put these
on you.”

Lena glanced back at the wings in her hands. She
could see that Alice had good intentions, and her friend’s support
was the reason why she hadn’t quit the school during those first
few weeks after Liam’s disappearance. But good intentions or not,
the prospect of dressing up to go to a Halloween party seemed even
more silly now than it had every time Alice had mentioned it over
the past week.

“Listen,” she said gently as she stood and
folded the wings back in a bundle, “you’re the best for asking me
to come along—”

“The next words out of your mouth had better not
be ‘but I’m not coming’,” Alice cut in. “You love Halloween. You’ve
always loved Halloween. You’ve made me dress up in ridiculous
costumes for three years in a row, there’s no way I’m not returning
the favor. Now hurry up and give me those wings. Carlos and his
friend are probably waiting for us by now.”

The casual mention of this ‘friend’ didn’t
escape Lena and she tensed, knowing all too well what Alice had in
mind. Her eyes flickered toward the bedside table—toward Liam’s
picture—in an almost instinctive glance.

“It’s not a good idea,” she protested again,
looking back at Alice. She expected more reproaches and protests,
but not the sad smile that tugged at Alice’s lips.

“You’ve been locked up here for months, Lena. If
you’re not in class, you’re at the library or in your room
studying. And if you’re not studying, you’re putting up posters and
pestering the police. Do you really think he would have wanted you
to stop living?”

They’d had this discussion a dozen times over
the past weeks. Alice had supported Lena for months, but like
everyone else, she had eventually accepted that Liam wouldn’t
return, nor would he be found alive. Everyone accepted as much,
save for Lena. She refused to let go of hope. It was the flame that
kept her sane, day after day, that allowed her to keep living and
keep waiting for Liam.

However, after hearing Alice repeat it with
increasing force as the weeks passed, it was slowly sinking in that
what she had been doing, since her fiancé’s disappearance, couldn’t
be called ‘living’. At most, she was surviving. Moreover, that
wasn’t something Liam would have ever tolerated. He would have
glued those wings to her back if needed, and dragged her to the
nearest club. He would have made her dance, then smile, then laugh.
He would have made her love him even more.

Without a word, she handed over the wings to
Alice and then turned her back toward her. Alice was equally silent
as she slipped the translucent straps onto her friend’s arms before
tightening them, securing the wings on Lena’s back over her
shirt.

Alice was beaming when Lena turned back toward
her.

“You look lovely.”

With a murmured word of thanks, Lena stepped
over to where she kept her shoes by the door and slipped a pair of
sneakers on. She had to force herself to smile when she asked,

“Are we going, then?”

When she threw her usual glance at the bedside
table before closing the door, Liam’s grin, for a second, seemed a
little brighter.




* * * *




Lena almost changed her mind about the whole
shindig when the car stopped and she stepped out with the others in
front of the club. She had never been there before, but one look at
the name scrawling in blue neon over the entrance—On The Edge—told
her all she needed to know.

She gave Alice a hard look. “We’re going to a
vampire bar?”

Carlos rolled his eyes at her as he encircled
Alice’s waist with his arm.

“It’s not a vampire bar. It’s just more…friendly
to vampires than other places. And tonight, there’ll be more humans
in there than vamps anyway.”

He started pulling Alice toward the entrance,
and she looked back at Lena with an encouraging smile.

“Come on, it’ll be fun. Half the campus ought to
be here tonight.”

Lena was still hesitating when she noticed the
fourth member of their little group, Carlos’ friend whose name she
had already forgotten.

“It’s quite safe, really,” he assured her a
little shyly.

Still unconvinced, Lena watched Alice disappear
through the entrance. “I’ve heard people were killed by vampires in
this bar.”

“Not
in
it,” the guy
corrected her. “You’ll be safe as long as you stay with—with the
group.”

She could have sworn he had been about to say
‘with me’.

“And there haven’t been any deaths linked to the
club for a while, now,” he added when she kept staring at the
glowing sign.

Its color had now turned to a bright red, and it
seemed to bleed over into the crisp darkness of the night. Hardly
the best of augurs, a small part of her wanted to comment, and that
thought jolted her into action. She was being ridiculous, if she
was putting any faith into supposed signs and what they might mean.
Liam had often urged her not to look for meaning where she would
find only coincidences.

She started moving so abruptly that the man—was
his name Tony? She thought it might have been—needed to take a few
quick steps before he caught up with her. He proceeded to walk by
her side, offering to buy her a drink only to lead her down the
club’s suspended staircases and bridges when she politely
declined.

