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Snapdragons




Rhea snapped her eyelids shut and forced
herself to take slow, deep breaths. Only when the panic had receded
somewhat did she open her eyes again. Even so, a few seconds passed
before her vision had cleared and she could read the letter
again.

Her lips formed each word silently, but
even on this second reading they made no sense. When she reached
the end of the letter, her eyes stopped on the name
there—her name. If
anyone had asked her, she could have sworn under oath that it was
her handwriting, that she had signed this letter herself, written
every word of it. How could she, though, when she didn’t remember
writing it? Of course, that was the whole point, wasn’t
it?

Her hands shaking a little, she refolded the
letter and put it back in the pocket of her cardigan, where she had
found it upon waking up. She looked around her. She could only see
a dozen other people in the bus, none of them closer than three
rows away. The other thing she had found in her pocket, a bus pass,
had informed her the bus had left New York at seven in the morning
and would arrive the next day past three in the afternoon. A look
at her watch didn’t help her much, even once she got past the
surprise of seeing a fine, ladylike watch on her wrist rather than
the cheap plastic one she had owned for years. It was just past two
in the afternoon, but she had no idea if that was the day of
departure or arrival. She turned to the window on her left and
leaned her forehead against the cool glass. Palm trees and Florida
license plates suggested that they had to be close to Miami. Why
was she on that bus?

Once again, she pulled out the letter from
her pocket. This time, she changed her mind and rather than
unfolding the thin sheet of paper, she simply held on to it,
staring at it as though it held all the memories that eluded her at
that moment. She started to shake again, and tried not to let tears
rise to her eyes. She couldn’t think if she was crying, and she had
to think. She had to figure out what was going on, why she was on
that bus, and—more importantly—what she would do once she arrived
in Miami.

Trying to hold her fear and panic at bay, she
reached back toward the last thing she remembered. She didn’t
recall getting on the bus, or writing the letter. Her last memory
was leaving the agency with Carol, a little before nightfall.
Neither of them had said a word until they had arrived at Carol’s
apartment, and Rhea remembered having gone to her small bedroom
without dinner, despite her roommate’s protests. She had been
upset…

She frowned as she tried to remember what had
upset her so much, and blinked when the memory resurfaced. Peter.
The agency had had an intervention, that afternoon, to show him
they knew about him and that vampire, knew he hadn’t staked her
when he had told them he had, knew he was sleeping with her.

Pain returned along with the memory and Rhea
bit down on her bottom lip. Peter had never looked at her as
anything more than a child and colleague, yet she had felt betrayed
by his admission that yes, he had a relationship with Kaelin, yes,
he knew she killed, no, he wouldn’t stake her even if it cost him
his job as a Special Enforcer. She wished she had known what to say
to him, or the others, but she hadn’t said a word when he had
surrendered his badge to Paul and simply announced that he was
quitting. What could she have said? She was only an apprentice, not
even a full member of the agency yet. That she was the one who had
found out Kaelin was still alive changed nothing, and only added
guilt to her disappointment and sadness at seeing him leaving.

After his departure, they'd worked on a plan
to attack Kaelin's clan the next day. Rhea had gone home with
Carol, gone to sleep without dinner, and awakened in this bus. It
couldn’t be all, though. It didn’t fit. Still holding on to the
letter, she pulled her ticket back out for another look. She ran
her thumb on the upper right corner, where the date was printed. If
the ticket was right, Peter’s intervention—and her last memory—had
taken place almost six years earlier.

Another wave of panic threatened to submerge
Rhea. She closed her eyes again. Before long, dry sobs were rocking
her body. She tried to keep quiet so she wouldn’t draw attention to
herself. She had lost six years of her life. Not only that, but if
she believed the letter, she had stolen her own memories herself.
If she believed the letter, she wouldn’t do a thing to try to
recover her past.

When the bus finally stopped at the station
in Miami an hour later, Rhea had calmed down enough to manage
getting off, clutching her purse at her side. She squinted in the
too-bright sunlight and looked around her, desperate to find
someone she knew, all too aware that she wouldn’t. According to the
ticket, she had no luggage. Her wallet held fifteen dollars, a
credit card and a driver license; she didn’t recall ever sitting
behind the wheel of a car. What was she supposed to do, now?

She was starting to hyperventilate. She
looked around for help, but the other passengers had already left,
and the driver was pulling away with the bus. She took a few
stumbling steps backwards and was almost grateful when the back of
her legs hit a bench. She sat down, or rather she allowed her knees
to buckle beneath her, and struggled to get her breathing under
control.

It will be all
right, she repeated to
herself. I’ve
been there before. I didn’t know anyone when I got to New York. I
found Carol. I’ll find someone here too. Someone who will help me.
I can do this.

She didn’t know
how much time passed before she trusted her legs to carry her
again. She tried not to think of where she was going. She would
panic again if she let herself remember that she didn’t know. One
step after another, she walked without looking ahead of her, taking
streets at random. Her instincts pushed her away from crowds and
noise, and she soon found herself walking through small, dark
streets where the fresh ocean air didn’t reach.

Buildings loomed over her, clothes hanging
from lines thrown over the street. Old women sat on their stoops,
watching her pass with eagle eyes. She walked a little faster when
she noticed three young men a short distance behind her, and turned
in the first street she saw.

Her heart stuttered when she realized it was
a cul de sac. She tensed as the young men’s steps echoed behind
her. Sweat beaded on her forehead. The heat seemed to have
increased tenfold, suddenly. She turned toward the opening of the
street, ready to confront them—ready to run—but they didn’t come
after her. Soon they had disappeared.

Breathing a little more easily, Rhea noticed
a small shop on her right, the name “Snapdragon” painted in fading
gold letters over the awning. Behind the dusty window, potted
plants tried to reach for the sunlight that probably never
penetrated the alley. They obscured the view of the inside so that
Rhea wasn’t even sure whether the shop was open or not. There was
no indication of hours of business on the door, merely a small
placard that announced: “help wanted”.

Rhea pushed the door open, attracted both by
the name of the shop and by the plants. Carol had grown some of the
same plants on her balcony, and had taught Rhea to harvest the
leaves, flowers and roots to use for their spells at the
agency.

With only one light bulb hanging bare from
the ceiling, the shop, no more than five feet wide and barely any
deeper, seemed as dark as the alley. The air held the musty smell
of wet soil and Rhea rubbed the back of her fingers against her
nose. All around her, from floor to ceiling, dusty glass jars of
all shapes and sizes crowded wooden shelves, which seemed ready to
collapse under their weight. A small counter stood in the back near
a half-open door, but Rhea couldn't see anyone in the shop.

“Huh… Hello?” she called out, her mouth very
dry and her heart hammering inside her chest. A few slow steps
brought her closer to the counter. “Anyone here?”

Heavy steps in the back room were the only
answer she received until a tall, stout man appeared at the door,
his massive body concealed from chest to knees behind a dirty
leather apron. It might have been black at some point in the past,
maybe like his hair, but both were now graying and slightly greasy.
He looked Rhea up and down, scowling.

“Well? I don’t have all day. What do you
want?”

Rhea swallowed hard. She wished she had had
any other option. “I… I saw the sign. On the door. The help wanted
sign?”

“I put it there. I know what it says.”

“Well I was… I was wondering—”

The man snorted. “This is actual work, not
some kind of New Age thing where you can get high on my inventory
and tell all your little friends you’re practicing magic.”

“I don’t… I mean, it’s work that I want. And
I’m a serious worker.”

He gave her another up and down look that
left Rhea feeling like she needed a shower.

“A serious worker, hey? What I want is
someone who knows the difference between basil leaves and bearberry
root.”

