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Chapter One
I dart across the parking lot, pulling my hood up over my head to keep it dry. The rain is coming down in thick bursts, making it almost impossible to see clearly in. The dark rain clouds covering the sun don’t help visibility any, so I follow the sounds the other students are making up to the front door of the school.
When I step into the brightly lit entryway, I shake the rainwater off, trying to keep my backpack dry. Mrs. Donnelly’s gonna kill me if I get my homework wet again.
Last time she didn’t believe me when I told her that I’d jumped into a pool to save a drowning cat, even if it was actually the honest truth. It wasn’t my fault that some stupid, heartless monsters thought it was fun to torture animals. When they’d thrown the cat they were tormenting into the pool, I hadn’t stopped to think. I’d just reacted; it was the way I’d been trained.
Of course, after I’d rescued the injured cat, I taught those boys a lesson or two about their behavior. When you were as well-trained in martial arts as I was, it wasn’t a hard thing to do. One of them had gotten in a lucky shot and split my lip, but it wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle.
Walking to my locker, I try to keep my head down. People give me funny looks as I pass by them, and some even begin to whisper. I try to ignore them, but it’s hard, because I know everything that they’re saying, and I know that it’s not all about me.
“Oh, my god. Do you think she helped her do it?”
“Only Kylie would be friends with that freak for as long as she was! I’ll bet she’s glad Tara’s gone.”
“Do you think they were more than just friends?”
I stop in front of my locker and spin around, searching for whoever last spoke. I’m not surprised to find that it’s McKenzie. She’s the Queen B of the school, and she makes sure everyone knows it. She has no problem with letting people know what she thinks of them, and for some reason, I’ve always been one of her favorite punching bags.
She sees me looking and sneers. “Well? Were you and Tara more than just friends? I’ll bet you two were into some kinky stuff.”
My hands curl into fists as the mention of my best friend. It’s only been three weeks since her funeral, and I’ve done nothing but think of her and miss her. Sometimes the ache in my chest is so painful that it practically doubles me over and knocks the air from my lungs.
To hear McKenzie say something bad about Tara makes me see red, and I hope that I can keep a reign on my temper. The last thing I need right now is to get expelled from school for going all Tae Kwon Do on her annoying preppy self.
“Tara and I were best friends, McKenzie. She and I were not lovers! And for you to even suggest that is just disgusting.”
She folds her arms over her chest, glaring at me. “Why should I care what you think of me? I don’t even like you two. And last time I checked, this was a free country. And I’m pretty sure that it says somewhere in the Geneva Convention that I’m perfectly capable of saying whatever I want.”
I just stare at her, unable to think of a response to that. Finally, “Do you even know what the Geneva Convention is?” I ask, staring at her in total disbelief.
She pops her gum and flips her hair. “Um, yeah. I’m pretty sure that it was like, founded a hundred years ago or something, and it gives everyone equal rights and stuff.”
I snort; I can’t help it. Stupid people are just the most god awful annoying people on the planet, and sometimes I just want to shout at them and tell them how stupid they are. But I can’t, because I can’t afford to get in any fights right now. If I get expelled, it’ll be the last straw for Harry, my step dad.
And military school does not sound like fun.
McKenzie snaps her fingers, and I realize that she’s still talking. “Hello? Are you fantasizing about your friend or what?”
I clench my teeth and try to think of something besides hitting her, but it’s not helping much.
“I said, were you in love with her?”
“No, I wasn’t.”
The bell rings, but I don’t move. McKenzie and her posse of annoying friends is still standing there, watching me, and waiting for me to make a move. They’re baiting me, and I feel ashamed that I’m actually considering taking their bait.
I take a deep breath. Tara wouldn’t want this…
I turn and start to walk away, but stop when she speaks again. “I bet she killed herself because she couldn’t stand what a freak she was.”
I throw down my books and launch myself at her, knocking her to the ground. Everyone starts to scream as I bring my closed hand down on her face once, twice, and three times. She’s screaming and clawing at my face and neck, digging her fake scarlet nails into my skin anywhere she can, but I don’t even register the pain.
Suddenly, a strong pair of hands is around my waist, pulling me off of McKenzie. I’m thrown against the locker, and Guy, her football star boyfriend is aiming right for my head. As he punches, I duck, and I hear his curse as his fist dents my locker.
Straightening myself, I bring my knee up into his stomach, doubling him over. My elbow comes down hard on his back, right over his spine, and he falls to his knees. For the final touch, I cup the back of his head, and slam it down on my knee.
His nose breaks, and it starts to gush blood. In seconds his shirt collar is soaked in bright red liquid. He staggers to his feet. His eyes are watering, and he’s trying to stop the flow of blood from his nose.
People are really screaming now, and as I turn to face them, I realize that I’ve probably just earned myself a one-way ticket to jail. With nothing left to lose, I set my sights on the two football jocks coming to back up their friend.
One lunges in, tackling me to the ground, and I knee him in the stomach before head butting him. He groans in pain, shakes his head, and one of his hands slowly creeps around my throat. He squeezes, and everything starts to go black.