Lena had heard friends describe the club before,
but what she discovered was nothing like what she had imagined. In
her mind, a place that openly catered to vampires had to be dreary,
with dust, cobwebs, and cold stonewalls illuminated by torches, or
maybe candelabras. On The Edge, she soon had to admit, had none of
these dubious attributes. Metal staircases gave access to the lower
level, the dancing floor, where pulsating lights played over the
dancing crowd, following the fast beat of the latest rock hit. The
only flagrant difference that Lena could see from other clubs was
the conspicuous absence of mirrors anywhere in sight.

“Would you like to dance?”

She almost didn’t hear the question, Tony’s
voice all but drowned out by the sound of the music, but he leaned
closer to her as he finished. He had blue eyes, she noticed, full
of hope as Liam’s had once been.

Her answer was a tiny nod, to which Tony
answered with a beaming smile. He took her hand and pulled her
after him to the dance floor. Lena got a glimpse of Alice and
Carlos in the middle of the crowd, but she lost sight of them too
fast to suggest joining them.

At first, Tony kept her hand in his as they
danced. It made Lena uncomfortable, not because they had to look
rather ridiculous holding hands when everyone around them was
dancing wildly, but rather because she wasn’t used to anyone other
than Liam holding her hand. Tony’s hand was too large, too clumsy,
too…different.

Under the pretext of dancing more freely, she
liberated her hand and tried to enjoy the music and the atmosphere
of sheer enjoyment emanating from the costumed dancers around her,
but one song ended, then another, and still Lena kept wondering
what she was doing there. Not only that, but she could practically
feel someone watching her intently, and combined with her earlier
misgivings about the club, she grew increasingly uncomfortable as
time passed.

After she gestured to Tony that she was going
back upstairs to the bar, she didn’t know whether to be glad or
annoyed that he accompanied her. His presence soothed that little
voice screaming of danger; yet, on the other hand, she had little
interest in spending time with him and no idea how to tell him
without being rude.

Lena would gladly have sat at the bar,
surrounded by other partygoers, some of whom she vaguely recognized
from having seen them on campus before. However, Tony led her to
one of the private alcoves at the back of the room. Lena slipped
into the booth, sliding to the very far end of it and reclining
against the back cushion only to realize she would damage her wings
if she did that. Annoyed, she sat closer to the table, leaning onto
her elbows, which had the unfortunate effects of bringing her
closer to Tony.

A waitress came and took their orders, then
returned with tall glasses. Tony started talking, and Lena made the
appropriate noises in all the right places. However, the entire
time, she paid no real attention to where she was and what was
going on around her. Her mind was back in her room, which she
shouldn’t have left, and she was mentally reviewing the definitions
she would be tested on the following Monday.

It was no wonder, with Lena being so distracted,
that she didn’t see at first the man who slid inside the booth to
sit opposite Tony. She only noticed him after her companion had
fallen silent. Her heart skipped a beat when she saw him staring
intently at her, and for a second Lena told herself that she had to
be hallucinating. There was no other explanation. Then the man
reached toward her to brush the back of his knuckles against her
cheek, and suddenly she could breathe again.

“Who do you think you are?” she heard, vaguely
aware that the upset voice belonged to Tony. “You weren’t—”

“I’m Lena’s fiancé. And who would you be?”

Four words sufficed to erase seven months of
pain, fear, and anxious waiting. Four words and Lena slid over the
cushioned bench to be as close to Liam as she could, and threw her
arms around his neck. There would be time, later, for the questions
that had haunted her for all these months. Time for answers too,
she hoped. Right now, all that mattered was that Liam had
returned.

For long moments, they remained entwined and
hugging in the small booth, oblivious to the music and chatter of
the club, indifferent to Tony’s huffy departure. Lena had dreamed
of this moment many times before. But the tears, laughter, and
words she had been sure would spill forth remained at bay, their
reunion too intense for her to express in any way other than with
her arms around him.

Eventually, it was her need to see him, to look
into his eyes that made her move. She pulled back, and smiling, she
brushed her knuckles over his cheek, just as he had done to her a
few moments earlier. His skin was as she remembered, smooth despite
the tiny prickles of hair, although cooler, paler as though he were
recovering from a long illness.

“I’ve missed you,” she murmured, choking on the
words.