Unable to keep looking at him, she turned to
the display on her right and started reading the labels. She
quickly figured out how the jars were organized—alphabetically,
powders on the top shelves and roots at the bottom—and pulled out
the bearberry root jar with trembling hands.

“That’s bearberry root,” she said, looking
back at the man and trying to smile. “I doubt you have basil unless
you’re running a cooking store as well as a magic one.” Her attempt
at humor fell completely flat. She hurried to add: “Bearberry is
used for protection spells but in very small doses because it can
explode when heated.”

She waited for the shop owner’s approval, or
even a sign of acknowledgment that she was right. All he did was
bark another name at her.

“Hyssop.”

She placed the bearberry jar back but didn’t
look for the hyssop one. Instead, she clutched her purse in front
of her and looked toward the man, her eyes on a point above his
shoulder.

“The flowers are used for truth-finding
spells. The oil for healing mixtures.”

He gave her
four more names after that, his surprise slowly coloring his
features even though he never praised her. In truth, she was
starting to feel surprised too, and just a little queasy. She knew
all these names, all these uses for various ingredients, wouldn’t
have hesitated if he had asked her to mix a spell or potion for
him, and yet she couldn’t remember learning about half of these
plants. Carol had always been very conservative in her use of
magic, perhaps because her abilities were limited, and while she
had encouraged Rhea to explore her own potential, she hadn’t known
as much as Rhea now did.

“Snapdragon,” the man said after a few
seconds of silence, his tone implying it was the last test.

“It’s my favorite flower,” Rhea said with a
shaky smile.

The man grumbled under his breath. “Don’t
waste my—”

“Memory,” she said quickly. “It’s good for
memory spells, to help people remember things. And to make them
forget, too, if you use too much of it.”

She wondered, as she finished, whether it was
what she had used on herself. Would she ever know?

“Forget?” the man said, now frowning. “How
much more do you have to use for that? I’d never heard of such a
thing.”

Rhea gulped. “I can show you. If… if I get
the job, that is.”

For a long moment, he considered her
thoughtfully. Rhea tried not to fidget under his heavy stare.

“Go home,” he said at last. “Come back
tomorrow. We open at seven.”

All at once, Rhea felt happy and scared. She
had found a job, something she was actually good at, but her new
boss’ demeanor was more than a little forbidding. He hadn’t even
asked for her name or offered one for himself. Still, he had
offered her the position. It was good enough for now.

“Thank you, I’ll be there.”

She stepped back to the front door, giving an
awkward little goodbye wave and more thanks, but stopped before she
could walk out. He had told her to go home; she wished she could
have.

“I… I just arrived in town, actually. I don’t
suppose you know of a small place where I could live?”

Once he had finished complaining about the
youth of today and where the country would end up if left in the
hands of people like her, he gave her an address, just two blocks
away, and told her to say Angelo had sent her. The apartment she
was shown was barely more than a room with a decrepit bathroom
attached, but the landlady was nice and told Rhea tales of a young,
much friendlier Angelo as she fed her a too-salty vegetable soup.
Nothing had ever tasted so good.




* * * *




Rhea had worked for Angelo for almost two
weeks when, one evening, Peter entered the shop. She had been
watering the plants in the window, one of her last daily tasks
before closing time, and although she had seen him pass by, she
hadn’t seen his face. She looked toward him automatically as he
stepped in, and stopped breathing. Judging by his own wide-eyed
expression, he was as shocked as she was.

“Peter?” The word was a whisper, as though he
would disappear if she spoke too loud. “You’re alive.”

He frowned at that, and she noticed the thin
lines at the corner of his eyes. They hadn’t been there in her
memories, and neither had the few strands of gray in his dark brown
hair. His eyes were the same, though, bright green and full of
life. The leather jacket he had worn in New York was gone, no doubt
a concession to the weather. Differences or not, it was him. Peter.
Without thinking any further, Rhea dropped her watering can and
stepped forward to hug him.

“You’re alive!” she repeated, tears rising to
her eyes. “I thought… the letter said everyone…oh, I’m so happy
you’re here! How did you find me?”

“I see you know my new employee,” Angelo said
behind them.

He didn’t sound particularly amused. Rhea
stepped back at once. Her cheeks flushed in embarrassment. She
tensed and looked down at the floor, waiting for a reprimand. She
may not have worked for Angelo very long, but she had quickly
learned to be wary of his temper.

“Yes, we’ve known each other for a while,”
Peter said. “You’re lucky to have Rhea working for you. She’s very
talented.”

Angelo acknowledged Peter’s words with a
slight inclination of his head. “I’ll get your order. I won’t be
long.”

The last sounded like a warning, as though
he were loath to leave Peter and Rhea alone. She turned her eyes to
Peter again, feeling grateful for his help and a little silly to
have thought that he had come for her. She had heard Angelo place a
phone call to someone called Peter earlier, but she would never
have imagined it could be her Peter.

“Angelo doesn’t seem to like his employees
fraternizing with the customers,” she joked feebly, her eyes
running over him again and spotting all the differences that
reminded her they hadn’t met for years, even if she remembered
seeing him a few days earlier.

“I guess not,” he replied with a faint smile.
“I’m surprised you’re here, Rhea. I thought working for the agency
was your dream job.”

“It was.” The now familiar lump was back in
her throat. She pushed the words past it. “But I had to find
something else after…after that clan attacked us.”

“What happened?”

A shiver ran through Rhea and her eyes filled
with tears again, though all the happiness had drained from her.
“The Kavanagh clan—”

Heavy steps announced Angelo’s return. His
eyes went from Rhea to Peter and back; his frown deepened. With a
start, Rhea turned her back on both of them and picked up her
watering can. Thankfully, no water had spilled when she had dropped
it. She resumed watering the plants while Peter paid for his order.
He briefly met Rhea’s eyes on his way out, and she could guess he
had a lot of questions for her. He had left the agency on less than
amicable terms, but she was sure he had cared about Paul and Carol,
and the others. He had worked by their sides for years, after all,
much longer than she had.

She wasn’t all that surprised, when the store
closed ten minutes later, to find Peter waiting for her in the
street.




* * * *




Rhea bit the pad of her thumb as she watched
Peter’s eyes run over the letter she had handed him with trembling
hands. The diner was busy around them, loud voices and laughter
filling the space as effectively as the bodies they came from, but
her entire focus remained on him, on the slight frown pulling at
his brow when he reached the end of the letter and started again.
She knew the letter so well that she recited it in her mind as she
continued to watch him.

You know your own handwriting well enough to
realize who wrote this note. So hi, me.

By now you’re probably very confused and
wondering what’s going on, so here’s the short story. The attack on
the Kavanagh clan went very, very badly. On a scale of one to ten,
the badness was at least a thousand. They fought back, and they
didn’t just come for the agency. They came for our families, our
friends. In the end, everybody you loved or cared about was killed.
You found a lot of them yourself. You had to make sure they
wouldn’t return as vamps.

Read those last two sentences again. Let them
sink in.

Now you know why you don’t have any memories
beyond the day before the attack. I couldn’t live with them.
Believe me, you wouldn’t be able to either, so don’t try to break
the spell.

Yes, it’s a
spell. That’s the how. Always loved knowing the ‘how’ of things,
didn’t you? Or is it didn’t I? It’s weird to be talking to
myself.

What’s left for you to do is to decide what
to do with the rest of your life. I can’t help you there, because
obviously, if I knew, I wouldn’t be doing this spell. I’m getting a
ticket for the first bus out of New York. Trust me—trust
yourself—when I tell you not to come back.

Find a job, get new friends, start a new
life. Stay away from vamps and Special Enforcers. And most of all,
do not try to remember.