When I wake up, I realize I’m reclining on the examination table in the nurse’s office. I can hear raised voices from the next room, and it sounds like McKenzie’s parents are yelling at the principal, asking why I haven’t been arrested yet.
He sighs in exasperation. “I’m sorry, Mr. and Mrs. Gilford. We have several witnesses that say McKenzie was goading her on. If she was trying to pick a fight with a grieving student, she’s just as culpable in this as Miss Redding. Kylie’s a good student; she’s just going through a rough patch.”
“I don’t care if my daughter called her friend a fag-dyke-whore; she did nothing to deserve what she got. My daughter is a nice, caring, honest young woman, and she deserves to be treated better than this. If you don’t take action, we’ll be suing the school. You can bet your job on it.”
I snort again. McKenzie a nice, caring, honest person? Yeah, maybe in the same way that a Great White is nice and caring to the seal right before the shark eats it.
“Mr. Gilford, I’m sorry, but Kylie Redding will not be expelled today or any other day. She’ll receive the mandatory two week suspension for fighting, and she will issue a formal apology to both McKenzie and your family.”
Pigs might fly…
“That’s it?” Mrs. Gilford hisses. I can picture her doing what McKenzie does: getting in the face of whoever is challenging her authority, glaring at whoever’s unlucky enough to be at the receiving end of her anger.
“Mrs. Gilford, your daughter was a part of this fight, and we can’t just ignore that. If I expel Kylie, I have to expel everyone involved. McKenzie, Guy, and his two friends that also participated. I’m sorry, but this is my decision to make, not yours.”
Someone sobs, and I realize its McKenzie. She’s probably putting on the innocent girl act that she does so well when around authority figures and her parents. Everyone else sees her as this angelic angel, instead of the evil harpy that she is.
“This punishment is a joke!” Mr. Gilford says. “Two weeks for pummeling my daughter’s face? There’s only a week before the spring formal, and she can’t go with her face looking like hamburger!”
“Mr. Gilford–”
I hop down from the examination table and make my way toward the door.
“I mean, talk about preferential treatment! What makes Kylie Redding so special that she gets to avoid a jail sentence for battery and assault?”
“Mr. Gilford!”
The sound of Principal Thompson shouting stops me at the door. In the three years I’d been here, I’d never once heard him raise his voice, and certainly not with a parent. Parents that were head of the PTA and active members of the community.
“My decision has been made,” Principal Thompson said. “There is no changing it. Kylie and your daughter will both be suspended for the mandatory two weeks. End of discussion.”
Angry footsteps stomp away, and an office door slams shut. For a minute, I hang around behind the door, wondering what will happen next. Will Principal Thompson change his mind and expel me?
Principal Thompson sticks his head in the door, and frowns when he sees me up. “How much of that did you hear?”
“Enough,” I say, watching him. “You’re really not gonna expel me?”
He shakes his head. “No. I would have if I thought for one second that McKenzie was as innocent as she’s claiming, but I know her kind too well. It took a lot of convincing, but the rest of the staff agrees with my decision.”
I nod. “Principal Thompson? Is my mom here yet? Does she know I’ve been suspended?”
He flinches, and I sigh. Of course she is. She’s probably out there waiting to tell me what a disappointment I’ve been. Then she’ll do a little sobbing to make people feel sorry for her, all while trying to avoid having her jaw broken by her husband. I hope she didn’t bring Harry with her…
“They’re waiting for you out in the hall.”
Great. She brought Harry.
I follow Principal Thompson out into the hall where, sure enough, Mom and Harry are both there waiting for me. When she sees me, her eyes fill with an emotion I’m all too familiar with: disappointment.
When my gaze flicks over to Harry, I notice his eyes are much harder. He’s filled with nothing but anger, contempt, and disgust for me. He sees me as a waste of space, and a drain on our happy little “family”. If it were solely up to him, I’d be stuck either at boarding school or more preferably foster care.
My mom opens her mouth to speak, but Harry raises his hand, silencing her. She shrinks back and looks away, but not before I see the fear in her eyes. She’s scared of Harry, but she doesn’t want others to know it.
“What do you have to say for yourself young lady?”
Young lady?
“Answer me!” He warns, glaring daggers at me. I know this look. He’s waiting for me to disobey him so he can feel justified in punishing me.
“I won?”
That’s the wrong answer, and I know it the second it leaves my mouth. Quick as lightning, his hand lashes out, connecting with the side of my face. The sound of the slap echoes off the silent halls, and I lift my eyes up to his, refusing to back down or look away. “I’m just kidding; I didn’t really win.”
He frowns, and I think he wants to slap me again, but the halls are filling with other students, and he won’t want to make a scene. He prides himself on being able to look the part of a “family man”, and he won’t want to risk losing that.
“We’re leaving,” he says. “Now.”
I don’t argue; I’m argumentative, not stupid.
Head down, I follow Harry and Mom out to the car that’s waiting. I don’t have my own license; Mom and Harry don’t think I need one, even though I’ll be graduating in a few months. Apparently they expect me to do so little with my life that the thought of needing a car hasn’t even crossed their minds. To them, I’m just a useless, fund-sucking, waste of time and effort.
