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First Vision of Destiny –
Alicia




With a deep sigh, Daisy took a last look at
her preparations. Everything appeared to be in place. She had set
out enough finger food on the dining room table to get the party
started, and she had more stacked in the fridge. Three bottles of
wine waited, uncorked; she had a suspicion that some of her friends
would need some liquid courage before they went through with it,
never mind that they had pestered her for months to set this up.
She couldn’t wait to see their faces when they heard about the
small print.

She trailed a finger along one of the two
bottles of champagne, drawing a line in the fine droplets of
condensation. The bottles would stay in the ice bucket until
midnight. It was New Year’s Eve, after all. Whatever else her
friends wanted, she intended to welcome the New Year properly—which
didn’t mean with excess. She had kept the decorations to a minimum.
They were all adults, and a few balloons, streamers and some red
and gold confetti on the table around the food were more than
enough.

“If they’re not happy, they can organize the
whole thing themselves, next time.”

Her voice sounded too loud in the empty
cottage, reverberating off the high ceiling. She winced. She had to
calm down a little before her guests started arriving, or she would
ruin the night for everyone.

It was her own fault for telling her friend
Alicia about Sam Woods. The self-proclaimed seer and Daisy’s older
sister had attended college together, becoming close friends over
the years before he had become famous. Daisy had thought he was a
charlatan from the first time her sister had explained what he did
exactly, and finally meeting him at the wedding he had supposedly
foretold hadn’t changed her mind.

Alicia had ignored Daisy’s reserves. Her eyes
had widened when Daisy had told her about him, and right away she
had asked about arranging for a séance. It had only become worse
when Alicia had told the rest of their friends, seeking support
when she couldn’t sway Daisy on her own.

Sighing again, Daisy went to the table and
picked a cheese-covered cracker from a plate. She munched on it
while helping herself to a glass of wine. The scent of berries rose
from the glass before she even brought it to her lips. She hadn’t
looked at the labels when raiding her father’s wine collection in
the basement, trusting him to have only flavorful bottles in stock.
He had known, when she had asked to use the cottage for a party,
that she would be helping herself to a few bottles, just like her
mother had known she would be using the china and glassware. Even
now that they were adults, that was the good thing with being the
youngest of four children; her parents had seen and heard it all,
and they didn’t ask too many questions.

Taking the glass of wine along, she stepped
through the French doors and onto the balcony. For a couple of
seconds as she took in the view, she forgot to breathe. A symphony
of gold, red and orange played through the sky, lighting the
horizon on fire. As far as she could see, the ocean glittered under
the slowly setting sun. A few white sails were catching the wind in
the distance. She took a sip of wine. She envied those people who
would greet the New Year on a small boat, with only a spouse or
lover at their side, or maybe their children. She loved her
friends, she really did, but this was not her idea of a good time.
She tipped the glass and finished it in one long gulp. Not her
idea, and yet, there she was, ready to play hostess.

A few more minutes passed before the first of
them arrived. The clear chime of the doorbell startled her. She
glanced at her watch as she stepped back inside and went to open
the door. Five minutes to seven: just a little early.

She set her empty glass aside and smoothed
her hands down her dress nervously. She had opted for a blue cotton
dress she had been told matched her eyes. A quick glance in the
mirror by the door reassured her that what little make-up she had
on was still perfect. Her short hair looked windswept, but she
didn’t mind. She swallowed hard as she reached for the door handle,
wondering who she would find standing behind the door. She hoped it
wasn’t Woods; the last thing she wanted, she told herself, was to
be alone with him, even for a few minutes. Still, her relief was
tinted with a twinge of disappointment when she opened the door to
greet a beaming Alicia.

“Hi,” Daisy said, warmth filling her voice.
“Glad you could come.”

Alicia was almost bouncing as she entered,
her curly hair dancing like red flames on her shoulders. Her wide,
excited eyes made her look like she was fifteen, and not almost
twice that. “I wouldn’t have missed this for anything! Is he here
yet?” She craned her neck to peer around the living room and the
attached dining room.

“Not yet,” Daisy said with a short chuckle.
“You’re the first.”

She showed Alicia to the guest bedroom so
that she could put down her jacket and purse.

“I’m so excited!” She clutched Daisy’s arm.
“He said he’d do it for all of us, right?”

Responding to the hint of anxiety in her
friend’s voice, Daisy tapped her hand gently before freeing
herself. “He said he’d do up to ten people. Ben has a shift at the
hospital, so that’s nine of you. You’ll get your turn.”

A shadow passed over Alicia’s face at the
mention of Ben’s absence. She paused with one arm out of her
jacket, then shrugged out of it. “Nine of us?” Alicia asked as she
sat on the bed next to her jacket. She leaned back, her hands
resting on either side of her. “Does that mean you won’t do
it?”

Daisy’s eyes flittered for an instant to the
charm bracelet on Alicia’s left wrist. Was it a trick of the light,
or were the bite marks hiding beneath the charms redder than usual?
She looked back at Alicia’s face. Maybe later, Daisy would try to
talk to Alicia about it. Right now, Alicia was too excited to
listen to her.

“I said I’d get him here. Not that I’d
play.”

Alicia jumped back to her feet, grinning.
“You say that now…”

“No, I’ve been saying that since the start. I
like a bit of mystery in my life, thank you very much.”

Alicia laughed. They returned to the living
room; already, another guest was knocking on the door. Daisy let
Jack and Lydia in, and as she greeted them, she could see a car
coming up the alley. She left the door open as she invited her
friends inside.

“So, what made you decide to come?” she asked
Jack, her voice teasing.

Of all her friends, he was the only one who
had seemed to think like she did that the whole thing was
ludicrous. Daisy had thought it strange. His job as a Special
Enforcer put him in regular contact with magic, after all. She
would have expected him to be more open to this kind of thing. She
was glad for the support, though, even if it hadn’t helped in the
end.

Hands in the pockets of his faded jeans, Jack
shrugged. He threw Lydia a sly look. “I still think it’s all a
waste of time,” he admitted. “But if it amuses my girl, what can I
say?”

Lydia huffed, crossing her arms as she
mock-glared at him. Her dangling earrings swung at the small
movement, catching the light. “If it amuses me? You said you’d do
it, too! And I didn’t even ask you to!”

“Jack is going to gaze into his future?” Mike
said behind him, and Jack stepped aside to let him, Brad, and
Cathleen in. “So you finally believe in seers?”

“I’ve always believed in seers,” Jack said,
on the edge of being defensive. “And hello to you, too.”

They shook hands, and as everyone said hello,
Daisy herded the growing group toward the dining room and the
refreshments she had prepared. As she gathered their jackets and
purses, she couldn’t help noticing that, aside from Jack who never
wore anything other than jeans, her friends had disregarded her
request to keep the party informal. Both Mike and Brett wore suits
and ties, while Alicia, Lydia, and Cathleen put Daisy to shame in a
rainbow of cocktail dresses. She was sure they had dressed up to
impress the guest of honor, and now Daisy found herself wishing she
had done the same. She left them for a second to place their
belongings in the guest bedroom, listening to the continuing
discussion.