Rhea

At last, Peter folded the letter back up and
placed it on the table between them. Rhea reached for it right
away, her hands still shaking a little. She had unfolded, read and
re-folded again that piece of paper so many times in the past two
weeks that the paper seemed ready to fall apart along the creases.
Almost reverently, she slipped it back in her purse. She never went
anywhere without it, sometimes slipping her hand inside her bag to
touch it and assure herself it was really there and she wasn’t
caught in a too-vivid nightmare.

Across from her, Peter took a sip of coffee.
It had to be tepid by now. The waitress, probably too busy, had not
been back to refill their cups. Rhea remembered he had always liked
his coffee strong and dark, with no milk or sugar. In her first
years at the agency, she had brought him back a cup every time she
had gone to the deli down the street for lunch. He used to smile
when he thanked her, which never failed to make her flush, and
Carol and Paul would—

The realization was sharp, painful as a punch
to the gut, as it always was. Carol and Paul were gone, along with
everyone from the agency, everyone she had cared about. She closed
her eyes rather than allow tears to rise yet again.

“And you’re certain you wrote this
letter?”

Peter’s voice
was like a safe line, familiar and welcome despite its slight hint
of incredulity. In a world she still didn’t recognize, it was the
one thing she felt she could cling to. She opened her eyes again to
find that he was observing her, his arms now crossed on the table.
His eyes seemed to shine under the bright lights of the diner, and
the few silver threads in his hair seemed more apparent than they
had been at the store.

“As certain as I can be, considering. I’ve
tried writing the letter over, and I could superpose the two almost
perfectly.”

He shook his head in what looked like
disbelief. Rhea’s stomach lurched unpleasantly. She hadn’t told
anyone about her past since arriving in Miami, and he was the only
person who had ever read the letter. She needed him to see that it
was true. Then, maybe, she would stop hoping that she would wake up
soon and find herself back in New York.

“It is my handwriting,” she insisted, almost
begging him to believe her.

A muscle twitched in his jaw and pulled at
the few fine lines at the corner of his mouth. He had aged
gracefully, and he still looked like the same strong man she had
once known.

“All right, let’s assume you wrote this,” he
said, still sounding a little skeptical. “What I don’t understand
is this. The agency was about to eliminate the Kavanagh clan when I
left. That was more than five years ago.”

Rhea looked down at those words, sliding a
little on her chair. Unfortunately, her teacup was empty, and would
not help her suddenly dry throat.

“I know.” She could still feel the remnants
of the panic that had taken hold of her when she had realized that
five years had vanished from her life. “I guess… I guess I held on
as long as I could before erasing my memories. Or maybe it took me
that long to learn how.”

She had always had a talent for magic. Carol
used to say there were few things she wouldn’t be able to do if she
put her mind and heart to it; that was why she had taken her on as
an apprentice, after all. Rhea clenched her teeth at the thought of
her old friend. The two of them had held the safest jobs of the
agency, rarely having to deal with vampires first-hand. They had
revoked invitations given to vampires to enter a home and supported
the Special Enforcers with minor spells. Magic hadn’t saved Carol
in the end, though, and it had only offered Rhea broken pieces with
which to rebuild her life.

Peter’s fingers were now tapping rhythmically
on the table. She dared to look back up at his face. His expression
showed his puzzlement. She wished she could have known if he truly
believed her.

“I’m sorry,” he said, and as his features
softened into a mix of pity and sadness, Rhea found she could
breathe more easily. “It must have been hard to start from scratch.
How long have you been in town?”

“Just two weeks. And yes, it’s been
difficult.”

She swallowed hard, pushing away at the same
time how similar the experience was to her arrival to New
York—alone, lost, until she had found a job she could enjoy and a
friend to lean on. She tried to smile at Peter.

“I’m glad I was wrong when I said everybody I
cared about was dead, though.”

He blinked twice before answering her smile
in kind. When he did, Rhea could have wept with joy. For the first
time since she had awakened in that bus, she could feel the warmth
of hope curling around her, warming her. She was still warm when
she went home, Peter’s business card, with his address and phone
number, resting in her purse with the letter. She wasn’t alone
anymore.




* * * *




Her chocolate dessert forgotten in front of
her, Rhea looked at Peter in awe.

“You mean you find treasures?”

He shrugged and sat back in the booth.
“There’s more trying than finding to it, but yeah, that’s the
goal.”

Fascinated, she pushed the dessert away and
leaned forward over the narrow diner table. She had been a little
disappointed when he had told her he wasn’t a Special Enforcer
anymore. She had always thought he was the best at the agency, his
failure to stake Kaelin notwithstanding. Of course, she had never
been too objective where Peter was concerned.

“How do you do it?” she asked, unconsciously
dropping her voice to a whisper. “Magic?”

“My part, yes. But my partners do extensive
research on sunken vessels before that.”

Arms spread on each side of him on the back
of the bench, he would have been the picture of relaxation, if not
for repeated glances through the window on his right. She frowned
and tried to follow his eyes to see what he was looking at, but
darkness had fallen on the street and even with the streetlights,
she only saw shadows. Focusing on him again, she tried to imagine
what his job could be like. More interesting than her own, she was
sure, and she couldn’t help saying as much.

“It can be,” he said, nodding. “But it can
also be very frustrating. This case I’m working on right now… The
galleon is called the Boca de Dragón. Let’s just say I’ll make your boss rich before I’m
done!”

She looked down at her slice of cake and
picked up her abandoned spoon, thinking. She had heard what Angelo
had suggested to Peter two days earlier. She doubted that spell
would help if Peter’s current project were as difficult as he
said.

“Have you tried a spell with Solomon’s seal
oil? You’ve got good instincts, that’d help develop them. Maybe
with some heliotrope powder too and—” She blushed when she looked
up and noticed he was grinning. “Feel free to tell me it’s none of
my business any time, now.”

Peter chuckled. “No, do continue. You always
were cute when you babbled. And that sounds interesting. Heliotrope
powder, you said? I use the oil, I hadn’t thought of using the
powder. You think you could show me?”

Her blushing increased. She couldn’t believe
Peter wanted her help. She was just an apprentice. “I’d be glad to,
but I’m not that good, you know.”

He looked unconvinced even as he said: “We’ll
see. Are you done?” He pointed at her dessert.

Part of her wanted to claim she wasn’t, just
so they could spend a few more minutes together, but in truth, she
was full. Peter had been taking her to this diner every other night
for the past week, and while the food was simple, it was also
delicious.

“I’m done. And this time, it’s my treat.
I—”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” He stood, and
before she could stop him, was already at the counter and paying
their check.

“Thank you,” she said when she followed. “But
next time, it’ll be on me.”

Angelo wasn’t giving her much, but she could
pay her part. The last thing she wanted was for Peter to think she
was taking advantage of him. Peter didn’t reply, and merely smiled
as held the door for her.

“It’s getting late,” he said, looking around
them in the deserted street. “Do you want me to walk you home?”

Again, she was torn. She appreciated his
offer, and she wished she could have accepted it in order to spend
a little while longer with him. At the same time, though, she
didn’t want him to look down at her when he saw where she lived.
The building was clean, warm and quiet, but she doubted he would
see past the walls covered in graffiti.

“I’ll be fine,” she said, smiling gratefully.
“Thanks for everything.”

He took her hand and squeezed it. “My
pleasure, Rhea. I’ll see you soon.”

She kept his not-quite promise in her mind as
she started down the street with a spring to her steps that hadn’t
been there earlier. Back in New York, Peter had always been nice to
her, but he had also treated her like a kid sister, never truly
looking at her as an adult. To be the focus of his attention was a
heady experience.