I climb into the backseat, careful to avoid making eye contact with Harry as he glances at me in the rear-view mirror. When he speaks, his voice is so tight with barely restrained anger that I physically cringe.
“Before we get home and you’re punished, I want to know what made you think it was acceptable behavior to attack another student.”
I sigh and look out the window. “She accused Tara of killing herself because she was a freak, after insinuating that we were lovers.”
He sneers in disgust, but I notice the sympathy in my mother’s eyes. She’s careful not to let Harry see it, but it’s there. She feels bad for me and, for just one millisecond, I feel like I’ve gotten my old mom back.
“That girl,” he says, frowning at the road. “I never liked her. She was a bad influence on you. Perhaps if you hadn’t been friends, you would have turned out better.”
I glare at the back of his head, willing him to just disappear and never return. He knows I can’t stand him, and I know that he can’t stand me. I prefer Harry in private, because he doesn’t have to pretend to enjoy my company; he can be the disgusting, abusive, drunk that he really is.
At least I know where I stand with him.
When he pulls into our driveway, he looks back at me. “Go to your room, and do not come out until your mother and I have had a chance to discuss your punishment.”
I practically bolt for my room without arguing. To Harry, being confined to my room sounds like a scary punishment that’ll make me reconsider my actions. To me, I see it as a reprieve from everyone I hate in life.
When I slam the door shut behind me, I lock it and slump to the floor. I hold my head in my hands. Everything today has reminded me of Tara and the fact that she’s never coming back and, not for the first time since her funeral, I feel totally, absolutely alone.
Tara, I miss you so much. Why did you do it?
Chapter Two
An hour later, the tears have stopped, and I feel slightly better about everything. Tara isn’t with me in person anymore, but I know that she’s still in my heart and, as cliché as it sounds, I know that she’s watching over me. Tara and I had a bond that most people couldn’t begin to understand, and I can understand how someone could accidentally mistake us for lovers.
She and I had similar home lives: her father is an angry drunk that forces her mother to cook, clean, and satisfy him in any way he needs. Harry does the same thing; he’s just less obvious about it. Everyone in town knows that Tara’s dad has problems, but nobody knows that Harry is truly a monster. They only see what he wants them to see: a caring, thoughtful, patient man that tries his best with his darling wife’s vengeful, trying, hateful teenage daughter.
There’s a knock at the door, and I sigh. “Yes?”
“Come out here, your father and I need to talk to you.”
I groan, and resist the urge to point out that Harry is not actually my father, because I know it won’t change her mind. She’ll keep calling him my father until the day she dies. Whether Harry plays a part in her death or not, I guess I’ll just have to wait and see.
They’re sitting on the couch together, and his arm is wrapped around her shoulder. Anyone else might think the motion is meant to be comforting, but I see the hard possession behind it in the way he grips her arm, and the way he holds her tightly to his side. When I sit on the ugly beige and burgundy chair across from them, I’m surprised when Mom speaks first.
“Honey, I know that these last few weeks have been especially hard for you, and I understand that you’re in pain.”
“But this behavior is becoming unacceptable. You cannot continue to lash out at others just because you’re angry and confused over Tara’s death. She chose to be weak and kill herself; you don’t have to choose to be angry and confrontational.”
I glare at him, and he stares right back. “Don’t you dare accuse Tara of being weak. She wasn’t. She was the strongest person I know. It’s not her fault she had a sucky home life.”
He sighs impatiently. “Sucky home life or not, it doesn’t excuse what she did. And your depression certainly doesn’t excuse what you did. You nearly ended up in jail today for excessive assault and battery. The fact that you attacked a member of the Gilford family, one of the most prestigious families in town, just reinforces my decision.”
“And what decision would that be?” I ask as icily as possible. I want him to know that I hate him, and that nothing he does to punish me could be worse than continuing to live with him.
“At the end of the week, you’ll be attending a military academy of my choice. Hopefully it will straighten you out enough to get your life back on track before it starts to circle the drain.”
Mom places her hand on his leg. “Harry, perhaps we’re being too rash. It hasn’t even been a month since her best friend passed away. They were very close, you know that. I think we should give her until Prom to prove herself. It’s only about a month and a half away. If her attitude doesn’t improve by then, military school is still an option.”
“Elizabeth–”
“I’m just saying, if we send her away now, we may lose her for good. I couldn’t bear that. Please, listen to me,” she begs, interrupting him for the first time ever.
I can see a ton of different emotions playing across his face: anger at being interrupted, rage at being undermined, exasperation at being outnumbered, and pity that my Mother actually decided to stand up for me. In this moment, I realize that I’ve never hated anyone as much as I hate Harry. I’d rather spend the day with McKenzie than him, and that’s saying a lot.
He sighs, and runs his hands through his thinning hair. “Alright, until Prom.” He looks at me. “If your attitude doesn’t improve by then, you’re gone, do you understand?”
“Yes, sir.” I say, happy that I’m not going to military school, upset that I’m staying here.
“You’re dismissed.”