“I believe in seers,” Jack said again “I’m
just not sure anyone can do what this guy says he does. I’m not
sure anyone needs to know their future, either.”

When she returned, Daisy was pleased to note
that eager hands had reached for hors d’oeuvres and wine glasses.
She smiled and nodded graciously when wine and amuse-bouche were
praised, happy that her efforts at playing hostess were
appreciated. She still felt underdressed, however. As the
conversation returned to topics that had been discussed ad nauseam
the last few times they had met, her eyes flitted toward the master
bedroom. She might find an appropriate dress in the closet there.
Should she change?

“What about the seers who help the police
find missing persons?” Alicia said. “They’re telling the future,
and it’s a good thing!”

“And how about the one that predicted all
those earthquakes?” Mike pointed out, raising his glass as though
toasting the woman they had all seen on television.

With a slight shake of her head, Daisy
focused on the discussion. She had no reason to dress up for
someone she claimed was a fraud, after all. “How about all the
earthquakes she didn’t predict?” she said. “Or all the other
catastrophes that happen every day without anyone being
warned?”

“Keep it up, and I’m going to start feeling
guilty.”

She started at the words and turned to find
that Sam Woods had arrived, along with her last three guests.

“Well, maybe you should,” she said. Heat was
rising in her cheeks, but she ignored it, pretending to herself
that it was just the wine. “It’d be far more useful if you could
tell us if one of us will have a car accident or where to invest
for our retirements. What you do—”

“I didn’t choose this gift,” Woods said.
Cathleen handed him a glass, and he accepted it with a nod of his
head without taking his dark eyes off Daisy for more than a second.
“I don’t choose what to see. It’s just there.”

Forgetting the people around them, forgetting
that she had asked him to come precisely to tell them about their
futures, she gave him a hard look. “And you could let it stay
there. We’re not talking life or death.”

He took a sip of wine, then smiled. “Ah,
but my dear Daisy, we’ve had this argument before. Sometimes
love is a matter of
life or death.”

Daisy was about to respond—they
had
argued about this before, and
she had had more than enough time to come up with the perfect
answer. Lydia stopped her, however, resting a gentle hand on her
shoulder. Daisy tensed at the unexpected contact. Lydia’s hands
always seemed too cold.

“Daisy, come on, you’re going to make him
mad, and then he won’t… What do you call what to do, Mr.
Woods?”

From the corner of her eye, Daisy saw Jack’s
features harden. He didn’t like the innocent smile Lydia was
offering Woods. Truth be told, and it shocked Daisy to realize it,
neither did she.

“Just Sam, please.” Woods smiled back at
Lydia. Then, making eye contact with everyone, he looked at the ten
people now gathered around him. Ten was the maximum he could do in
an evening, he had told Daisy when she had approached him about
doing this for her friends. “And usually I call it showing. Because
that’s pretty much what I do. I show you a moment of your future.
Not just any moment, but the key instant that will shape your
relationships for the rest of your life.”

“Show us?” Joan, one of the latecomers, said
with a small frown. “Like… a vision?”

She sounded skeptical but intrigued. Daisy
didn’t know why Joan would even want to hear about her love life
when she was happy with Brad and seemed so sure that her future
would be spent with him. Even now, they were holding hands; Daisy
sometimes wondered if they had ever let go since Joan had invited
Brad to their senior prom.

Woods nodded. “Vision is a good enough word.
You won’t just be watching, though. You’ll live it. You’ll become
the person you’ll be in a year or ten or whenever this moment in
time is. You’ll forget that you’re not there yet; you’ll know
everything you need to know to deal with that situation.”

“And we’ll remember all of it afterwards?”
Brad asked after glancing at Joan.

At that, Woods hid a grimace behind his
glass. His eyes found Daisy’s as though to ask why she hadn’t told
her friends all of this. She crossed her arms and returned his
look. Why should she have to explain his games?

“Well, for a little while you will remember,”
Woods said, raking his fingers through his spiked hair. “But the
memories will start fading. The more you try to focus on them, the
faster they’ll fade.”

For a few seconds, they were all silent,
taking in the revelation they hadn’t expected. It was Jack who
asked what they probably all thought. He was always straight to the
point.

“So what’s the point of doing this at
all?”

Woods sighed and threw another reproachful
look at Daisy. She felt the sudden urge to stick her tongue out at
him, and controlled it by stepping away from the group. She picked
up an amuse-bouche and nibbled a corner of it. She could feel
Wood’s eyes on her, like a weight pressing on her shoulders. When
she turned to the group again, however, he wasn’t looking at her.
Standing behind her friends, she listened to Woods’ little speech.
She could have sworn it was word for word the same thing he had
told a small group of curious listeners at her sister’s wedding
that July.

“You won’t remember exactly what happened
or what was said, but other people describe it as having a sense of
what you ought to do when the moment comes. Whatever choice you
have to make, it’ll be easier to decide. You’ll know what the right answer is.” He spread out his
hands. “I can’t explain it better than that.”

Daisy had to jump back in. Noticing her jerk
forward, Cathleen stepped aside so that she could enter the loose
circle they had formed.

“But if it’s the future you really show
people, it means they would have made these choices on their own
anyway.”

“Maybe,” Woods said, shrugging. “Maybe not.
Maybe that future only takes place if they get to experience it
with me first. Or maybe you’re right and that’s what was destined
to happen anyway.” His lips curled in a teasing grin. “Why,
Daisy, do you
happen to believe in destiny?”

Laughter erupted through the group. Daisy
raised her eyes to the ceiling, letting out an exaggerated but
good-natured sigh. Brad patted her back. Why her parents had ever
thought that ‘Destiny’ would be a good name for their last child,
she would never know. Thankfully, her childhood nickname had stuck,
and no one called her Destiny anymore.

“So… how do you do it exactly?” Alicia asked
eagerly. “I mean, is it hypnosis or something like that?”

Woods let out a quiet laugh. “Oh God, no.
Nothing that complicated.”

“Really?” Daisy gave him a wide, mocking
smile. Let him explain this one with a pun. “I thought that was
something pretty interesting myself. Tell them, Sam. Let’s see if they still want to do it when they
know.”

He frowned at her. “You could just have
explained it to them.”

“What, and ruin my fun? Nah, I want to see
their faces when you tell them.”

And she wanted to see him lose his
self-confidence again, if only for a second, like he had at the
wedding.

“What is it?” Joan asked, now sounding a
little nervous. “What do you have to do?”

“It’s nothing, really.” He was still smiling,
but there was a wary look in his eyes now, as if he was unsure how
they would respond to this piece of information. “To show someone,
I just have to kiss them.”