She knew she ought not to think too much of
it; Peter was probably a little sorry for what had happened to her,
nothing more. Still, she couldn’t help seeing more in his smiles,
his dinner invitations, and the small comments about how her hair
looked better like this, shorter and with red highlights she didn’t
remember putting there. He had even called her cute tonight. She
wished she had dared to use the credit card she'd found in her
wallet, so far only pulled out to buy a few working clothes when
she first arrived. If she had sexier clothes to wear, maybe having
dinner together would turn into proper dates, and then who knew
what—

Steps coming closer behind her pulled her out
of her thoughts with a jolt. She was in a narrow back alley just a
block from her apartment, and the lighting was very poor. Throat
tight, she froze. The steps stopped as well. She looked back in the
darkness, and was almost relieved to find a woman about thirty
yards behind her. She couldn’t quite distinguish her face, but her
cocktail dress seemed quite out of place in the alley, enough so
that Rhea wondered if the woman was lost, maybe. Some streets in
this neighborhood could feel like a maze, as she had discovered in
her first days in town.

“Hello? Can I help you?”

The woman came closer with slow steps that
brought her, little by little, into the pool of light dispensed by
a streetlight between them

“You can, yes, Rhea. Stay away from Peter.
I’ve waited too long for him to lose him to a child now.”

A bead of cold sweat slithered down Rhea’s
back. She knew that woman—that vampire. She was Kaelin, the vampire
for whom Peter had given up his Special Enforcer career along with
his life in New York. Her portrait had been pinned on the agency
wall for weeks, along with pictures of her Sire and his other
Childer and minions. There had been a tag at the bottom of her
picture. Confirmed killer, execute on sight. Rhea hadn’t known until that moment that Kaelin
was in Miami too.

Rhea’s
heartbeat raced, her blood echoing like rolling thunder in her
ears. Without knowing why, she raised her hand, palm up in front of
her. Flames appeared out of nowhere, dancing at her fingertips,
casting light through the alley yet radiating no heat. A few yards
in front of her, Kaelin stopped. A vicious smile bloomed on her
face.

“Back to the same tricks, I see. I knew the
sweet kid act was just a façade.”

Rhea blinked, and the flames faltered in her
hand for a second. “What—”

But already Kaelin was gone, disappearing in
the shadows.

Still shaken, Rhea looked at her hand, where
the flames still danced. She had no idea how she had done this, and
no idea how to stop it. As she stared at the fire, she could see,
through its flickering tendrils, a burning building and flashing
lights, could hear through its faint crackling shouts and cries for
help. Her fear returned in a flash, now tenfold what she had
experienced in front of Kaelin. She clenched her hand reflexively
in a fist and the fire vanished. The burning building and shouting,
however, remained with her long after she had returned home and
gone to bed, trembling.




* * * *




Four thirty-two. Only two hours and
twenty-eight minutes to go. Twenty-seven, now. Rhea sighed and
wrapped yet another tiny jar in a protective cocoon of bubble wrap
before setting it aside on the table on the side of the back
room.

In her mind, the flames she had accidentally
caused the previous day were still burning. They had burned all
night, turning everything and everyone around her to ashes every
time she closed her eyes. She was always a little surprised, when
she opened them again, to discover that everything was
unmarked.

She wished she had someone she could talk to.
She wished she wasn’t so scared of Kaelin, more scared than she had
ever been of a vampire before. She wished—

“Well?” Angelo’s voice boomed behind her.
“Aren’t you done yet?”

Startled, she dropped the glass bottle she
had just picked up. It shattered on the floor in front of her
workspace and she gasped at the sight of the precious powder
spilled on the dirty tiles and her sneakers.

“Idiotic girl!” he shouted, glowering. “Are
you trying to ruin my business?” He grabbed her arm to shake her,
his hold so tight that it hurt. “After I take you off the street,
this is how you repay me? Do you have any—”

One second, Rhea was in pain, too scared to
think or to say a word in her own defense. The next, something
settled on her, dark, heavy and powerful. A loud buzzing noise in
her ears obliterated everything, and light flared around her, so
bright she had to close her eyes. When she opened them again, the
buzzing and oppressing presence were gone. Angelo was slumped
against the wall on her left, a trickle of blood at the corner of
his mouth. She froze, certain for a second that he was dead, but a
low moan proved her wrong. He blinked and looked up at her. His
eyes widened and filled with fear.

No, this wasn’t fear, she realized, starting
to shake. This was pure terror.

She didn’t think. She ran. She barely had
enough presence of mind left to grab her purse as she fled the
store. Her own blood beating hard in her ears, she kept running
until the stitch in her side became too painful and she had to
stop. She struggled to catch her breath as she looked around her
and tried to orient herself. She didn’t know where she was. She
didn’t know where she was going. She didn’t know what had happened
in the store, or why Angelo had looked at her as though she had
been the devil incarnate. She didn’t know—

But she knew who would.

She fumbled in her purse for the tiny,
precious card and ran a finger over Peter’s name. Above the address
and phone number, two lines in italics announced: “Localization
spells for missing persons and objects, vampire disinvite spells,
and all magical help you may need”. She certainly could use all the
help she could get.

Looking around, she tried to recognize the
names of the streets, but it didn’t help. She didn’t know where his
street was. She stopped someone and asked for directions.
Twenty-five minutes later, she was knocking on his door. Strangely
enough, Peter looked like he had just gotten out of bed. He was
wearing sweats and a t-shirt, his feet were bare and his hair stuck
out at odd angles, as though he had just run a hand through it.

“Rhea? Is something wrong?”

She swallowed heavily and tried to smile.
“I…I’m sorry to bother you. I just didn’t know where else…”

Her voice broke down into a dry sob when he
opened the door wider, inviting her in.

“You’re shaking. What happened?”

He took her arm, but as light as his touch
was she couldn’t help flinching when he brushed on the spot where
Angelo’s hand had closed so tight.

Once she had sat down on his sofa, but still
hadn’t said a word, he repeated, “What happened?”

She didn’t know where to start. “Could I have
a glass of water please?” she asked, trying to give herself
time.

Peter gave her a searching look before he
nodded and disappeared into the kitchen. Clasping her hands
together, Rhea looked around her, recognizing Peter everywhere she
looked. The overflowing bookshelves reflected his dislike for
technology; the map on the coffee table in front of her, half
covered in jars and bags of ingredients, his messiness. The
crossbow on the wall was a reminder that he had been a Special
Enforcer.

“There you go.”

She started at the quiet words, so much so
that Peter frowned at her. Unable to meet his eyes, she dropped her
gaze as she muttered a word of thanks and accepted the glass he was
handing her. The water was cool and soothing; she drank it in big
gulps, quickly emptying the glass. She would have asked for more
but Peter had sat across from her in an armchair, his body leaning
toward her.

“Now,” he said on a firm but gentle tone.
“Tell me what happened.”

“I don’t know what happened,” she said, shaking her head. “He scared me
so much, and then I was mad…”

Her hands shook, threatening to drop the
glass. She placed it on the map on the coffee table and buried her
hands between her knees.

“Who scared you, Rhea?” Peter prodded
gently.

“Angelo.” Somehow, having pronounced this
simple word made it easier to continue, and truly explain. “I was
working and he startled me. I dropped something, it broke, and he
started shouting at me. And then he grabbed me…” She closed her
right hand over her arm to show Peter. “He hurt me. And then…” She
gulped. “I did magic on him. Threw him against the wall. But I
don’t know how!” She watched him pleadingly; she couldn’t stand the
idea that he might think she had done it on purpose. “What’s wrong
with me, Peter?”