His smile held both pain and apology, but she
could also guess his joy through it. “I’m so sorry, Lena. I didn’t
want to disappear like that, but I wasn’t given a choice. Finding
you here tonight was the best surprise I’ve had in a long
time.”

She waited a few seconds, but he did not explain
any further.

“I looked for you,” she felt necessary to add.
“I put flyers all around town, and I kept hoping…”

Her throat tightened and she couldn’t continue.
Liam’s hand rose to cup the back of her head, his fingers weaving
through her hair.

“I know. I saw the flyers. I wanted to call you
and tell you I was okay. I was afraid you’d drop out of school…You
didn’t, did you?”

Liam seemed relieved when she shook her
head.

“I’m glad you didn’t. It would have been a
terrible waste. I can’t follow that path anymore, but you’ll make a
fantastic doctor, I know it.”

Practicing medicine had been Liam’s dream just
as much as it had been Lena’s, and she couldn’t understand how he
could be so cool, as he talked about letting that dream slip away.
Part of her was afraid to ask and finally know why Liam had
disappeared months, what he had done, where he had been, but her
need to understand was greater than her fear.

“Why?” she asked, putting all her fears, all her
hopes, all her pain in that simple word.

Liam nodded, as though he had been expecting the
question and pulled back from her. Lena wanted to protest the loss
of contact, but as she was about to, Liam tugged at the collar of
his shirt, exposing two jagged scars at the crook of his neck. Her
eyes widening, Lena leaned forward and brushed her fingers against
the healed skin. It was cool to her touch, cooler than it ought to
have been, and no pulse beat beneath her fingertips.

Understanding came in a white blaze that made
Lena blink and lose her breath. She barely heard Liam’s quiet
explanation.

“I was caught coming back from running. It
happened so fast, I didn’t even have time to realize what was going
on. It’s only when I woke up in the lair that I understood.”

Her hand dropped to the seat between them, and
she used the support to hold herself upright. She stared at Liam
with a different gaze in regards to this new knowledge. This was
why he had disappeared without a word. This was why there had been
no trace of him. This was what had kept him away.

Didn’t he know she wouldn’t have cared?

“What’s it like?” she asked, her voice gentle
despite the weight pressing down on her chest that made it hard to
breathe.

Liam’s smile was unlike any he had ever offered
her. “It was strange, the first few nights. It was as if I was
seeing the world for the first time. I never imagined there was so
much I couldn’t see, or hear, or smell…”

His eyes seemed to lose focus for an instant,
and Lena ached a little more. How much had he experienced, in those
first nights, in the months since, that he’d never be able to share
with her?

“And then,” he continued after a few seconds, “I
got used to it all. Now I can’t picture how I ever lived without
it. Without catching the scent of the jasmine before it even
blooms, or seeing stars so clearly, it feels I could almost pick
them out if I only reached toward the sky.”

The quiet awe in his words forced a response out
of Lena.

“So…you like being a vampire, then?”

Liam blinked and frowned, as though the question
surprised him.

“It’s what I am. I never wanted to be one, I
never imagined it would happen to me, but it did. And now…sometimes
it feels as though I was never anything else.”

He hadn’t actually answered, but she took his
words as affirmative. The tone of his voice alone was clear enough.
She let seconds pass in silence as she watched him, finding him the
same as she remembered, though paler; his eyes seemed darker,
somehow, stronger.

“I wish you had come to me,” she said at last,
trying not to allow herself to accuse or complain. “I worried all
these months, wondered if you were still alive and held against
your will. Or if you had died. I imagined so many terrible things
that could have happened to you. I even thought a vampire might
have gotten you, but I was sure you would have come back to me if
that had been the case.”

His hand covered hers where it had curled into a
fist on her thigh. It felt cool, not cold as she would have
expected, and weighted nothing—and at the same time, it was heavier
than the entire world.

“I couldn’t. My Sire…” He hesitated at that, and
Lena thought for a second he even grimaced. “Alexei said I’d draw
attention to our clan if I went to anyone I used to know. He had
forbidden me to see you.”

The strain in his words hinted that there was
much more hidden behind them than he was saying. Lena knew very
little about vampire customs, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to
know anything more about them, but she had to ask.

“But you’re here now. Won’t he be mad at
you?”

“He’s dead.” His voice seemed flat, but again
Lena could have sworn it was only a mask. “He died a few weeks ago,
and so did the Master of my clan. Those of us who were left tried
to stick together but…” He shrugged. “It didn’t work out and we all
went our own way. I’m living on my own, now.”