Laughs resounded around him before the group
realized he wasn’t joking.

“Kiss?” Mike said, his voice a little higher
than it usually was. “Like, a peck on the cheek?”

“Not exactly, no.” He met Daisy’s eyes again,
and she could tell he was annoyed. “Let’s just say I discovered my
talent when I dated my first girlfriend in high school.”

A few nervous chuckles rose, then were
quickly stifled. The silence that fell on the group grew heavy.
Daisy was starting to regret not having told her friends about the
details now. It had seemed like a harmless trick to play on them
after they had pestered her for so long to arrange that séance. But
what if none of them wanted to go through with it, now that they
knew? She’d never live it down, and she’d have embarrassed Woods
needlessly. As much as she thought what he did was on the same
level as fortune telling, she had nothing against him.

“So, who’s first?” she asked, subdued.

Joan and Brad exchanged a look, silently
asking each other if they really wanted to do this. Across the
circle, Jack and Lydia were doing the same. Everyone else was
looking around, hemming and hawing, clearly unwilling to take the
lead. After a few uncomfortable seconds, Alicia took a deep breath
that drew all eyes to her.

“Well… Where are we doing it, then?”

She seemed to realize too late that, said in
this low, shaky voice, her words were taking an entirely different
connotation. She blushed and laughed, and a few of her friends
joined her. The tension was broken.

Woods smiled. “A quiet place is best,” he
said. “Noise can pull you out of the showing sometimes.”

They both turned to Daisy. She thought fast.
The open floor plan of the kitchen, dining room, and living room
gave little privacy, but she didn’t want to suggest a bedroom. “How
about the balcony? It’s pretty quiet out there with the windows
closed. And the air is still warm tonight.”

She led Alicia and Woods there, and gave
Alicia an encouraging smile when she pulled the sliding door almost
all the way closed behind them. She still didn’t think this was a
good idea on principle, but Alicia had been the one who wanted this
the most. She had had a string of disappointing relationships
lately. And then there were the two puncture marks she hid beneath
the ever-present bracelet on her left wrist, the scars fresh again
almost every time Daisy caught a glimpse of them. Maybe a look at
where she was headed would help her figure things out, or at least
Daisy hoped it would.

She watched them stand by the railing and
share a few words that she couldn’t hear. After a short moment,
Alicia turned to Woods, and Daisy could guess the words on her lips
before he leaned in and covered her mouth with his.

“I’m ready.”




* * * *




As soon as Daisy appeared on the threshold,
Alicia’s tears returned, unwanted yet unstoppable. Through the
blur, Alicia could see that her friend looked crestfallen, and she
felt yet another pang of pain. This was really happening. As
unexpected, as out of character as it was for Ben, it was really
happening. Daisy opened her arms to her and enveloped her in a hug,
patting her back and murmuring soothing words.

“I’m so sorry, sweetie. It’ll be OK. Calm
down now.”

Alicia didn’t quite know how they ended up
sitting on the sofa. She didn’t recall stepping away from the door
or even closing it. She was glad she was seated, though. She wasn’t
sure her knees could have supported her much longer.

She leaned
toward the coffee table and tugged a couple of tissues from the
box. She dabbed at her cheeks. Feeling very self-conscious, she
took deep breaths to calm down and offered Daisy a tentative smile,
wordlessly thanking her for being there. She didn’t know who else
she could have called. She didn’t know who else would have dropped
everything and come to her.

Daisy reached over and squeezed her shoulder
once. Very quietly, she asked, “How did you find out?”

Swallowing back the fresh wave of tears that
was threatening to submerge her, Alicia clung to her friend’s hand
as though to a safe line.

“I was running errands downtown.” Her words
were no louder than a whisper. She tried to raise her voice, but
without much success. The tears were still too close, waiting for
an opening. “They were in our favorite restaurant. Right by the
window.”

Part of her wondered if it would have hurt as
much had they been elsewhere. Every time she would think of her
first date with Ben or the anniversaries they had celebrated in the
candle-lit atmosphere of that restaurant, she would recall that
image of him and that woman.

“Are you sure that’s what it was?” Daisy’s
voice was gentle, as though regretting that she was even voicing
the thought. “Maybe—”

Alicia’s hand clenched on the damp tissues.
“I’m sure,” she cut in.

How could she have any doubt when their
fingers had been linked on the table, when they had sat so close
together, when—

She shut her eyes tight, willing the memory
away along with the ache in her chest that had left her lightheaded
and gasping for breath. She didn’t know how she had managed to come
back home without wrecking the car.

“I’m so sorry,” Daisy said again. “What are
you going to do?”

Alicia had been asking herself the same
question for almost four hours now. She was no closer to finding an
answer than when she had first caught sight of her husband of five
years with another woman. “I don’t know.”

When she had arrived home, she had been too
numb at first to do anything more than sit in the living room and
stare at nothing in particular. Then the tears had come, followed
by anger. She had packed a suitcase haphazardly with any clothes
that she happened to grab. The suitcase still lay in the bedroom,
open on the bed. Another round of tears had overtaken her in the
middle of packing. She had only shaken herself out of it to call
Daisy, needing someone to talk to, someone to share her pain.

“I think…” she took a deep but shaky breath.
“I’ll leave. I don’t want to see him tonight.”

Without a word, Daisy took Alicia’s left hand
between both her own, squeezing lightly even as she smiled. Alicia
tried to smile back. She and Daisy had known each other since they
were children, and every time life had tried to push them apart,
sending them to different schools or towns, Daisy had kept their
friendship going, contacting Alicia every so often when Alicia, too
caught up in her own life, might have left it drift. She squeezed
Daisy’s hand back. What Daisy had seen in her she would never know,
but she was more grateful than ever to have her here.

“I’m so glad you’re my friend.”

“I am your
friend.” Very gently, Daisy turned Alicia’s hand between hers,
exposing the inside of her wrist. The charm bracelet slipped. “And
as your friend, I have to say this. Maybe he’s seeing another
woman, but he’s not the only one hiding something. Maybe you should
talk to him. Really talk.”

Blinking furiously to push back yet another
wave of tears, Alicia stared at Daisy before dropping her gaze to
her shaky hand. She tried to pull free, but Daisy held on, keeping
the two red, puckered marks on her wrist exposed. She swallowed
hard and looked back at Daisy, her mouth already opening for
denials, rebuttals, promises—lies. What came out was something
entirely different.

“I’m scared,” she whispered, the words
scratching her throat like steel wool.

Daisy finally released her hand. Without
thinking, Alicia hid it and the scars between her knees.

“I know you are,” Daisy said, reaching to
tuck a strand of hair behind Alicia’s ear. “But I also know you
love him. Don’t you?”

Alicia’s heart felt like it was breaking all
over again. “I always loved him,” she said. The words shook, as did
her resolve to leave. “From the first time you introduced us.”

Even as she said it, she prepared for the
questions she expected Daisy to ask. The scars on her wrist had
nothing to do with love, or even attraction. They never had.