She waited, hoping that he would tell her it
hadn’t been her fault, it had all been an accident, and Angelo had
brought it upon himself. Peter remained quiet. His eyes, however,
just a little too wide, betrayed his shock.

In the silence of the apartment, Rhea could
suddenly hear noises, then steps. She turned her head just in time
to see Kaelin walk out of a room, her high-heeled shoes clicking
noisily on the wooden floor. She was wearing the same cocktail
dress as the previous night. Blonde hair fell on her bare
shoulders. She was beautiful, Rhea thought with a pang of
jealousy.

“No clue what’s wrong with the little girl,”
she said, her words as stinging as acid. “But I know better than to
stay in the same apartment as a pyromaniac. You know where to find
me when you have time to play grown-up games, Peter.”

With that, she threw something at him. It
took Rhea a few seconds before she recognized the shiny metal
object as a pair of handcuffs, both cuffs broken. She looked back
at the vampire. Her wrists were red, she now noticed. She was
giving Rhea a condescending smile. Shock and anger ran through Rhea
like a blazing fire and her ears started buzzing. Already, though,
Kaelin was walking out of the apartment, her head high and her step
regal. The click of the door shutting behind her brought Rhea back
to the present.

“I’m… I’m sorry,” she said hurriedly as she
leapt up from the sofa. “I didn’t know… I mean… If I had known you
had company…”

She couldn’t believe she had been stupid
enough to believe Peter cared about her. Shame and embarrassment
burned her cheeks.

“Sit,” Peter told her coldly, standing in
front of her and leaving her no choice but to slide back down. “Why
are you so angry?”

“I’m not angry!”

Her nails dug into the palms of her hands but
she barely felt the pain.

“Yes, you are,” Peter said, still looming
over her. “Why do you lie to me? I’m trying to help you and—”

“She called me a little girl,” Rhea cut in,
gritting her teeth. “I am not a child. Even if you treat me like
one, too. And I know who she is. She’s part of the clan who killed
everyone I ever cared about. She’s that same vamp you were
protecting even though she was a killer!”

He shook his head and sat down again,
sighing.

“You’re right about some things,” he
conceded. “But very wrong about others.”

Her hands still fisted on her knees, she
simply stared at him, waiting for him to explain. She was
disappointed, and hurt, more than she could have thought possible,
but she also couldn’t bear the thought of losing him. Her teenage
crush had reawakened in the past week, and deepened into something
more meaningful. She’d forgive him anything if he just
explained.

“I do not see you as a child,” he said
softly. “And I’m going to prove it to you. I believe you’re strong
enough to endure your world being shattered again.”

At first, she thought he was exaggerating. In
just moments, he proved her otherwise. For three weeks, she hadn’t
merely lived without her memories. She had also lived a lie. She
let him talk without a word, let him break the fragile sandcastle
she had built since arriving in Miami, and couldn’t, not for one
second, believe he was lying.

“So they’re not dead?” she murmured,
dumbstruck, when he was finished. “You’re sure?”

“Certain.
I talked to Carol the night I
met you. She said Paul, Jamie and the others are all
fine.”

“But… the letter?”

Her hand flew to the purse next to her but
she managed to stop herself before she pulled out the letter. It
didn’t prove anything anymore.

“Would it be impossible to believe you lied
to yourself?”

She shook her head, although whether to
refute his words or answer his question, she didn’t know.

“Why would I do that?” she murmured, her eyes
staring at nothing. “What happened to me that I would want to
forget everything and run away…” She focused back on Peter,
suddenly hopeful. “Did Carol say anything about me?”

“No, she didn’t,” he said, leaning forward
toward her. “But I do know what happened to you.”

She blinked. She would have expected him to
tell her everything he knew right away. “So, what is it?” she
asked, anxious.

“It’s not up to me to tell you. Your reasons
for leaving are yours to discover. To remember. If I told you, it
wouldn’t be your past. Just a story.”

“A story?” She winced at the high-pitched
tone of her own voice but couldn’t calm down. “It’s my life! Not a
damn story! And who told you anyway?”

“Kaelin,” he replied as though it were the
most normal thing in the world. “She still has friends in New
York’s vamp community.”

Rhea just stared at him. She couldn’t begin
to imagine what New York’s vampires knew about her—but that was the
entire problem, wasn’t it? She couldn’t imagine what she didn’t
know. She was tired of it.

“Whatever happened, I don’t want to run
anymore,” she said, her voice both strong and shaky. “Help me get
my memories back, Peter. Please.”

He nodded and stood. “I’ve got everything we
need. Just give me a minute and I’ll gather the ingredients. It
shouldn’t be too hard…”

He continued to talk as he prepared the
spell, but Rhea didn’t really listen. She understood his
instructions and helped him to move the coffee table then draw the
sand circle on the floor. She placed the candles as he instructed
her before she sat, crossed-legged, in the center, but she didn’t
listen to his reassurances. She didn’t want to be reassured. She
wanted to know.

Finally, Peter started chanting. That, Rhea
listened to, wondering what spell he was using and whether—

She suddenly went rigid, back arched as she
wailed in agony. Her head felt as though it were too tight. She
fell backwards, and her arm knocked over a candle. She hissed at
the touch of the flame or her bare skin, and then her body went
slack.




* * * *




One more flight of stairs. Rhea sighed,
gripped the rail a little harder, and hoisted herself forward. It
had been a long week—no, a long month. With one less Special
Enforcer at the agency, she had needed to put in longer research
hours, just like she had, a few years earlier, when Peter had left.
The difference was that, back then, she had been sad to see him go,
but she had lost nothing more with his departure than a friend she
had a crush on. This time… this time the loss was very
different.

Two steps before she reached the landing, she
froze. A few feet in front of her a man was sitting on the floor,
with his back to her apartment’s door and his arms around his
knees. But when he raised his head to look at her, she realized it
wasn’t just any man.

“Ca…Carlos?” she breathed, unable to say
the name too loud for fear she might wake up and find it had been a
dream.

He smiled at her, and the ice that had
encased her heart for the past month melted at once. “Hey baby.
You’re home late.”

She was taken by the irrepressible urge to
laugh at these words. He thought she was late when he hadn’t come
home for four weeks?

“Where have you been?” she asked, even
though she already knew the answer.

The two livid scars high on his neck hadn’t
been there when she had last kissed him good luck before he and
Paul had gone out on patrol.

He stood, very slowly, clearly trying not to
frighten her. “You know where. I wanted to come back to you
earlier, but this is the first time I’ve been allowed out on my
own. I’ve missed you so much…”

Stifling a sob, Rhea took a step forward,
then another one. Carlos tentatively opened his arms to her, as
though unsure whether or not she would come to him. It was the look
on his face that decided her. She had seen that same expression in
the mirror every morning for the past month.

“I’ve missed you too,” she said, stepping
into his embrace and sighing when his arms closed around her. “I
was so scared I had lost you…”

“Shhh…” He ran his fingers through her
hair, the gesture so familiar it was instantly soothing. “I’m here,
now. And we’ll stay together, you’ll see. Forever.”

His mouth trailed over her neck, his lips
cool and tender. Rhea closed her eyes and waited for the bite.

The afternoon after his disappearance, she
had done a fairly basic spell to find him. For the first time, she
had obtained no result. She had done the spell again, certain she
had made a mistake, and again nothing had happened. Her hands
trembling, she had then done a different spell, this one used to
localize vampires rather than humans. At the moment she had seen
the familiar red dot come to life on the map, she had known what
had happened to Carlos. He was hardly the first Special Enforcer to
be turned into the very thing it was his job to hunt.