I nod my thanks, because he’ll bitch if I don’t, and close myself in my room again. Suddenly, after everything that’s happened, I feel incredibly tired and sick. My muscles ache, and I’m not sure if it’s from the fight or from fatigue. When the first cough racks my body, doubling me over, I pause.
Could I be picking up some nasty bug? Just my luck. I get two whole weeks of relaxation and time to myself, and I get sick. How is that fair? I’ll probably spend three or four days sulking around eating chicken noodle soup and drinking loads of water.
Another cough comes just after the first, and I’m struggling to catch my breath. It doesn’t sound like a normal, everyday cough; it’s a dry, difficult hack that burns my lungs and tears at my throat. I hope this bug doesn’t last.
Later that night, I’m reading Tara’s favorite book, Th1rteen R3asons Why, and I can’t help but cry a little. Did this book help her decide to kill herself? Or did she make the decision all on her own, and this book only made her more determined to do it the way she did? Then, I wonder what was going through her mind as she did it. Did she honestly believe that she was so alone she had nobody to confide in? I could have helped her!
Angrily, I throw the book across the room, and it thumps against the wall before falling to the ground. It lays there, open to a crumpled page, and I start to really cry. When the coughing starts again, I barely notice it, until I start to feel like I’m coughing up some sort of liquid like gunk.
As the second wave of coughing hits, my lungs start to ache, and my heart begins to burn. My pulse begins to race, and I’m sweating through my clothes. My head is pounding in my skull, and suddenly I’m afraid. Afraid that something might be seriously wrong with me. If I was really sick, would I know?
Then, as soon as it starts, it’s over. I’m lying there, gasping for air, trying to calm my racing heart. What’s going on with me?
In the morning, I wake up, feeling even worse than when I went to sleep. My entire body is stiff, and even the thought of moving makes my muscles scream. There’s absolutely no chance of me getting out of bed, and for a while, I don’t. Finally, around noon, Harry pounds on my door, demanding that I get up.
“You’re being punished! You don’t get to sleep in until noon.”
“I don’t feel well!” I shout at him, wanting to just be left alone.
“I don’t care! It’s almost noon, get up.”
I sigh, and throw my legs over the side of my bed, trying not to cry out at the painful tightness in my body. When I’m dressed for the day, I head out to the kitchen to make myself something to eat, and have to stop twice to cough. The coughs are getting wetter and wetter, and I’m worried that pretty soon I’ll be spitting up phlegm or something.
With my sandwich in hand, I head back to my room. Harry’s out working in the yard, and I don’t have to worry about him barging in and yelling at me again. After the first bite of my sandwich, I know that something is seriously wrong.
The coughing erupts from my chest, driving me down to my knees. The hacking is getting worse, and finally, I start to cough up something warm and sticky. I raise my hand to my face, and come away with blood-covered hands. I gasp, and start to panic.
Oh, my god, I’m coughing up blood! I’m dying!
I cough up another mouthful of blood, and it starts to stain my carpet. My entire body is on fire, and I can feel my blood boiling in my skin. My eyes flutter closed, and I try to focus on breathing, even though it feels as though I’m being stabbed repeatedly in the chest with a flaming knife.
“Mom!” I scream, begging that she’ll arrive in time to help me. But it’s more than just that. I want her here so that she can hold my hand to try and make me feel better. She hasn’t been there for me much since marrying Harry, and I hope that she can at least attempt to make up for it now.
My bedroom door is thrown open, and she rushes in, sees the blood, and her hand instantly goes to her mouth. She stifles a sob, and kneels down beside me, ignoring the warm blood that’s seeping from the carpet into her skirt.
“Harry!” She screams, but I know he won’t hear her. If he does, he probably won’t care.
The stabbing feeling moves from my lungs to my gut, and I groan in pain. “Mom, why won’t it stop?”
Her answer is cut off by another wave of agony that forces more blood from my mouth. I curl my fist in the soaked carpet, trying to anchor myself to reality as everything starts to fade away. The pain increases, and I feel myself slipping, as my vision starts do turn black around the edges.
“Harry!”
I don’t hear if he answers or not, I’m too far gone. I can feel it; my last few breaths are labored and painful, and I just want everything to end. Once everything’s over, I’ll be able to rest in peace, and maybe I won’t be so horribly lonely without Tara.
Tara!
I’ll be able to see her again; I just know it. That thought makes everything ok, and I wish for death to just take me. When it all ends, I’ll never have to see Harry again; I’ll never have to go back to school; I’ll never have to cry myself to sleep because of Tara. Everything will be for the best, and I can’t wait.
With one last, shuddering breath, I collapse, and my body goes still. I can’t hear my mother screaming. I can’t hear Harry bursting in and consoling her. I can’t see anything except for the dark, emptiness of death, and I’m finally at peace.
Death is complete bliss. There really are no other words for it. My body is no longer in horrible pain. My mind is free to just wander aimlessly, while my heart feels both at ease, and peaceful. Inner peace is something I’ve been searching for since Tara’s death, and it looks like I’ve finally found it.
“Kylie, I need you to wake up for me.”
Who the hell is that and why are they interrupting my inner peace?