Daisy didn’t ask, though. All she said was,
“Then talk to him. About everything.”

Talking to Ben
was the last thing Alicia wanted to do. She felt betrayed, more so
than she thought she could express in words. Beyond that, she also
knew she wasn’t blameless, and telling him about it was terrifying.
The alternative to talking to him, however, was to lose Ben. She
couldn’t even imagine it. As difficult as things had been in the
past few months, she didn’t want to lose him.

She gave a single, jerky nod. Daisy nodded
back, smiling faintly. They hugged again.

“It’ll be all right,” Daisy said, moments
later, as she was leaving. “I know you two will be fine.”

These parting words helped Alicia hang on to
her calm as she prepared for Ben’s return. If anyone else had
offered her these platitudes, she would have scoffed. But Daisy
wasn’t anyone. She understood people, what made them tick, what
broke them to pieces or brought them closer to someone. If she said
things would work out, they would—or at least, Alicia held on to
that thought with all her might as she waited for Ben’s return.

Acting on instinct rather than truly thinking
about what she was doing, she started preparing dinner. She was
slicing vegetables to stir-fry when she froze, her knife half an
inch above the cutting board. She had just realized this was what
she had cooked for him the first time she had invited him to have
dinner at her apartment, her other offer hanging unvoiced yet all
too clear like a silver thread between them. It had been the night
they first shared I love you’s, the night they first made love.

She swallowed the lump in her throat and,
with very deliberate motions, resumed her slicing. Would Ben
remember? Would he realize something was happening before she found
the courage to talk to him?

On that first night, they had started with a
fresh salad and a glass of wine. He had stood at her shoulder while
she stir-fried the vegetables and chicken. She touched the back of
her neck, remembering the feel of his lips there, distracting her.
The apple pie had been cold by the time they had fed it to each
other in bed.

Before she even knew what she was doing, she
was throwing the ingredients for the dough in a mixing bowl. Pie
sounded good. She only had two apples, but they would be enough.
The salad would only take moments to prepare; she would wait until
it was almost time for Ben’s return.

“It’s going to be perfect.”

Her murmured words barely stirred the kitchen
air. Fumbling a little, she undid the clasp of her bracelet so it
wouldn’t trail in the dough while she mixed it. She held the
bracelet in her hand for an instant. The silver felt almost warm.
She ran her thumb over one of the enamel hearts, erasing a
fingerprint. For years, she had worn a bracelet on her left wrist
at all times, in part to hide the scars on the inside of her wrist,
and in part because every fleeting touch against those scars sent a
jolt through her, reminding her she was alive. At times, that
reminder had been much needed. Then she had met Ben, and the
touches had ceased to be important. The scars had healed, and when
Ben had offered her this bracelet as a wedding gift, she had worn
it as a reminder of his love. The scars had faded, slowly losing
their sensitivity. Until…

Her hand shook a little as she set the
bracelet on the countertop. The silver clanked on the quartz-flaked
gray stone, almost like a small bell. Pushing away the memories
that cluttered her mind, Alicia started kneading the dough. The
smoothness of the flour on her fingers quickly gave way to the
sticky feel of butter. She let her tactile memory guide her in
kneading to the perfect consistency, then rolled the dough with a
wooden pin. When she had lined her pie pan with the crust and
filled it with diced apples, she molded the excess dough into a
small heart that she laid in the center of the pie. She remembered
having done the same, on that first dinner date with Ben, and he
had fed her that crunchy, golden heart from his fingertips. Part of
her couldn’t help hoping that, maybe, he would again.

As she placed the pie in the warm oven, then
cleaned and set the table on the island, she wondered, for just an
instant, if this was the way to go. Could she reset their
relationship so easily? Years had passed since that date. Many
things had changed, including her and Ben. They had grown closer,
then grown apart. They had learned to love each other’s little
quirks, then learned to live with them. She still loved him as much
as she ever had and she hoped—oh, how she hoped!—that he did as
well. Would it help anything to cling to the past?

She dismissed the thought with a shake of her
head. This was the right thing to do if she hoped to fix things
between her and Ben. She knew it with a certainty anchored so deep
within her that she couldn’t question it. It was almost as though
she had already been through this storm, had already walked this
path, and knew it would lead her and Ben to safety.

While the pie cooked, she took a shower. It
calmed her nerves and, when she stepped out of the tub to finish
getting ready, she didn’t look anymore as though she had spent her
afternoon crying. She dressed in the same wide skirt and cotton
blouse she had worn that first night and stayed barefoot like she
had then. The only difference was that her left wrist remained
bare. She felt naked without the fine links of silver circling her
wrist, and a few times she caught herself stroking her skin with
her right hand. She wondered how long it would take Ben to
notice.

At six, she put the finishing touches on her
preparations. She transferred the pie to the warming drawer of the
oven, then prepared the salad. She had just set it on the island,
along with the jars of olive oil and vinegar, when a car stopped at
the end of the driveway. Seconds later, the front door opened.

“I’m home,” Ben called out. He sounded
tired.

Alicia clenched her hands, then opened them
again. “Dinner is almost ready.”

As she threw the vegetables and diced meat in
the heated stir-fry pan, she listened to his progress in the house,
through the living room and into their bedroom. She was glad
suddenly that she had thought of putting away her suitcase. That
would have brought questions she wasn’t ready to answer yet. She
absently stirred the food in the pan when it started sizzling, the
aroma spreading through the kitchen. She needed just a little
longer to prepare her words. She needed, also, to finally decide on
whether she would confess or accuse first. Her pain demanded that
she do the latter, but if she did, she knew she’d never get around
to admitting her own betrayal of his trust.

When she heard Ben approach, she shut off the
burner with a snap of her wrist and turned to him. He stopped just
beyond the kitchen door, taking in the candle-lit dinner set on the
island before turning his eyes to her. She wasn’t sure whether she
imagined the glimmer of recognition that lit up his eyes for a
second before he passed a hand through his hair, making it stick at
odd angles.

“Did I forget something?” he asked, his words
slow and cautious, as he took his seat on a high stool.

Alicia sat down across from him. “Did you?”
She winced at the tone of her own voice. She hadn’t meant to be so
brusque.

Her reaction made him pause with his glass of
wine halfway to his lips. He put it down on the table again without
drinking. “I mean… It’s not our anniversary. Is there a reason for
all this?”

Again, a snappy answer tried to pass Alicia’s
lips. This time, she managed to catch it before it spilled out. If
antagonizing Ben were all she had wanted, she wouldn’t have
prepared all this.

“No reason. I just thought it’d be nice.”

She served him salad before filling her
plate. When she sprinkled oil and vinegar over it, she was almost
proud that her hand only shook a little. They ate in silence. Every
so often, Alicia would steal a glance at her husband. The faintest
frown was pulling at his eyebrows. He knew something was up; she
would have bet he did. Did he suspect she knew? Was his guilty
conscience tugging at him? The thought vindicated her for a moment,
before she remembered—she was not blameless.