Over the last month, she had had more than
enough time to think about what she would do if he came for her.
She had even started carrying a stake in her purse. Now, though,
staking him was the farthest thing from her mind. He had missed
her. He had wanted to come back to her. He wanted to be with her
forever…

And still, he wasn’t biting her.

“Carlos?” she said, her voice trembling.
“What—”

“I can’t do it.” The quiet words felt like
a caress on her skin.

She stroked his hair lightly. “It’s OK,” she
murmured. “I want you to do it. You can—”

“No, you don’t understand. I’m not allowed
to do it.” His embrace tightened a little more until Rhea started
having trouble breathing. “I was supposed to fetch you, nothing
more. My Sire will do it. He’s wanted his own witch for a long time
and I will him give one.”

“Give?” she gasped, dumbfounded.

“Now you’re going to come nicely, baby.
Don’t make me hurt you. All right?”

But nothing was all right anymore. It wasn’t
right that Carlos, her sweet, tender Carlos, would threaten to hurt
her. It wasn’t right that he was a vampire when he had hated
vampires so much all his life. It wasn’t right that he was speaking
of giving her to anyone, let alone his Sire.

Rage and fear rose in Rhea, blindingly bright
as they burned white hot. A word passed her lips—fire—and suddenly,
ashes were falling at her feet, tracing a circle around her. She
stumbled forward at being free so suddenly and caught herself on
the door. Hissing, she snatched her hand back. The door was
burning, as was the building around her. The loud buzzing noise in
her ears, which she hadn’t noticed until it started fading, didn’t
cover the fire alarm or the shouts anymore. She raised her face to
the ceiling. It was raining. The water felt cold on her skin. Too
cold. And too hot. She had to get out.




* * * *




In a flash everything was back, the memories
sharp as shards of glass embedded beneath Rhea’s skin. She wanted
to cry out and weep all at once in pain, grief, and rage. She
wanted to strike, just like she had wanted to not even a month
earlier, strike at anything and everything, give someone else the
pain that her chest couldn’t hold.

She remembered walking out of the blaze,
unscathed when already paramedics were taking victims away. Someone
had thrown a blanket over her, had drawn her away from the inferno
and the firefighters who battled it. She had watched from a café
across the street as the entire building had gone up in flames,
regardless of how much water had been thrown at it, while the
surrounding buildings remained untouched. She had heard someone
mutter words she wished she hadn’t understood. Casualties. Arson.
Magic.

Only then had she realized that
she
had done this. So full of power
that she had thought she would burst, she had asked a waitress for
a piece of paper and pen. Before she could succumb to anger again,
before she could kill anyone else, she would make herself as
harmless as she knew how.

And now everything was back. Peter had
brought it back.

“Rhea?”

“Peter,” she replied calmly, coolly, keeping
her eyes closed.

“You have to get out of the circle on your
own. How is your arm? I have a cream for burns in the other room,
I’ll be right back.”

She listened to his steps going away, to his
words as he continued to talk to her in that reassuring voice,
unaware that all the reassurances in the world wouldn’t suffice,
now. Not anymore.

Following the sound of his voice, she rose
from the floor and went to him, to his bedroom. It reeked of sex,
and the wooden bars on the headboard were broken. It was a slap to
the face to be reminded that not so long ago she had been jealous
of Kaelin. It was quite pathetic, really. Behind the fine wrinkles
at the corner of his mouth and eyes, it was still the same old
Peter, who saw nothing more than a child in her, she was sure of
it.

“You never learn, do you? Always trying to
take care of women who are more powerful than you could ever dream
of being.”

He turned away
from the bureau and toward her, a small jar in his hand, frowning
slightly. Without a second thought, she lashed out across the room.
A swipe of her arm was enough to pin Peter to the wall. The jar
fell from his hand and rolled beneath the bed. She watched him
struggle uselessly against his invisible bonds before coming closer
to him. His pleas annoyed her, and she wove another thread of air
and gagged him.

“Did it occur to you that the reason why I
didn’t want to remember was to protect other people, rather than
myself? You said you knew what happened. Didn’t you understand how
dangerous I am? Why in hell did you—”

She didn’t even try to find the answer to her
question, but it came to her—it practically reached out toward
her—and all she had to do was pluck it from Peter’s mind. As if
realizing what she had done, he stopped struggling. For an instant,
he stared at her in amazement before closing his mind.

“To help you
find a fucking boat,” she said coldly. “You didn’t want me to
remember what happened. You wanted me to remember how to use my
magic so that you could get rich.”

She clucked her tongue. “Well, I have my
magic, now. Happy?”

He managed to grunt, which she chose to
interpret as an agreement.

“Of course, I may not feel very inclined to
the idea of letting you use me.”

A flash of something passed in Peter’s
otherwise impassible eyes, and Rhea smiled.

“Do you feel guilty, Pete, about trying to
take advantage of an innocent little girl? Because that’s how you
thought of me, wasn’t it? Poor little Rhea, all lost and alone.
Let’s mess with her life just to make yours easier, shall we?”

He was still immobile against the wall, to
the point that it seemed as if he remained there of his own free
will. A pang of irritation ran through Rhea and she struck him, her
nails leaving bloody marks on his face. She stared at the trickling
blood, fascinated.

“How come she never turned you?” she asked,
brushing her finger against the trail of blood and then down his
neck—his unblemished neck. “We were all so sure she would kill
you…”

His eyes gave away nothing, but Rhea still
noticed the tremor that shook his body at her touch. She thought
for an instant that it was fear, but then she saw—his sweatpants
did nothing to hide it—how else his body was answering to her.

“Sensitive skin?” She ran her fingers along
the neckline of his t-shirt. “Or is it being tied up like this that
makes you hot? Your lovely bitch knows that you like this side of
bondage too?”

She paused and eyed him critically. “Or maybe
it’s me,” she murmured, sliding closer to him until their bodies
were mere millimeters apart. “Were you planning on taking advantage
of poor little Rhea this way too?”

Still no reaction; it was becoming rather
frustrating. At the same instant, she pressed her hand hard against
his erection and freed his mouth. His gasp was pure music to her
ears.

“How about I take advantage of poor little
you, instead?” she asked, and the flesh hardening beneath her hand
answered far more truthfully than he did.

“Rhea… You have to stop…”

She squeezed his cock and watched him bite
his bottom lip not to moan.

“Stop what, Pete? Stop hurting? Stop wanting
the world to end? Stop remembering that the person I loved…”

The words refused to come out. It got worse
when Peter’s eyes lit up with understanding.

“I’m sorry,” he said softly, quietly, as
though she didn’t have him pinned to the wall and in no position to
show compassion to her.

“It’s your fault,” she snapped.

She was angry at the way her own body was
reacting to the feel of his. She didn’t have a crush on him, not
anymore, she refused to. She was in love with Carlos. Carlos who
was dead. Carlos who wouldn’t be back. Carlos who would have been
so disappointed—

Refusing to think anymore, refusing to let
her grief once more obliterate everything, she listened instead to
the void in her heart, to the aching need for warmth that she had
been feeling for so long. She pressed her body and lips to Peter’s,
and tried to forget everything again.

His body clearly approved of the feel of
hers, but then she could too easily guess that he had been in the
middle of a sexual encounter with Kaelin when she had turned up on
his doorstep. He and his cock were merely picking up where they had
left off before.

He tried to turn his head to the side to
escape her mouth, but she threaded her fingers into his hair and
tugged, preventing him from moving. He refused to answer her kiss
and remained passive under the assault. With a frustrated grunt,
she bit down on his bottom lip; Peter gasped. He started kissing
her back, using teeth, tongue, and lips as though it were a battle
he was determined to win.