“Kylie Redding, open your eyes, and enjoy the beginning of your new life.”
Whoever she is, her voice sounds beautiful, almost heavenly. I’ll bet she’s an angel waiting to welcome me with open arms.
I force my eyes open, and have to blink rapidly to keep the harsh lights above me from bringing pained tears to my eyes. Moaning, I cover my face with my forearm, and roll away from the light, so that I’m lying on my side.
Strangely, I catch a whiff of roses, and I inhale. The odor is faint, but I can clearly smell it. I breathe it in deeply, noticing that it has a soothing effect on my mind, and when I open my eyes, I expect to see a garden of some kind.
Instead I’m staring at the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, and it only reinforces my belief that she’s an angel. She looks like she might be about ten years older than me, and she is a few inches taller, definitely tall and pretty enough to be a model.
Her hair is a wheat-color, and it falls in perfect waves to her waist. Her eyes are almost almond-shaped, and are a clear blue color. They’re framed by light blonde lashes that are so long they cast shadows over her high cheekbones. This woman has a figure that others would kill for.
She has to be an angel. She’s too beautiful not to be.
She smiles, and my heart begins to race. It makes her whole face light up, and for a second, I’m struck dumb by her beauty. Her mouth is opening and closing and I realize that she must be talking, but I can’t hear anything.
She tries again. “Kylie, how are you feeling?”
“Fine,” I say, which is weird, seeing as I just died. “Considering I just died, I mean.”
She laughs, and it’s the most beautiful sound I’ve ever heard. It’s so happy and musical it takes my breath away, and I find myself leaning closer to her. It’s like she’s drawing me in.
“Kylie, you’re not dead.”
That one little sentence cuts through my happiness like a knife, and I frown. “But, I died. I started coughing up blood and choking on it, and I stopped breathing. How am I not dead? And how are you not an angel?”
She chuckles again, but this time it’s sadder, as if she understands my confusion. “Kylie, I know this must seem confusing to you at the moment, but I assure you, I’ll answer any questions you have, just calm down. Take a deep breath, relax.”
I take a few deep breaths, but I can feel myself starting to panic. I’m on the verge of hyperventilation, and any second I’m going to start screaming.
“Where am I?”
She moves closer to me. “Kylie, at the moment, you are in the infirmary, where all new arrivals start out. In a little bit, I’ll take you up to your room to meet your roommate, and she can give you a tour. I guess you could call this place your new home.”
Infirmary? Roommate? Like at a school?
“I’m at a boarding school?” I ask angrily “I almost died and they sent me off to a fucking boarding school?”
She frowns, probably at my language, and shakes her head. “No, you’re not at a boarding school. At least, not really. You are at Daray Hall. It’s a large mansion with over three hundred rooms. It’s home to very many young individuals such as yourself, who–”
“It’s a halfway house for insane people!” I accuse, throwing the sheets away. Swinging my legs from the bed, I get my footing, and bolt for the door. It’s right there, barely ten feet away.
Amazingly, this woman beats me to the door, even though she had to go around the bed and me to do it. She stands there with her hands on either side of the doorframe, and she’s watching me with surprise.
“No, Kylie, I promise you. You are not in a halfway home for insane people. Now please, sit back down before you get exhausted, and allow me to fully explain your condition.”
“Condition?” I warily ask, edging away from the door. There’s a window on the other side of the room I could jump out, but I’m not sure how high up we are, or if I can even beat her to it. “If I’m not in a crazy house, why do I have a condition?”
“Your condition is not a mental one. It’s a physical one. And condition might not have been the best word. You can never know how people react to this until they wake up. Some take the news just fine, others freak out a little.”
“So what’s wrong with me? Why am I not in a hospital, recovering? Where’s my Mom?”
She sighs. “Kylie, you’re not dead, you’re–”
“Of course I’m not dead! I’m standing here talking to you!”
“But you did die,” she continues, like I haven’t interrupted. “You died, and were reborn. You’ve gone through the Awakening, a period of time where a young adult’s human body dies, and reanimates to continue growing and developing, until such time as you experience the Transformation. Then, you will become a full-grown vampire.”
Chapter Three
All I can think is, Vampire? Holy shit, beautiful or not, this bitch is freaking nuts!
She smiles, and she manages to not look crazy in the process. But now, instead of feeling calmed at her presence, I start to worry. Am I in a hospital? Is this woman a patient from a psych ward or something? Am I about to get stabbed or strangled?
“You don’t believe me,” She says, sounding unsurprised. “Didn’t you think it odd that I managed to beat you to the door?”
I don’t answer, because I don’t want to encourage this woman.
“Kylie, I am sixty-eight years old, but physically, I look only twenty-five or so. And I will look no older until the day I am killed. I am a vampire. My name is Jillian Daray; I started Daray Hall almost thirty years ago, so that young vampires like you would always have a safe place to develop and grow without being threatened by society.”
I just stare at her, completely amazed. She honestly believes what she’s saying.
Jillian sighs, gets to her feet, and walks over to where I’m sitting on the edge of my bed. She leans in, peering into my face, and she opens her mouth. With a light clicking sound, her canines extend, growing to incredibly sharp points.