Lena still had dozens of questions that she
wanted to ask. Hundreds of them. But at the same time, she
wondered, yet again, if she truly wanted to know. As long as she
didn’t ask, she could tell herself that Liam had been happy all
those months. That he had found a new family, a new life. That he
didn’t kill to feed.

Once more, silence stretched between them, and
Lena could feel his eyes on her even as she observed him and
thought about what he had said, and not said. In the end, none of
it changed anything, and she had to let him know that.

“I love you.” To say it aloud again, to say it
to Liam after months of whispering it to a picture felt liberating.
“I never stopped loving you. Even when other people were telling me
you had bailed on me because the wedding was coming and you got
cold feet. Even when I started accepting that I’d probably never
see you again. I still loved you this whole time, and you
being…being a vampire makes no difference. I’ll always love you,
Liam.”

Months of endless waiting seemed to melt away
with those words. It wouldn’t have taken much for her to believe
Liam had never disappeared, never left such a void in her life and
heart. He only needed to say the words too.

But all he did was pick up her hand and cradle
it between both of his on the table. He wasn’t even looking at her.
The numbness was overwhelming, but she had to know, and she fought
to push the words out.

“You—you don’t feel the same anymore?”

Slowly, he brought his eyes back to her, and she
could have sworn there were flames dancing in them.

“Some vampires change when
they are sired,” he said, his words barely loud enough for Lena to
hear them. “No one can know until after if they’ll be the same as when they were
humans or completely different.”

As before, he wasn’t really answering her
question, but she thought she could see where he was going with
that line of thought.

“You changed a lot?” she asked, fearing his
answer yet needing to know.

“I thought I had. I…well, you don’t want to
know, really. There are things that vampires do that would have
revolted me a year ago. I know I would have died rather than kill
anyone, but, I’ve done as much, and I don’t regret it. It’s just
what I am, now. I can’t pretend otherwise even if that means losing
you.”

He dropped his eyes to their entwined fingers on
the table, and Lena realized she was trying to pull her hand free.
She managed to stop. She had just told him she loved him regardless
of who or what he was now. She couldn’t go back on her words
because he was being honest in return, even if fear was beginning
to seize her.

“That’s another reason why I didn’t come to see
you,” he continued when she had relaxed a little. “I could have
gone against my Sire’s orders. He’d have punished me, but it’d have
been worth it to see you. I knew you’d be hurt, though, and I
didn’t want to see that look of pain on your face.”

His smile, somewhere between resigned and
bittersweet, broke Lena’s heart, and made her want to hold on to
him and never let go again.

“I thought I had changed,” he repeated, meeting
her eyes again. “My Sire said vampires can’t love. But I still love
you. I knew I did from the first night I rose, and he tried
everything to convince me it wasn’t possible. I thought I believed
him, but when I saw you earlier, dancing with that guy, I knew
nothing had changed. I knew I still love you as much as I did when
I was human. And that tells me it was the real thing between us, if
everything in me changed except for that.”

Lena moved first. Her free hand rose toward
Liam’s face and cupped his cheek, drawing him toward her as she
leaned forward. His lips were cool, but as soft as they had been in
her dreams and memories, and everything disappeared from her world
until only she and Liam remained.

His hands dropped to her waist, and
he pulled her to sit on his lap, his gesture as tender and careful
as he had ever been, but containing a restrained strength that
changed it—and him—at the same time. Lena noticed, she
couldn’t not have noticed, and realized that the man holding her in his
arms was different from the one she had once been weeks away from
marrying. But she didn’t care, or didn’t want to care. All that
mattered for now was being with him.

Intent on rediscovering him, she kept her lips
light on his, brushing against them, drawing back then forward
again, each touch bringing back a memory. He seemed content to let
her do as she pleased for a little while; but after a moment, his
hands tightened briefly at her waist, and in the same instant, he
deepened the kiss, his tongue all but requesting passage past her
lips. She complied with a quiet sound at the back of her throat
that he soothed by gently stroking her back along the edges of the
tulle wings.

At first, all she felt was pure tactile
memories. She wasn’t in a club anymore. She was on the top row of
the empty bleachers, the game long over and the warmth of Liam’s
mouth and hands on hers even greater than that of the sun, high
above them. She was in the park two blocks from campus, the
leftovers from a picnic and study session forgotten for a moment to
enjoy a much-needed mental break and cuddle. She was in that small
apartment they had shared for almost two years, a new ring on her
finger, a stunned ‘yes’ still echoing in the room even as she and
Liam shared their first kiss as an engaged couple. She experienced
their three and a half years of love, in a single kiss.