This sudden response startled Rhea and she
stepped back, breaking all contact between them. Something that
could have been a growl passed Peter’s lips as he uselessly
strained forward.

“Let me go.”

Her hand rose toward him before falling
back.

“What will you do if I free you?”

She was shocked to discover her own voice was
rasping, breathless.

He considered her for a second. He couldn’t
have chosen his words any better. “I’ll make you forget.”

Her wrist twisted, freeing him from his
invisible bonds. He stumbled forward, stopping inches in front of
her.

“What you can do… it’s amazing, Rhea.”

“I don’t want small talk. I want you to fuck
me.”

She knew what she could do. She remembered
the past five years of training with Carol then on her own, and
learning to focus her abilities without spell ingredients, then
without words. She only needed gestures anymore, and at one time,
she had worked on overcoming that necessity too. It didn’t matter
anymore. Nothing did, except forgetting again, if only for a
moment.

“As you wish,” he said, his voice more
neutral now. “Undress.”

For the second time in as many minutes, she
hesitated, this time at the prospect of undressing in front of him.
She squashed the hesitation as it threatened to reawaken the memory
of the last time she had shared a bed with Carlos. It had been
about love, then. This… this was different, her schoolgirl crush be
damned.

Gritting her teeth, she pulled at the sides
of her blouse, uncaring when a couple of buttons popped loose. The
garment fell to the floor behind her, soon joined by her discarded
shoes, jeans, and underwear. Peter’s gaze remained on her the whole
time, even when he leaned down to remove his sweatpants, but she
couldn’t read anything in his eyes other than cool calculation. She
resisted the urge to cover herself and returned his gaze levelly.
His cock was erect, thick and full, straining toward his taut
abdomen, the head glistening with precome. His entire body seemed
poised, the well-defined muscles of his arms and legs on the point
of springing into action. To see him like this, handsome and ready
to fuck, made her keenly aware of how cold she felt. She
shivered.

“Get on the bed, Rhea.”

She cringed as she took in the rumpled
sheets, reminded once more of the vampire who had been there
earlier. Why was she doing this, a small, rebellious part of her
asked. Why was she listening to him, obeying him, when she could
have broken his neck with little more than a snap of her—

Her fists closed tight enough that she could
feel her nails sinking into her palms again, she climbed onto the
bed and lay on her back. She did it, despite the little nagging
voice, despite the fear and cold, because the alternative to this
was falling back into the madness she had barely been able to stop
the first time.

She did it because he had promised to make
her forget.

At the touch of his fingers on her ankle—a
little impatient, full of restrained force—she gave a small start.
She soon understood what he wanted, and opened herself to him, her
gaze firmly set on the ceiling, waiting for him to get on with
it.

She had not expected to feel his lips trail
up her thigh. Her hands now fisted in the sheets, she closed her
eyes tight, blocking out the image that had just appeared in her
mind, Carlos’ lips grinning wickedly before they caressed the apex
of her legs, the tip of his tongue flicking gently at her clit just
like Peter was now doing—

Her eyes blinked open, freeing two tears. Her
right hand flew and gripped his hair, pulled his head up. She
looked at him, burning into her mind who was touching her, then
pushed him back between her legs more roughly than she had
intended. If he objected to that treatment, he didn’t show it, and
instead went right back to his task, caressing her with his lips
and tongue.

This is Peter, she chanted inside her head, her
unseeing eyes back to the ceiling. Peter is using his mouth on me. Peter is
licking my pussy and biting my clit. Peter… I wanted him for so
long, and now he’s making love to me, now he’s—

But it wasn’t
love, was it?

“Stop,” she managed to say through her tight
throat.

She wasn’t sure she had spoken loud enough,
but Peter paused and looked up, catching her eye before he said:
“Stop?”

There was disappointment in his voice, enough
so that she knew that he did want it too—he did want her, not just
sex.

“Just…just get inside me,” she muttered.

He shook his head. “You’re not ready.”

“I don’t care.”

“I don’t want to hurt you.”

She glared at him, her fists back to tearing
at the sheets so she wouldn’t lash out at him. “I. Don’t.
Care!”

His eyes tightened for a second, and concern
flickered through them. When he moved upward on the bed and reached
over to the bedside table’s drawer, she looked up at the ceiling
again. She heard foil being torn open and closed her mind to what
Peter was doing.

Then his cock pushed into her, hard, fast,
too hard, too fast, just right, and she cried out. Peter stilled,
his body poised over her, trembling.

“Rhea? I’m sorry…”

He started pulling back. Rhea stopped him by
wrapping her legs around his hips. She took a ragged breath, tried
to relax. She wanted this. She wanted to feel something other than
cold.

“Keep going.”

His entire body was shaking by now, no doubt
in need of continuing what he had started. Even so, Peter didn’t
move, and merely looked at her through worried eyes, his hand
stroking her hair gently. “You’re not—”

“Peter, you were much more fun when you were
all tied up against the wall, I think I’ll—”

She ended up with a choked cry as he thrust
his hips forward.

Slowly, he pulled back and pushed in again,
shallow slides that drew a moan from Rhea. Sweet, soothing words
started falling from Peter’s lips, words that she would have
welcomed hours earlier but that she refused to listen to now. She
arched up to press her mouth to his, shushing him. He accepted her
kiss but let his hand speak for him, skimming against her skin to
the same tempo as that of his cock inside her, caressing her neck
and breast, trailing fire everywhere he touched her. Rhea ended the
kiss and turned her head into the pillow, but the moan she had
tried to stifle came out anyway.

He flicked his thumb against her right
nipple, back and forth, to the rhythm of his slow slides inside
her. She arched again beneath him, unconsciously raising her left
breast almost up to his mouth. He took the invitation and caught
the taut nipple between his lips, laving it with his tongue then
sucking gently. Rhea moaned again, and he sucked a little harder.
Switching to the other side, he repeated the process. Beneath him,
Rhea raised her hips so that he slipped a little deeper on his next
slide. It was his turn to moan, the sound muffled against her
breast.

The pain had faded despite Rhea’s efforts to
cling to it. She tried to refuse the wave of warmth and pleasure
that was creeping through her with every touch of Peter’s tongue,
fingers or cock. She cursed her body for betraying her so, but each
time he moved, it became harder to remember why she had wanted to
hurt. His thrusting remained slow but it was stronger now, and she
could feel his cock even more acutely, piercing her more deeply
every time, it seemed. Her breasts felt so sensitive, she didn’t
know whether she was arching to intensify the pressure of his mouth
enclosing her nipples or to escape it. She wanted so much, but at
the same time was so afraid to want…

She tried to speak—to urge him on or stop
him, she wasn’t sure—but the words refused to pass her throat.
Instead, she started moving with him, her hips joining his rhythm
in what was all at once a familiar and completely new dance. She
let go of the sheet to clutch at his shoulders and back, and
couldn’t help being satisfied when he grunted at the feel of her
nails digging into his skin. His movements accelerated at the same
time as he guided her legs up, one after the other, until they were
wrapped around him. With the change of angle he began to grind
against her clit with each entry, rough and hard, and she had the
fleeting thought that it was very different from how Carlos used to
touch her. Different and yet—

She pushed the thought away, as far away as
she could to the very back of her mind. No memories, now. All she
wanted was to feel, and live. It was Peter, in her arms, in her
body, the same Peter she had thought of, every few days, for the
past five years. The same Peter she had never really been able to
let go.

“Peter…”

She didn’t realize she had said his name
aloud until he raised his head and looked at her, his thrusts
faltering for an instant.

“Kiss me,” she asked before she even knew she
was speaking.