I jump back against the metal bars of the bed, smacking my head against it. She backs away slowly, trying to show me that she means no harm, but I’m too busy hyperventilating to notice her gestures. Oh, my god! She has fangs!
For a second, I just sit there, staring at Jillian in wonder. Is it possible? Can she really be a vampire or am I just insane, too?
Jillian smiles. “Kylie, I understand what must be going through your mind right now; I’ve been in your place. Finding out, just like you, that vampires aren’t just the mythical beings of legend. Realizing that I would slowly but surely become one of those monsters. It’s a lot to take in, and if you have any questions, I’ll be happy to answer them to the best of my ability.”
After a moment of silence, I finally ask my first question. “How is this possible?”
“Well, there is actually quite a bit to explain. First off, we worship an entirely different deity than humans. We worship Selene, the ancient Greek goddess of the moon. She is widely considered to be the mother of vampires, as her daughter, Pandia, was revered as the first vampire.
“Selene knows all of the humans that have been or will ever be born on this world. She knows which of them she wants to become her children. Out of all the possible young women in this world, she chose you to be a part of this magnificent journey.”
“Why me?”
She cocks her head to the side. “I’m not sure. Once you get more used to the idea of being a vampire, you’ll have to ask her.”
“Will she answer?”
“Perhaps. Selene plays a major role in some vampire’s lives. Some of us are gifted with special abilities: the ability to read minds, control the winds, become invisible, speak with animals, the list is absolutely endless.”
“Can you read my mind?”
She shakes her head. “No, dear; I have no extra gifts from Selene. I spend my time training young arrivals how to control their growing bloodlust. You’ll begin experiencing that very soon and, when you need help, you’ll be able to come to me.
“There are others here that are gifted though. They often have a guard, or Protector, with them at all times. Those Protectors are trained by Carlos Hensley. They often meet in the gym, and are looked over by those with special gifts. Sometimes they’re chosen as Protectors; if not, they spend their time training and protecting the rest of the fledgling vampires here.”
“Fledgling?”
“All new vampires are called fledglings. It’s simply a name for babies of our kind,” she says with a smile. “Don’t worry; you’ll only be a fledgling for a couple of years.”
“A couple of years?”
“Yes, depending on how old a person is when they’re chosen by Selene. Some are as young as fourteen, and will spend three to four years as a fledgling. Others like you are seventeen, and can spend anywhere from a couple of months to a year as a fledgling. It varies wildly.”
“So basically, I get less time to learn the ropes before becoming a bloodsucking monster.”
She frowns. “Kylie, you are not a monster, nor will you ever become one. Vampires are not like they’ve been portrayed in film and literature. We’re very sophisticated, gentle people. We’re just a little stronger, faster, and more gifted.”
I sigh, and glance around the room. “So, where am I again?”
She smiles. “Daray Hall. It’s a mansion that I purchased and renovated. I had rooms added to accommodate the number of fledglings I have here. Right now, including you, there are almost a hundred and twenty of them. There is also an additional eighty Protectors on the premises right now, but that number tends to fluctuate a little, as they are not required to stay here year-round. They have their own “barracks” on the grounds.”
“So, where are my parents? Do they think I’m dead?”
“No, we’ve explained everything to your mom.”
Something in her voice makes me wary, and as I look up at her, I realize something. “She doesn’t care, does she?”
Jillian hesitates for a second, before finally sighing. “Your father used some very…disturbing words. But yes, they don’t seem to care that you’ve started a new life. They gave us permission to clear your room of some of your things to make you more comfortable here.”
“They’re probably happy that I’m finally out of their lives. They’ve been waiting for this for years. Harry thinks I’m the biggest brat on the planet, and that’s only gotten worse since Tara’s death.”
Jillian raises a perfectly-shaped elegant eyebrow. “Tara?”
“My best friend, Tara Irwin. Did you know her?”
Jillian smiles softly, confusing me. “I’m sure you won’t miss her much longer. Things here tend to keep you busy. Come. I’ll show you to your room, and your roommate can give you a tour of the place.”
I get off the bed and follow Jillian to the door. When we’re standing out in the hall, I finally notice that I’m dressed in only jeans and a white camisole. My socks and shoes are gone, and so is my sweater. “Jillian, where are the rest of my clothes?”
“There was so much blood on the sweater we had to burn it. I’m sorry. But you can change when we get back to your room. We brought a bunch of your stuff from home; I think you’ll be able to find something to wear to dinner.”
“Dinner?”
“Yes, it’s just after six. Dinner will start in about an hour. Hopefully that will give you enough time to get a basic layout of the place.”
As Jillian leads me through the halls, I do my best to start memorizing my surroundings. We go up to the third floor, and Jillian explains, “The boys sleep on the second floor, and the girls sleep on the third floor. There is a mandatory lights out at eleven for all fledglings, and boys are not allowed on the girls’ floor after that.
“We understand that experimentation between fledglings, especially with blood, is perfectly normal. However, we don’t want anyone to get into trouble, or get hurt.”