Maybe because of her anxiety to be done with
the entire ordeal, Alicia finished her salad very fast. Laying her
fork down, she watched Ben’s plate, waiting for it to finally be
empty. As he took his last forkful, she stood and picked the pan on
the stove behind her, filling her own plate first this time, then
Ben’s. Apart from his murmured comment that the stir-fry tasted
good, they were silent again.

Alicia remembered their first dinner in
her apartment and how much they had talked that evening. They had
talked about their jobs, about their friends, about the last movie
they had seen together, and the last movie they had seen apart.
They had simply talked.

The silence, this night, felt like a living
being standing in the room with them, ready to swallow and stifle
any attempt at conversation. She wanted to say something, anything,
but she wasn’t ready for the main course yet, and any other topic
would have felt too trivial.

Again, she finished before Ben. She pushed
her plate to the side and drew her untouched glass of wine closer
to her. Her fingers played on the long stem and over the rim, but
she didn’t take a drink. She wanted her mind clear when she told
him, without alcohol tripping her tongue.

She waited until he put his fork down on his
empty plate and forced the first words out, bypassing her fears and
hesitations. “I have to talk to you about something. It’s
important.”

For the first time since starting the meal,
he met her eyes, although only for a second before he looked at his
glass and picked it up for a sip. He seemed uncomfortable. She
wished she knew what was going on in his mind. Did he feel guilty?
Afraid that she had suspicions? Or was she only projecting her own
feelings on him?

Realizing that she was only delaying her
admission a little longer, she put down her glass and rested her
hands on either side of it. The stone was cool beneath her fingers.
She took a deep breath, forced herself to look straight at Ben, and
plunged in.

“I’ve been visiting a blood bar again.”

Whatever Ben
had been expecting, this clearly was not it. His eyes, wide and
round, snapped up to her face. His mouth opened and closed again
without a sound. She waited for him to find his voice again. “You…
what?”

Very slowly, she turned her left hand over,
exposing the inside of her wrist and the marks there. She kept her
eyes on Ben, and could not miss the way his gaze dropped to her
hand on the countertop. His eyes narrowed. For just a second, she
thought she could see the doctor in him, examining a wound,
evaluating its severity. In the past weeks, she had often expected
him to notice. She had been surprised he hadn’t. It had only added
to her overall depression.

“I’ve been going for three months,” she said,
and wondered if he would hear the pain in her words that he had
never noticed.

His brow furrowed. “Three months…”

She could see the moment he made the
connection. “When you took that new position, yes. You were so
stressed, and so busy, we weren’t talking like we used to and…” At
his deepening frown, she shook her head. She hadn’t meant to blame
him for this. It was coming out all wrong. “No, I don’t mean… I
know your job is demanding, and I’m proud of you. Of what you do.
But I’ve been feeling like…” She clutched at elusive words. She had
to explain, she had to make him understand, but she could barely
explain it all to herself. “Like I didn’t know how to reach you
anymore. I felt… I don’t know, a bit lost. Lonely.”

He mouthed that last word soundlessly. His
eyes dropped again to her exposed wrist, and Alicia fought with
herself not to hide it and the glaring proof of her malaise.

“You could have been killed.” His words came
out slowly at first, as though he had to push them past a knot in
his throat. Soon, though, he was speaking faster, his voice filled
with fear. “Vampires are killers! Every week someone is brought to
my E.R. because they trusted a vampire! Even in blood bars—”

“I know, Ben,” she said, raising her hand in
a calming gesture. “I know.”

They had had this same conversation just two
weeks after they had started dating when he had first noticed the
scars she hid so well.

“And you did it anyway.” His eyes searched
her, as though trying to understand. After a few seconds, he shook
his head slowly and asked, his voice a mere whisper, “Why?”

He had asked back then too, but she hadn’t
been able to give him an answer, instead hiding behind claims that
this was no different from the experimenting they had all done in
college with alcohol, sex, and cigarettes. It didn’t occur to her
to lie this time. “For the same reason I used to do it before we
started dating.” She swallowed hard and dived in. “To feel like
someone depended on me. Needed me. Wanted me more than anything. He
made me feel like I used to feel when I was with you. Like I want
to feel again.”

Ben had been leaning forward over the island.
At her words, he slowly moved back, finally slipping off the stool
and standing. Alicia’s heart leapt in her throat when he took a few
steps toward the door and she thought he would leave, but he
stopped and turned back to her. “He?” he said, almost choking on
the word. “So… it’s just the one vampire, then? Are you telling
me…” He passed a hand through his hair again, the gesture familiar
and a clear sign he was troubled. “Did you… did you sleep with
him?”

Alicia was shaking her head before he even
finished. “No,” she said, then repeated just a little louder, “No.
It was always just about the bite.”

Hands now buried in his pockets, Ben seemed
to be hesitating between stepping toward her and moving back again.
Clutching the edge of the island, Alicia stood and took a small
step toward him. Before she could take a second, he asked, “Do you
love him?”

“No.” She had not expected him to ask this.
Even so, the answer came without hesitation, for which she was
grateful. She didn’t want him to have the slightest doubt that she
was telling the truth. She held his gaze, hoping he would see in
her eyes that she meant every word. “Of course I don’t. I
love you. I’ll always
love you.” Her voice broke on a tearless sob. She finished in a
murmur. “I wouldn’t be so scared to lose you if I
didn’t.”

She moved forward again, raising her hand
slowly toward him. Before she could touch his arm, he clasped her
hand and squeezed it. Alicia let out a breath she hadn’t realized
she was holding. It came out as a shaky huff. He pulled her to him,
enfolding her in his arms and holding her tight even as she looped
her arms around his neck.

“I’m sorry,” he murmured, pressing a kiss to
the crook of her neck. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you.”

She started replying, but already Ben was
continuing, the words fast as though he were afraid to lose his
nerve.

“And I’m sorry for… for more than that.”

Alicia drew back so she would be able to see
his face. He looked as anxious as she had felt moments earlier.
“What you said about not being able to talk to me… It was the same
for me. And then I saw an old girlfriend at the conference last
week. I was a little drunk at the cocktail party. And lonely. I
flirted with her. Nothing more than that, I swear. And when I came
home she called and… I had lunch with her. Just lunch. I
didn’t…”

His voice
trailed off when Alicia closed her eyes tight. She had known
something was going on between him and that woman, but until that
instant, she hadn’t known how far it had progressed. She had hoped,
of course, that holding hands during a romantic lunch was the
extent of what they had done, but she had feared it hadn’t been. A
wave of relief slid over her. She opened her eyes again to find
that Ben was watching her with fear in his eyes.

“Alicia, I’m sorry. I love you. I want to fix
it. Fix our marriage. Do you think…” He stroked her cheek with his
thumb, and she leaned into his touch. “Do you think it can be
fixed?”