Peter didn’t hesitate. He leaned in gently,
and pressed his mouth to hers. She parted her lips first, inviting
his tongue into her mouth as she had invited him into her body. The
two of them started moving to the same pace, slow and languid, the
pace of things that last and endure beyond the first light of
morning. The pace of love, or so Rhea could almost have fooled
herself into believing. It would have been so easy to believe. But
did she really want to fool herself again, after the way things had
ended last time?

She couldn’t have said what clued her in to
the fact that they were being watched, the awareness like a
prickling at the base of her skull. She turned her head to one
side, breaking the kiss. Peter’s mouth latched onto her neck,
sucking hard as he had on her breast earlier, his cock slowly
picking up in speed. He didn’t notice the woman standing by the
bedroom door, her arms wrapped around herself and her eyes so full
of pain. Unable to keep watching her, Rhea closed her eyes. Peter
would go back to Kaelin, when this was over, and then what would
happen to her?




* * * *




Rhea was trembling under Peter, clutching at
him, pulling him closer, yet her eyes were closed again, tightly
shut. Peter wondered what she was seeing in her mind’s eyes. She
was close to her orgasm—or at least he believed she was—and he
tried his best to push her over the edge before he fell
himself.

She finally came with a choked up, wordless
cry, and he let himself go at last, allowing the bittersweet
pleasure to wash over him.

Reality didn’t take long to right itself
again, hastened by the realization that Rhea was crying.

He pulled back and watched her for a few numb
instants, saw her curl in on herself, heard her breathless sobs,
and didn’t know what to do or say. Tentatively, he stroked her
back; senseless words fell from his lips. She turned toward him and
clung to him as though to life itself. He continued to run his hand
over her shoulder, wishing that he knew how to help her, afraid he
had only made things worse.

“It’s all right, Rhea. I’m here. Everything
will be all right.”

She never answered, only held on to him and
cried. After what felt like a lifetime, she fell asleep. Peter
watched her. He would let her sleep, he decided, and then they
would talk. Surely, talking about what had happened to her couldn’t
be worse than trying to forget it.

He hated to leave Rhea alone, but he doubted
she would wake up before he returned. He had to go talk to Kaelin.
He had felt her presence, earlier. He might have surrendered his
Special Enforcer badge years before but his instincts were still
the same, honed by almost two decades spent around her.

His eyes coming back, again and again, to the
sleeping form of Rhea, he put back on his sweats and t-shirt. Just
in case she did wake up, he scribbled out a note on a piece of
paper and left it next to her on the bed, promising to be back
quickly and asking her to wait for him.

Barefoot, he went up two floors and stood in
front of Kaelin’s door. He had done the same thing countless times
since the night she had joined him in Miami, three weeks after his
arrival. He had been so sure, then, that she had come because she
had stopped killing at last. So sure that he would finally be able
to let her turn him, as he had promised. So sure, when she had
proved him wrong, that one day…

“One day,” he murmured, shaking his head. He
had believed for so long…

He finally knocked. The door opened by itself
at this small pressure of his hand.

“Kay?”

“In here.”

He followed her voice to her bedroom, and
found her in front of her dresser. A suitcase lay open on her bed,
already half full with her things.

“You’re leaving?” he asked, taken aback.

She rolled her eyes at him. “Of course I’m
leaving. You didn’t expect me to wait for you forever, did
you?”

Peter felt stung at first, then realized how
red her eyes were. He wasn’t the only one who had realized
something, tonight. He wasn’t the only one who had understood that
things were over between Kaelin and him, and had been over for a
long time. They had continued the game because they were both too
stubborn to admit they had failed. She had told him, long before,
that he would ask her to turn him. He had replied she would stop
killing for him. Neither thing had happened. Neither thing ever
would.

“I’m sorry,” he said, his voice low.

“Sorry about what?” She turned toward the
dresser again and he couldn’t see her face anymore. “Sorry you
touched that child the way you used to touch me, back when we met?
Sorry you made love to her the way you haven’t made love to me in
so long?”

He had to stop himself from going to her. He
hated to hear such pain in her voice. “I never wanted to hurt you.”
Not any more than she had wanted to hurt him, he was sure. The
facts, though, were different.

She turned back toward him, her lips
stretched in a thin, fake smile. “Hurt me?” She forced out a
chuckle. “Don’t flatter yourself, honey. I had dozens of lovers
before you were even born. I will have twice as many before you
die.”

Despite the façade she put on, she was
heartbroken—and deep down, so was he. She had understood that
things had changed when she had seen him with Rhea, but for him it
had started a week earlier, when Rhea had hugged him out of the
blue. He had realized how much he had missed simple touches that
had no other purpose than to demonstrate affection. Everything was
planned, with Kaelin, part of a game in which he was, at the same
time, her opponent and prize.

Unable to resist, he went to her and kissed
her cheek. “Don’t forget me too fast.”

She rolled her eyes at him again, but he
could tell she was close to tears.

“Go,” she said, shooing him away with a
half-hearted gesture. “Go back to your little witch and leave this
vamp in peace.”

With a last pained smile, he left her bedroom
and her apartment, mentally wishing her to be safe, wherever she
went, and thanking her for making things easier for him. Slow steps
took him down the stairs and back to his place. As soon as he
entered, he knew something was different. There was a smell in the
air, a faint smell of smoke and…

His chest tight, he crossed the living room
and approached the coffee table. The map and spell ingredients were
still there, but something was different. Right on the edge of the
rough circle he had managed to delimit in the ocean, a red dot
glowed softly. Next to it, numbers and letters had been branded
into the paper, leaving it black. They were a latitude and
longitude, he realized at once. And below that, a few words had
also been written in fire.

Boca de Dragón.
Snapdragon. It used
to be Rhea’s favorite flower.

His mind didn’t even register that this was
it, that the galleon and its riches were finally within his reach.
All he could see was that sentence and its past tense. His heart
was pounding wildly in his chest and he could hardly breathe. If
she had hurt herself—

He refused to even think about it. Frantic,
he searched the apartment, calling for Rhea. It didn’t take him
long to find her, curled behind the armchair. Draped in his
bathrobe, much too large on her small frame, she looked at him with
big, frightened eyes.

“Who are you?”
she asked, on the edge of tears, before adding almost hysterically:
“Who am I?”

Peter dropped to his knees and drew her into
his arms. After a second of hesitation, she clung to him the same
way she had earlier, as though her life depended on it. Maybe it
did, now.

“You’re safe,” he murmured against the top of
her head, and, because he didn’t know what else to say, he held her
a little tighter.




The End
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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.




Forget Ever After

Seven months ago, Lena’s fiancé disappeared
without a trace. She spent those months burying herself into
textbooks and lecture notes, but never quite lost the hope that,
somewhere, Liam was all right, and that he would come back to
her.

When fate allows them to meet again, Lena is
overjoyed and ready to welcome him back into her life. Even the
shocking discovery of how much he has changed does not deter her
because, he admits it with some difficulty, he still loves her.

But what future can Lena and Liam have
together, when she wants nothing more than to save lives and he is
a newly turned vampire?




Out of the Box

When she walked into the club, all Virginia
wanted was to satisfy her curiosity about vampires - and about
being bitten. But when Anando reached out to her and asked her what
games she wanted to play, he opened the Pandora box and Virginia
found answers to questions she had never thought to ask.




Dare I?

A discussion with her friends leaves Anna
convinced of one thing: she has to be the most boring person in
Haventown—and that’s not who she wants to be.

Deciding to show everyone, and herself, that
she does have an adventurous streak, she goes to the club On The
Edge with the firm intention to bring a vampire home before the
night is over.

It doesn’t take
her long to find a prey. Chase, however, might be much more than
what she expected to find.
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