When we reach the third floor landing, she leads me down a narrow hallway that is filled with door after door after door. There must have been fifteen doors on each side. As we pass, I try counting them.
“Twenty-eight,” Jillian says without stopping. “There are fourteen doors on each side. This allows us to house fifty-six female fledglings at any given moment in time. Right now there are fifty-two, counting you. Your roommate has never had to share a room before, but with the growing number of residents, she’ll have to learn to get along with others.”
“Is she friendly?” I ask, surprised she’d refuse a roommate.
Jillian shrugs gracefully. “I’ve heard the others say no, but whenever I see her, she’s always an angel. I’m sure what I’m seeing is probably just a mask. So if she gives you problems, just come talk to me, and I’ll figure something out. But I’m sure you can win her over if you try. In fact, I think the two of you will become good friends.”
She knocks on one of the last doors in the hallway, and it slowly opens. There’s a girl standing in the doorway, and she instantly plasters a smile I recognize as fake on her face. “Hi, Jillian! Can I help you with something?” Oddly enough, she doesn’t look surprised to see her, or me for that matter.
Jillian smiles back. “Chloe, I wanted to stop by and introduce you to your new roommate. Kylie, this is Chloe Olson. Chloe, this is Kylie Redding. I’d like you to show her around a little after she’s done settling in. Alright?”
Chloe hesitates, and I can already tell she doesn’t want to do it. Finally, she nods. “Alright, I can show her around.”
“Good. I hope you two get along,” Jillian says, turning to me. “Kylie, remember. If you need anything, come to me.”
She turns around and walks back down the hall, leaving me standing alone in the hallway with my new roommate. I can already tell this girl doesn’t like me, even though we haven’t actually spoken to one another yet.
“Are you gonna come in or not?” She snaps.
I turn to her, unsurprised to find a sneer on her face. She walks back into the room, flipping her long, platinum blonde hair in the process. She’s super skinny, but she sashays like she’s got a perfect curvy body, instead of the almost anorexic looking one she does.
She sits cross-legged on her bed and looks at me as I close the door. She points at the twin-sized bed on the left wall and says, “That’s yours.” Then she grabs a bottle of pink nail polish and starts to paint her nails, ignoring me with a well-practiced ease that I recognize instantly.
Awesome. I died, came back to life as a vampire, and moved into Daray Hall to start my new life; it just figures that a McKenzie wannabe would already be here waiting for me.
Surprisingly, my bright orange, flower-covered comforter is already placed on the bed, and it looks like my clothes are already unpacked in a small pine dresser at the foot of the bed. I look around the rest of the room, seeing a similar dresser on Chloe’s side of the room.
The top of it is covered in an array of nail polish, mirrors, makeup, brushes, and hair products. Her bed is covered in a fuzzy, pink comforter, with almost a half dozen plump pillows. Her eyes are intensely focused on her toes, but when she looks up at me, I notice that she has the darkest most beautiful green eyes I’ve ever seen.
“Are you gonna get ready or what? You’ve been in the infirmary for like three days. You could definitely use a shower.”
I discreetly sniff myself and, unfortunately, I have to agree with her. “Where’s the nearest shower?”
She points to the door at the edge of her dresser, “Through there. Hurry it up, and don’t touch my shampoo or my robe.”
“What about towels?”
She sighs angrily. “There’ll be some on the middle closet rack. It’ll have your name on it. That stuff is yours, the stuff below it is mine. Don’t mix our stuff up.”
I nod and, because there’s nothing else to say to her, I head into the bathroom to take a hot shower. The bathroom is small, holding a basic shower, a toilet, and a sink. There’s a scale on the floor by the closet, and a robe is hanging on the back of the closet door.
Inside the closet are three shelves. The bottom one is labeled as Chloe’s, and it holds purple fluffy towels, and a ton more bathroom products. There are moisturizers, soaps, tampons, washcloths, and razors. Pretty much everything a preppy teenage girl needs in her bathroom.
My gaze shifts up to the middle shelf, and I breathe a sigh of relief. On the shelf are my forest green towels from home, along with my own bathroom necessities. They’re not nearly as nice as Chloe’s, but for some reason, seeing them makes me really happy.
I set one of the towels on the toilet lid, and head back into the bedroom to search through my dressers. My jeans are in the bottom drawer, my shirts in the middle, and my underwear and camisoles are in the top one. I just randomly grab clothes: jeans and a black tank top. There isn’t anyone here that I need to impress.
Chloe sees what I’m carrying and rolls her eyes. One look at her tells me that she’s high fashion, and we’re obviously not going to bond over a similar fashion sense.
Tara and I always argued over clothing, because she wore nice things, and I didn’t feel the need to. Suddenly, I’m feeling more miserable than before. Just the thought of Tara makes me sad. Before, when I thought I’d been dying, the thought of maybe seeing Tara again made it bearable.
I’ll probably live forever, now. Forever without Tara…
I turn on the hot water, hop into the shower and, hoping that Chloe can’t hear me, cry until the tears stop. I’m not sure how long I’m in there, but it has to be a good thirty minutes, because suddenly Chloe is pounding on the bathroom door, “Are you almost done? Dinner’s in half an hour, and I need to get ready!”