If he had asked her whether she could forgive
him, the answer would have been easy. She understood loneliness.
She understood it all too well. And the fact that he had come clean
about his own erring when nothing forced him reassured her that he
truly regretted his lunch date and whatever flirting had
happened.

He hadn’t asked about forgiveness, though.
She didn’t know if their marriage could be fixed. She just knew she
wanted to fix things—like he said he did.

“I think…” She wet her lips, yet again
struggling to find her words. “I think if we both want it… why
couldn’t we fix it?”

She couldn’t have said which of them moved
first. Their lips met, merely brushing together as though
rediscovering each other. They pulled back at the same time,
sharing a look.

Is this OK? Ben’s eyes seemed to ask.

Alicia’s answer was to kiss him again with
the same tentativeness. His tongue traced her bottom lip. She
parted her mouth, inviting him in. Slowly, he came to meet her
tongue and stroked it with the lightest of touches. Alicia moaned,
the sound very low in her throat. They broke apart again, exchanged
another brief but heated look. Their next kiss was pure fire.

Their mouths clashed hard enough to bruise.
Their tongues tangled, battling furiously. She slid her left hand
up his neck and into his hair. The right one fell down to run along
the fabric of his shirt, caressing and holding him to her. His
hands at the small of her back pressed her tighter against him,
tight enough that she could feel his cock as it began to harden.
Without thinking, she bucked against him. He broke away from the
kiss and gasped. She tightened her hands on his shoulders and
leaned forward, resting her forehead against his. His eyes were
wide, the black of his pupils almost entirely swallowing the
blue.

For a few heartbeats, they remained immobile,
their eyes locked, their breathing slowing down again together.

His lips curved into a lopsided smile and he
said, “You made pie too, didn’t you?”

She laughed, happy that he remembered their
first dinner date. “I did. Want some?”

She could have sworn his eyes sparkled as he
answered. “Maybe later. Right now I’m hungry for something
else.”

Threading her fingers through his hair, she
smiled coyly. She had a pretty good idea what he meant, but asked
anyway, “And what would that be?”

“My wife.”

The strength and intensity behind those quiet
words cleared Alicia’s mind of anything that wasn’t her desire for
him. Swallowing hard, she nodded, then covered his mouth with hers
again, tracing his lips with the tip of her tongue. She started
protesting when he pulled away, but as soon as he had picked her
up, one arm supporting her knees and the other at her back, his
mouth found hers again for a quick peck. She rested her head on his
shoulder as he carried her to their bedroom. When he laid her down
in the center of the bed, she pulled him to lie against her,
unwilling to let go even for the briefest instant.

“Kiss me,” she said, and at once Ben’s mouth
was back on hers. She could still taste the wine on his tongue, but
it was his desire that made her feel drunk. For a long moment,
their tongues seemed to dance together, pursuing each other back
and forth between their joined mouths. At the same time, they
rolled onto their sides. Their hands found each other, holding on
for a few instants before slipping on to tangle in her hair or to
stroke along his throat. All of it remained slow. They had all the
time in the world, after all, to rediscover each other and pledge
their love anew.

Alicia tugged his shirt free of his pants and
inched it upward. She had to break off the kiss to pull it
completely off him, but it was worth it. She now had the whole
expanse of his silk-smooth chest to caress with her hands and
mouth, and she lost no time doing both. Ben alternately tensed and
shivered beneath her touch, quiet hums of approval falling from his
lips.

His own hands did not remain idle, and he
found his way beneath her blouse. Light fingers stroked along her
stomach, briefly dipping into her bellybutton before coming up to
caress her lace-encased breasts. Her nipples were teased into
peaking between thumb and forefinger while in turn Alicia’s tongue
flicked against Ben’s flat areolas. The hint of her teeth scraping
against his flesh made him jerk back.

He clucked his tongue, giving her a
mock-severe look. “No teeth, now.”

She tried to
look apologetic, but it was hard to do when he was urging her onto
her back, his hands already working on her blouse. He popped the
buttons one by one, starting with the bottom one and going up. He
pressed his lips to each new inch of skin he uncovered. When he
reached the topmost button, he opened her blouse and immediately
descended on her right breast, sucking on it through her bra. The
light cotton was soaked through in seconds. Her nipple hardened,
pushing against the fabric.

Alicia moaned and arched up, trying to
increase the feel of suction, but already his mouth was abandoning
her nipple to travel instead along the upper edge of her bra. Tiny
licks wet her skin, and when he blew on the same path his tongue
had traveled, goosebumps raised all over Alicia’s body. He
continued his path upward, pushing the strap of her bra aside to
kiss his way to her shoulder, and from there up her neck.

As their mouths found each other again, she
spread her thighs just enough for him to fall between them. She
angled her hips to meet his unconscious rocking, but it wasn’t
enough. Forcing her hand between their bodies, she found the
fastenings of his pants. She undid his zipper and button then
pressed her hand into the opening and against his cock, cupping it
in her hand over his boxers to feel the hardness and sheer heat of
it for a moment. The barrier of cotton soon became intolerable. She
had to feel him skin on skin. Grasping the sides of his pants and
boxers, she tugged and pushed them off as far as they would go. He
sat up to help and finished undressing himself, then turned burning
eyes to her.

“Lift up,” he said, very low, as he began
tugging her skirt off.

She complied and the skirt went easily. She
kept her hips raised, expecting him to divest her of her panties
too, but soon realized it wasn’t his intention. Kneeling on the bed
between her legs, he laid his left hand on her thigh and traced her
folds through her panties with his right index finger. A tremor
shook Alicia, and she propped herself up with her elbows behind her
to look at him. He was entirely focused on her as he circled her
folds a second time, wetness now seeping through her panties where
he was touching her. Over his slightly parted thighs, his cock
bobbed, neglected, the tip glistening with precome.

“Stop playing.” She tried to sound stern, but
her words came out pleading. “Come here.”

She reached out toward his cock, but he
didn’t move forward, remaining too far away. She didn’t complain,
though, because he finally hooked his thumbs over the sides of her
panties and tugged them off her. As his eyes traveled over her
body, she could see hunger and love in his gaze. In the past
months, she had thought them gone, had thought routine had
smothered the passion he felt for her, but now she realized she had
been wrong. They had been there all along, only waiting for her to
recognize them beyond the mask of her own doubts.

Her need to touch him increased tenfold. She
laid her left hand on his cheek, hoping to draw him to her. He
turned into her touch to kiss her palm, then covered her hand with
his. Weaving their fingers together, he pulled her hand away from
his face and turned it, palm upward. She could practically feel the
touch of his eyes on the bite marks, and had to struggle not to
pull her hand away to hide it. Very slowly, he brought her wrist to
his lips and kissed each round, swollen mark. Alicia shivered.

“Ben...”