But beyond the familiar, beyond the tenderness
of Liam’s touch and the comfort of his tongue tracing well-known
patterns against hers, she could once more discern something new.
It was in the slightly coppery taste of his mouth, and in the way
his flesh warmed at her contact. It was, also, in the low growl—or
was it a purr?—that she almost felt more than she heard. It was in
the tightly possessive hold of his hands on her waist. No longer
stroking but rather clutching, as though he were afraid she would
leave.

In all truth, she considered it. She had always
prided herself on being reasonable, and this certainly was anything
but. As much as she loved Liam, and even if he had professed his
continued love for her, she realized that she was in danger. But
when it came down to it, when they separated, when Liam helped her
up and slid out of the booth, she held on to his hand and
accompanied him out. Lena didn’t care about anything other than the
simple fact that Liam had returned to her.




* * * *




During the short walk to his apartment, Liam
revealed how he and the other vampires of his clan who had survived
their Master’s slaying had divided amongst themselves the money
they had found in their lair.

“It was more than we expected. Most of it in
cash and some jewelry. I’ve used my share to pay for a few months
rent.”

Lena did not respond, and tried not to let
herself wonder where that money and jewelry had come from. She
could easily imagine, of course, but as long as she didn’t let
herself acknowledge the victims that had certainly been
robbed—killed—things would be easier to accept.

The apartment was on the third floor of a drab
but clean building.

“The electric box is faulty,” Liam said,
apologetic, as he walked from room to room and lit a few candles.
“Since I don’t need much light, candles have been enough so
far.”

Lena could see only three rooms, a living room
solely furnished with a battered sofa and piles of books next to
it, a bedroom, and a small bathroom. The books, at least, were a
familiar touch. Liam would never go anywhere without one. She
followed him into the bedroom. The bed was smaller than the one
they had once shared, but the sheets and cover were tucked in as
neatly as they had ever been in their bedroom. More books were
spread out on the bedside table, next to the tall pillar candle,
along with an open notebook. As she approached, aware of his eyes
following her around the room, she could see his handwriting
covering half a page and had the urge to read it. Part of Liam was
still the man she knew, but there were new facets to him that she
wished she could have known—and others she feared discovering.

“It’s small, but I feel safe here,” Liam added
after a moment to fill the silence. “We were running for a while
after the Master was killed, so it’s good not to have Enforcers
hunting me anymore. And I’ve been trying not to give them a reason
to hunt me.”

She acknowledged what he wasn’t quite saying
with a nod. If he didn’t kill, Special Enforcers would leave him
alone. That meant finding willing victims, however, and that
explained why he had been prowling the club tonight. Lena shuddered
as though an icy finger had slid down her spine.

“Do you bring them here?” she asked, and at his
blank look added, “The people you feed from. Do you bring them
here?”

She tried not to wonder what he thought as his
eyes narrowed; tried not to wonder either whether he brought other
people here, other women, for a different purpose than to feed from
them.

“I don’t,” he answered at last, shaking his
head. “It would be too risky. A lair is supposed to be the ultimate
safe haven. I don’t bring anyone here.”

“Except me,” she pointed out with a small
smile.

“Except you,” he agreed. “But you’re different.
You’re not prey.”

To hear him say that word and remind her again
of what he was now made Lena uneasy, and she took a few steps away
from him and toward the window on the other side of the bed.
Metallic blinds covered it; they were cold beneath her fingers when
she pulled two apart to look outside. A bland view of the city
greeted her, anonymous buildings and flashing signs. She started at
the unexpected feel of his hands settling on her shoulders.

“Lena, please, don’t be afraid of me.”

“I’m not—” she began, but couldn’t finish as she
realized that yes, a veil of fear had draped over her.

“I want to taste you.” His murmured words
caressed the shell of her ear before sliding down her neck. “But I
won’t, not unless you give me permission.”

His mouth reached the crook of her neck and
settled there, cool and soft. Lena tensed, expecting a bite, then
understood what he had just said. He wouldn’t, not without her
consent. She almost wished she could have said the word and offered
herself to him this way, but she remained silent.