“I should have noticed,” he murmured. “I
can’t believe I—”

Unable to listen to more, she slid her hand
to the back of his neck and drew him to her. She stopped him with a
hard kiss that made their teeth clash together. Pushing him onto
his back, she sat astride him, teasing both of them when she
pressed down against his hardened cock.

“Cocktease,” he said, tongue in cheek, as he
rested his hands on her thighs.

Alicia smiled, relieved that the tension was
dissipating. She quickly pulled off her unbuttoned blouse along
with her bra, enjoying Ben’s appreciative gaze. His fingertips
skimmed up her sides, thumbs tracing the underside of her breasts
before they slipped behind her. Hands splayed over her back, he
pulled her down. She supported herself on her forearms while he
raised his head to capture her nipple into his mouth. She hissed at
the feel of the tight seal of his lips and the teasing tongue
flicking over the sensitive tip. Her eyes closed for a couple of
seconds. Her hand shook a little when she reached between them and
took hold of his cock. She pumped it in her fist a few times,
spreading the precome over the length and drawing a chocked moan
from Ben. He released her breast when she guided the tip to her
folds. Their eyes locked just as she lowered herself onto him, both
of them holding their breath for a second.

As difficult as it was, she remained still
for a few moments, enjoying the feel of him stretching her, filling
her, completing her. She held his gaze and tried to put everything
she didn’t quite know how to express into her eyes. There was one
thing she could say, though.

“I love you.”

He pulled her down again, this time until
their lips barely touched. She could feel his mouth moving against
hers as he repeated the words and gave her his love. A slow kiss
sealed the exchange before Ben rolled their bodies, settling
between her thighs as he lay above her. He peppered her face with
small kisses and started moving inside her, each of his slow
thrusts building up her desire.

Gentle touches led each of her legs in turn
to wrap around him. As his pace gradually increased, he propped
himself on his hands, his face just above hers. Their eyes locked
again, and Alicia’s mind struggled to grasp the depth of the
feelings she could see reflected back at her. If she had had any
doubt that they could work through this, it vanished at that
instant.

Her hands flew over him, touching every inch
of him she could reach as though to make up for the past weeks of
distance. Her nails raked over his arms, leaving scarlet trails
that drew a sharp hiss from his lips. She soothed them by arching
up and trailing her tongue and lips over them. A particularly sharp
thrust made her clutch at his back.

Wavering above her, he reached down between
them and pressed his fingers against her clit. The angle was
awkward, but the rhythmic pulse he worked to establish soon had
Alicia thrashing against him and unable to hold her legs up or do
much more than clutch at his shoulders.

“Come on, love.” His breathing was jagged,
his voice shaking. “Come for me. Show me how beautiful you are when
you come. I want to see you. I want—”

She received each word like one more touch
from his hand or lips, one more caress. She followed their lead and
grasped for her orgasm, arching one last time into him and keening
his name. His hips jerked several more times against hers as he
joined her pleasure. Drawing him down to her, she held him tightly
against her body.

Still shaking, he lifted himself off her. A
gentle hand resting at her waist guided her onto her side. She
rolled away from him, and didn’t have to wait long before he
spooned his body alongside hers, his arm holding her tight to him,
his spent cock nestled against her ass.

Feeling him pressed to her back like this,
feeling his strength and support, she wanted nothing more than to
put all of this behind them. They weren’t the first couple to have
problems. They wouldn’t be the first to rise beyond those problems,
either. She just wished she had been sure they could be strong, and
move beyond this.

The suggestion formed on her lips almost
before she was conscious of it. “Do you think we should see a
marriage counselor?”

Ben remained silent for a moment. His arm,
curled around her waist, tightened almost imperceptibly. “I don’t
know,” he said at last, very low. “Maybe.” A handful of seconds
trickled by before he added, “Probably.”

Alicia picked up his hand and drew it up to
her mouth. She kissed his knuckles, wordlessly thanking him for
realizing that they might need help working things out. And if he
could admit it, maybe she could do the same. She had balked, years
earlier, when he had warily suggested it. Maybe it was time.

“And maybe I should see a shrink, too. About…
about the biting.”

His hand let go of hers and slid back until
his fingertips were touching the scars on the inside of her wrist.
A shudder ran through Alicia. Over the years since she had first
told him about her visits to blood bars, he had always avoided
touching the bite marks on her wrists. She wasn’t sure what it
meant that he was touching them now or that he had kissed them
earlier, but a knot inside her chest loosened a little bit,
allowing her to breathe a little better.

“I should have noticed.” His whisper tickled
the back of her neck. “I’m sorry. And I’m sorry about the rest,
too. I swear—”

She turned in his embrace, facing him and
laying a finger across his lips.

“Maybe… Maybe we could stop saying we’re
sorry. Both of us.”

His lips pursed and he kissed her finger.
“Anything you want.”

Arms wrapping around each other, they pulled
closer until their bodies were flush. As his warmth enveloped her,
Alicia tried to clear her mind. It felt like a lot had happened in
just a few hours. It had all gone very fast. As she held him tight,
however, as she took in the comfort, forgiveness, apologies and
love she could feel in every touch, she was filled again with that
unexplainable yet deep certainty. This was the right thing to
do.

“Alicia?” he murmured just as she was
drifting into sleep. “Will we be OK?”

She pressed her lips to his shoulder,
caressing satin-like strength. “I think…” She frowned to herself.
That wasn’t right. “No, I know we
will be.”




* * * *




The kiss only lasted for a second, just long
enough for Daisy to take a sip of wine. Alicia’s eyes remained
closed when Woods pulled away. She wavered for an instant before he
gently took her elbow and guided her into the iron chair just a
foot behind her. He placed the other chair across from her and sat,
forearms resting on his thighs as he leaned intently toward her,
watching her for a few seconds. He then closed his eyes too and
bowed his head as though in prayer.

“Did they start?” Lydia asked, her voice very
quiet just behind Daisy.

Daisy didn’t take her eyes off Alicia and
Woods, answering with a nod.

Lydia touched her arm. “Come on, let’s leave
them to it.”

With reluctance, Daisy followed her back to
the dining room where her friends were gathered around the
table.

“You knew, didn’t you?” Mike asked. “About
the kissing part?”

Daisy couldn’t quite tell if he was amused or
annoyed. He had always been good at hiding behind masks. She
shrugged.

“I knew. I didn’t think it’d stop anyone who
truly wanted to do this.”

She let her questioning eyes glance around
the group. They seemed to have settled down since the initial
revelation.

“It’s just a kiss,” Rachel said. “We’re all
adults here.”

Her words would have carried more weight if
she had not blushed as she finished. Joan patted her back. They had
been best friends since high school, and while Joan was the most
daring of the two of them, Rachel was always at her side whenever
they did something.

“Just a kiss? Easy for you to say!” Brett
shook his head as he filled his glass, then two more when they were
extended toward him. “He’s a guy. I don’t kiss guys!”