He kept his lips against her pulse point just a
little longer, as though waiting for her to change her mind, but
when she didn’t, he trailed them down the nape of her neck, pushing
her hair away as he did. At the same time, his fingers slid beneath
the straps of her wings and started pulling them down. He seemed to
hesitate for a second, and Lena urged him forward by arching her
shoulders back to help.

“An angel for a demon,” Liam murmured as he
removed her wings. “Ironic, isn’t it?”

Turning to face him, Lena met his eyes and hoped
that no fear remained in her own. “Not ironic. Fitting.”

Her fingers shook when they twisted and pulled
at the buttons of his shirt, but no more than his as they did the
same thing for her. She finished first, and slid her hands beneath
the fabric to push it off his shoulders. A pale mark caught her eye
and she frowned.

“What happened…” she started, but trailed off as
she gently turned his body toward the light of the candle.

She counted five scar lines over his chest, and
three on his arms. When she traced each of them with a finger, Liam
glanced down, frowning, and then shrugged.

“These are nothing. They’ll disappear in a few
weeks.”

“But who did this? Why—”

He cut off her question by pressing his mouth to
hers, hard and fast. She pulled back and tried to hold him off long
enough to get an answer, but he didn’t give her time to ask
again.

“I was in a fight, I got hurt,” he said,
reaching again for her shirt to finish unbuttoning it. “Nothing bad
and nothing for you to be concerned about. Really, Lena, love.”
With a finger under her chin, he tilted her face up toward his.
“Don’t worry about it. I’m fine.”

Her white shirt joined his on the floor, soon
followed by the rest of their clothes. Lena couldn’t help but look
for more scars, more proof that Liam wasn’t telling her everything.
She found a few more, older ones it seemed, and as before, she
couldn’t help but reach out to touch them. Liam evaded her questing
hand by taking hold of her wrist and bringing it to his lips to lay
a kiss in the center of her palm, then a second one on the finger
that still bore his ring.

“Stop worrying so much,” he whispered, an
admonition that made her smile for being so familiar.

He drew back the sheets, then pulled her to lie
down on the bed with him. With his body against hers, legs
entangled, his hard cock trapped between them, her breasts pressed
against his chest, it became suddenly more difficult to focus on
anything but the burning kiss he initiated.

As she relaxed against him, he maneuvered her
onto her back and abandoned her lips. She would have protested, but
the feel of his mouth gently traveling over her collarbone then
down the curve of her breast stole all thoughts from her mind. His
lips fastened over her nipple and she moaned, then again when his
fingers ghosted around her other breast.

She closed her eyes and her hands played over
his back, becoming reacquainted with the feel of his skin. After
months of lonely nights, it was almost too much, and still she
wanted more of his touch, more of him. Taking his hand in hers, she
guided it down to the apex of her legs. He complied easily with her
request, and traced her folds with a delicate finger, spreading her
wetness around before easily sliding in. She arched up at the
feeling and his lips tightened over her nipple, eliciting a gasp
from her.

For a few moments—Seconds? Centuries?—she lay
against him and reveled in his caresses, each of them healing the
aching void his absence had left in her soul. But she had never
been happy with a passive role, and eventually the desire to show
him with her body what she had declared in words already, showing
him how much she loved him still, became an irrepressible need.
Capturing his hand, she lifted it off her body and gently pushed it
back until Liam had rolled onto his back. She followed immediately,
lying alongside him.

“My turn,” she murmured, her voice roughened by
want and need.

As she leaned on her forearm, she looked for
those white lines she had touched earlier, and this time caressed
them with her lips, kissing each of them and making the silent wish
that Liam would not get hurt again. When she reached the lowest
mark, an inch or so to the left of his navel, she felt him take a
deep breath. She could easily guess what had prompted it, and
rested her cheek on his stomach to lightly blow air over the head
of his twitching cock. He shuddered beneath her, his hand
entangling into her hair, and she smiled.

“Anything you want?” she breathed, and trailed a
finger over the length of his cock.

The request for her mouth that she expected did
not come, and instead his answer was simpler, though intense.

“You. Always.”

Sitting up, she looked at his face. He had never
seemed so serious and Lena knew, in a moment of perfect clarity,
that he had missed her during the past seven months, just as much
as she had missed him. Something inside her loosened, and relief
replaced a fear she hadn’t known existed until that moment. Need,
desire and love overwhelmed all that she was or felt, and almost as
if in a daze, she kneeled over Liam’s hips and guided his cock
inside her. They shared a sigh as she remained still for a few
seconds, savoring their union.

When she started raising herself up, he began
moving along with her, falling into the well-known steps of their
dance as though they had never been separated. His hands skimmed
over her skin, caressing her thighs and sliding up to cup her
breast then down again, urging her on faster.

She tried to resist, at first. She wanted this
to last, to somehow make up for too many worried and lonely nights.
But the fire in Liam’s eyes as he said her name, the heat in his
kiss when he drew her down to him for an instant were too hard to
fight. Raking her fingernails over his chest, she changed her angle
slightly so his cock would press against that sensitive spot inside
her with every thrust of her hips. She could feel the wave rising
in her and increased her tempo at the same time as she contracted
her muscles around Liam, pulling a grunt from his lips.

The wave swept her up first, making her vision
blur in the intense heat of pleasure and her body shake as she
struggled to keep moving and take Liam along with her. He captured
her hands and helped her when her movements started becoming
erratic, steadying her rhythm just a little longer. She could tell,
by the way his eyes tightened, that Liam was close. A last thrust
down pushed his cock deep inside her, and he came. A second orgasm
crashed through Lena as she collapsed on top of him with her face
buried in the crook of his neck and his arms tight around her.

She could feel him panting, his chest moving
along with hers. It would have been easy to forget he didn’t need
to breathe anymore. The scarred skin against her lips was too much
of a reality for her to pretend, however.

She remained on top of him until both their
breathing had calmed, and when she finally moved to lie next to
him, he rolled with her, his body pressing against her side. Even
with her eyes closed, she could feel his gaze on her, strong and
fiery. She rolled onto her side toward him and opened her eyes. She
didn’t need to ask him to tell her what was on his mind, and when
he did, his voice trembled with the same intensity it had held the
night he had asked her to marry him.

“Will you let me turn you?”

The need to consent flared in Lena. She’d give
anything as long as she could still be with him. However, in the
same instant, reality left no place for doubts as far as to what
her answer had to be. Her eyes filled with tears that she refused
to shed. She was done crying over Liam, not when she had found him
again, for however brief a moment.

“We could have forever,” he insisted, his words
and tone cajoling. “The happily ever after we deserve.”

“Sounds wonderful,” she said, unable to raise
her voice past a murmur. “But what if it changed me? What if I
didn’t…?” The idea felt incongruous, and yet she had to voice it.
“What if I didn’t love you anymore? You said there’s no way to tell
beforehand how much it will change someone.”

Liam didn’t answer. In that brief moment before
he rolled onto his back and pulled away from her, Lena saw his face
become a disappointed mask. She turned away as well, pulling the
sheet up to clutch it to her chest. She hated hurting him, but she
couldn’t do anything else. The silence that settled on the room
quickly became oppressive.

“I’ve cried myself to sleep for seven months,”
she said at last. “I’ve missed you so much. At times I thought I
would simply die without you. But I kept going, because that’s what
you’d have wanted. I stayed in school, because it wasn’t just my
dream, it was yours, too. I’m going to do it, Liam. I’m going to be
a doctor. For me and for you. That’s the one certainty that kept me
sane all this time. And I’d rather have this certainty and…and not
be with you, than believe in forever, and risk losing my love for
you.”

Silence fell again on the small room as her
words died. She was beginning to wonder whether she ought to leave
when Liam moved, fast enough to pull a surprised gasp from her, and
threw a possessive arm over her.

“I owe you an apology,” he said. “I’ve believed
since we met that I was the strongest one out of the two of us. I
was wrong.”

She tried moving into his embrace, tried to say
something, but he tightened his arm for a second and shushed
her.

“Sleep, love. There’ll be time to talk
tomorrow.”

Lena knew him too well not to hear the barely
concealed lie in his words. There would be no talk, of course not.
They had said everything there was to say. Lena would not sacrifice
a long dreamed of future, and Liam could not return to his past.
She tried to remain awake and figure out a way to share each
other’s present, but, mentally exhausted, she drifted off into
sleep without finding an answer.

Liam’s embrace had never felt so warm.




* * * *




The quiet rustling sounds of Lena getting
dressed woke Liam, but he managed to keep his eyes closed and
remain still. They had had a lovely night, full of memories, of the
love they had once shared—and still shared, he now knew.