“Could be worse,” Jack said, tongue in cheek,
and waited for Brett to look at him questioningly before he
finished. “He could have been ugly.”

They all laughed at that, even Brett, who
raised his glass to Jack before taking a long drink. “Even so, I
think I’ll need a few more drinks if I’m going to do this.”

“What about you? Will you do it?” Lydia
asked, looking at her boyfriend with some surprise. Jack only
shrugged.

Across from them, Mike was teasing Brett,
asking with the deepest serious if he wanted some practice before
he stepped on that balcony. Brett groaned and covered his face with
his free hand, causing the people around them to laugh. They all
knew Mike was gay; he had come out to them three years earlier
during a party very much like this one. The first person he had
ever told, however, had been his childhood friend Brett. If that
revelation had cost him Brett’s friendship, he had once confided to
Daisy after a few too many drinks, he’d never have found the
courage to tell anyone else.

Daisy surveyed the table as her friends
continued to chat, now divided into two groups. In a moment, she
would pull more food from the fridge, and maybe another bottle or
two. For now, though…

She left her empty glass on the table and
returned to the living room, unable to stop herself. As she stood
in front of the French doors, looking out onto the balcony, she
couldn’t help but wonder what Alicia was seeing. She and Woods
hadn’t moved since Daisy had left them there. In the pool of light
cast by the living room chandelier, however, she could see tear
tracks on Alicia’s cheeks. Something tightened in her stomach, and
her hand came to rest on the door handle before she knew what she
was doing. She stopped when Alicia’s lips curled into a faint
smile. With some difficulty, she let go of the handle. What was
Alicia seeing, she wondered, that could make her both cry and
smile? She doubted she’d ever find the courage to ask her
friend.

She watched for a moment longer, as still as
they were. Finally, Woods sat up, then stood, returning to his
place against the railing with his back to Daisy. Seconds later,
Alicia’s eyes opened and she took a deep breath. She remained
sitting a few more seconds, then stood and briefly touched Woods’
shoulder. He turned his face to her, and nodded, smiling, when she
said a few words to him. She was thanking him, Daisy supposed.
Things must have gone well, then. She let out a relieved breath she
hadn’t realized she was holding.

Turning back to the house, Alicia took a few
hesitant steps toward it. Daisy opened the window for her. Alicia
thanked her with a smile as she walked back in, pausing for a
second to rest her trembling hand on the doorjamb as though to
stabilize herself.

“Are you all right?” Daisy asked.

Alicia nodded. “Fine.” The word came out as a
croak. “But I could use a drink.”

Daisy walked ahead, pouring two glasses of
the white wine. When she turned, Alicia was there, her hand already
reaching for one of the glasses.

“How was it?” Joan asked, sliding closer to
Alicia. “What did you see?”

The others had stopped talking and turned to
Alicia, their faces showing various degrees of curiosity.

Having no
desire to hear this, Daisy took the second glass out onto the
balcony. Woods was still against the railing, looking out at the
ocean as she had earlier. The sun had fully set, but the very edge
of the horizon was still glowing, like the embers of a fire only
waiting to be reawakened. She stood by his side and offered him the
glass. He took it with a grateful nod. Like Alicia’s, his hand was
shaking a little when he brought the glass to his lips.

Clutching the railway with both hands, Daisy
observed him with a critical eye. The rough wood pressed into her
palms when she tightened her grip. She had never seen him do his
little trick before, and she had just realized something. Her lips
twisted in a grimace.

“You didn’t tell them everything,” she said,
almost accusing.

Woods seemed startled by her words. He
blinked as he looked at her. “What?”

“You didn’t tell them you see everything they
do.”

His awkward smile assured her she was right.
“I’m just trying to spare them embarrassment.”

She snorted. “You’re too kind.”

“Not really. I’m sparing myself the
embarrassment, too.”

She tried not to let her eyes stray down to
the bulging reason why Woods was facing away. “Right. And next
you’re going to tell me you don’t enjoy what you see.”

He actually blushed at that, and took a sip
of wine rather than answering.

“I knew it!” She shook a finger at him.
“Pervert!”

Still looking embarrassed, he grinned.
“Honestly, I like it much better when it stays PG. But whatever I
see, it’s just… nice to know things work out for so many people in
the end.”

Her curiosity piqued by his tone, Daisy
peered at him more closely. As he continued to take slow sips from
his glass, the grin faded, replaced by wistfulness. Her disbelief
that he might like innocent visions more than explicit ones was
shaken, and rather than mock him she said, “I guess I hadn’t
thought about it that way. So… your visions… they always end
well?”

“To this day.” He knocked twice on the wooden
railway, the sound clear and sharp in the night.

“How many people did you… show their future
to?”

“I’ve lost count. Too many, probably.”

The comment surprised Daisy, but before she
could say anything, Woods looked at her sideways.

“Are you next?”

“You wish. Let me go get your next
victim.”

She reached for his empty glass. He didn’t
let go. “But you will let me show you?”

As she forced herself to meet his eyes,
Daisy could only hope that she didn’t look as scared as she had
suddenly felt. “You mean, will I let you inside my life?” she said,
pushing a sardonic smile to her lips. “Why would I let
you
see what I think
I shouldn’t see?”

He finally let go of the glass and turned
back to the ocean. “Think about it, Daisy. It could change your
life.”

Even though she wouldn’t admit it, at
least not to him, she had thought about it. From the first time her sister had told
her, beaming, that a seer had shown her a vision of her future
husband to the moment she had met Woods at the wedding, she had
wondered what it would be like to get a glimpse of her own future.
She didn’t let herself wonder anymore.

“Giving you a hard on would change my life?”
she said, her voice turning more teasing than she wanted. “Don’t
flatter yourself. And try to calm down before I send you the next
one. They were spooked enough by the kissing part. They don’t need
to know you’re getting off on it.”

He was chuckling when she left. In spite of
herself, Daisy smiled.




To be continued in: Second Vision of Destiny
- Lydia
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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.




Forever Starts Now

After receiving pictures that prove her
fiancé’s infidelity, Claire breaks her engagement to Jonas and
throws him out of her house. As a Special Enforcer, Jonas’ job is
to hunt vampires who kill humans, but while she packs his
belongings, Claire discovers he might be killing innocent vampires
as well. Needing to know more about vampires before she decides
whether to turn Jonas in, she visits a club where vampires and
humans come in close contact, On The Edge.

There, she meets the attractive and
mysterious vampire Matthew. She observes him from afar for a few
nights, and when he finally comes to talk to her, it is to scare
her and ensure that she will not return to a place he considers
dangerous for her--a view he unexpectedly shares with Jonas.

Claire does return, however, and discovers
more about Matthew’s past than he wanted her to know. She also
discovers he is attracted to her, just as much as she is to him.
Their first night together is passionate, but, with the
intervention of Matthew’s Sire, it ends in blood…




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?
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