He didn’t want to spoil the experience with
awkward goodbyes, half-voiced apologies and promises they could
only break. He didn’t want his last memory of Lena to be of her
leaving him. She had given him his answer, and he knew he couldn’t
change her mind. Deep down, he wasn’t sure he even wanted to. As
she had said, the risk was there that she might not love him upon
being changed. He would rather let her live her life and know he
was still in her heart than force her to join him in the night, and
maybe lose her completely.

He had not chosen or even wanted to be a
vampire, but there had been nothing left for him to do when he had
awakened, craving blood, save for accepting what he had become. He
had learned how to survive, following his Sire’s directions because
it felt like the right thing to do, missing Lena more than he
missed the sun. And now that he had found her and lost her again,
for the first time since awakening a vampire, he felt angry at what
had happened to him, at the limitations and hunger that were now
his. For the first time, he felt lonely, having lost his Sire, his
clan, and now his last threads of hope that Lena might join him.
For the first time, he regretted being what he was.

She was dressed now, or so he thought, and
judging by the sound of her heartbeat she was standing on the other
side of the bed. He wondered what she was doing, and almost opened
an eye to know. Was she watching him, maybe, etching in her mind
the lines of his face, as he had done before letting sleep claim
him hours before? Part of him hoped that she was, a very selfish
little voice that wanted her to miss him every bit as much as he
would miss her.

The sounds of her steps were muted, then the
door opened softly, and she was gone.

Opening his eyes, Liam blinked several times,
and denied even to himself that it was tears he was blinking away.
He had seen the woman he loved after months of missing her, had
held her, made love to her and heard her give a precious
declaration of love and acceptance. He was a lucky man, and an even
luckier vampire.

Still, that didn’t make the pain of losing her
any less.

With a groan, he rolled onto his stomach,
flinging an arm toward the pillow she had used and pulling it to
him. He buried his face in it, and breathed in her scent. One more
thing he would miss about her.

His hand brushed against something as he shifted
his hold on the pillow, and he raised his head to discover a small
piece of paper lying on the bed, where it might have fallen off the
pillow when he had moved it. A rush of pure hope and excitement
coursed through him. He picked up the paper and in the feeble light
of the early morning filtering around the blinds, smiled at the
words scribbled in a handwriting he knew as well as his own, a few
words that gave him all of Lena’s love.

If you can forget happily ever after, I’m
willing to give day by day a try.




The End







About the Author:

Kallysten’s most exciting accomplishment to date
was to cross a few thousand miles and an ocean to pursue (and
catch!) the love of her life. She has been writing for fifteen
years, and always enjoyed sharing her stories and listening to the
readers' reactions. After playing with science fiction, short
stories and poetry, she is now trying her hand, heart and words at
paranormal romance novels.

To see her other stories, including
free short stories and sample chapters, visit http://original.kallysten.net




Also available from
Kallysten:

On The Edge

Brett Andrews thought he had it all.

His new club, On The Edge, catering to vampires
and humans, is a smashing success, and the beautiful vampire Lisa
is everything he could have dreamed of.

When an old lover of hers, Leo, shows up at the
club, Brett's immediate fear is that he will lose Lisa. But if he
just stops thinking long enough to follow Lisa's lead, he might
gain a lover instead of losing one.




Carte
Blanche

When a lobbyist opposed to vampires’ rights is
found drained of her blood, Special Enforcer Grace Alkins
investigates the woman’s connection to a local BDSM club and its
vampire customers. It has been a long time since Grace played on
this particular scene, but old habits return easily when she puts
on the attire of Mistress Red.

On her first undercover visit at the club,
however, she finds herself tricked into playing a scene with Ray, a
submissive whose Master left town abruptly. The Dominant in her
enjoys the opportunity – while the Special Enforcer is shocked to
realize Ray is a vampire, and possibly a suspect for the murder she
investigates.

Will Grace manage to keep a cool head and find
the killer when every new meeting with Ray cranks up the heat a
little more?




Her Last
Words

Two centuries have passed since the Master
Vampire Gabrielle made the biggest mistake of her life. Two
centuries since her plan backfired, resulting not in the
destruction of demons as she had hoped, but instead in the
slaughtering of countless humans and vampires that had been
fighting against them. Two centuries also, since she pushed away
her favorite Childe, without ever telling him why. Two centuries of
fighting alone to protect the humans she has sworn to defend from
demons. Two centuries of missing Erik.

When he finally reappears in her life, she
thinks she has been offered a second chance. But she soon realizes
that she will need to face her mistakes to reach him, and
understand that silence can be more painful than words.
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