I sigh and shut off the water. Purposely taking my time, I get dressed and towel dry my hair, before pulling it up into a sloppy ponytail. When I’m done, I grab my dirty clothes, and throw them in the hamper that’s not an ugly pink color, and let Chloe have the bathroom.
As she passes me, she pauses. When I look back at her, she’s staring at me in disbelief. “Oh, my god. I thought that maybe you weren’t wearing makeup because you just got out of the infirmary, but you’re not wearing it now. You are not seriously leaving this room looking like that, are you?”
I glance down at myself, and shrug. I know that I’m not exactly gorgeous like Chloe and a lot of other girls, but I’ve been told that for someone that doesn’t wear makeup, I’m not bad looking. I’m just a little… different.
“I don’t wear makeup, ever.”
Her mouth drops open, and I almost laugh at the disbelief on her face. “Why? Don’t you care about your appearance?”
“Because I don’t,” I say, sitting on the edge of my bed. “After you’re done getting ready, can you show me around for a little bit?”
Chloe snorts and doesn’t answer. I guess that right there is an answer.
I’m tempted to tell her that Jillian specifically asked her to give me a tour, but that’ll probably just annoy her and make her dislike me even more. So I bite my tongue to keep from arguing, and decide to show myself around.
How lost can I get?
Chapter Four
I step out into the hall, careful to close the door behind me, and head back to the stairs. If the second and third floors are only bedrooms for the residents, then everything of importance must be on the very first floor.
When I reach the end of the stairs, I notice that there are a bunch of people wandering around in little groups, probably killing time until dinner. I think about asking one for directions, but I don’t want to seem like a helpless dork that gets lost in a house.
Sure, it was a really, really, really large house, but it wasn’t like it was the white house or anything. So, I keep my head down, and start walking in the opposite direction as the others. They’re probably all heading down to the dining room, and I don’t want to eat just yet.
Maybe while they’re all eating, I’ll be able to get a glimpse of the rest of the place. The halls won’t be as crowded, and nobody will gawk at me, the obvious newbie. I’ve always been a bit of a private person, and I enjoy being left alone.
So I keep walking, peeking into rooms as I pass them. It seems that down this way are a dozen or so rooms that almost resemble classrooms. There is a whiteboard in each one and several tables with chairs. What do they teach here? Throat Ripping 101? Hypnotizing Your Prey for Your Convenience?
I shudder involuntarily at the thought of sitting in a chair and learning how to be a vampire. Did they bring in live victims for us to practice on? Or did we go on fieldtrips to the city and practice picking our victims?
After the last classroom in the hall, I come to a large set of double doors. I can hear excited noises and thumps from inside. It sounds like people fighting, and I remember what Jillian told me about the Protectors. Was this the gym where they trained?
I push the doors open, eager to get a glimpse of the Protectors. I’m standing in the doorway to the gym and, for the first time since waking up, I’m actually a little excited.
I can’t wait to challenge one of these guys to a fight.
The gymnasium is on the first floor of the mansion, and it takes up a vast majority of the space along with the boy’s and girl’s locker rooms. The door at the far side leads to the infirmary, which takes up a lot of space as well. The two are probably connected because of training accidents.
The gymnasium, locker rooms, and infirmary take up half of the first floor.
There are mats spread out over the floor and, in the very far left corner, people are practicing different wrestling grips. There are a few men that are standing around watching, but most are training in some way or other.
There’s boxing equipment in another corner, along with jump ropes, treadmills, and weights. It looks like a more expensive and slightly grittier version of all the gyms I’ve been in before. There are dozens of shirtless, muscular, and sweating guys, but no women.
Is there a different gym for women? I wonder as I step into the gym. I’m tempted to ask if I can join in, but I’m not sure how. Plus, I don’t really feel like getting into trouble my first hour awake.
A hand clamps down on my shoulder and I spin, gripping the wrist. Digging my nails into a tender spot on the underside of his wrist, I twist sharply, and sweep a thick pair of legs out from under a man dressed in sweats.
He goes down, but quickly brings his leg out in a wide arc, slamming his heel into my hip, sending me down to one knee. I drop his wrist and somersault away, before getting to my feet and spinning to face him. I’m crouched down in a defensive stance, trying to give myself enough time to size up my opponent.
He’s tall, with broad shoulders and heavily muscled limbs. His eyes are dark and serious; he’s sizing me up just like I’m doing to him. Someone begins to clap, and he visibly relaxes, bringing his hands down to his sides. He looks over, and I follow his gaze.
A man is walking over with an impressed smile on his face. He looks about twenty-five, and his hair is shaggy and jet black. As I’m watching, he shakes is out of his light brown eyes. His skin is a dark tan color; he looks like he may have Spanish heritage, but I’m not sure. He stops a few feet away and looks me up and down once, not in a creepy way, more like he’s assessing my strength.
“Who might you be?” He asks, and I slowly start to relax. I was right about his heritage; he speaks with a bit of an accent that might be Spanish. “That was pretty impressive for a young woman of your size.”
“My name’s Kylie Redding.”
He extends his hand, and I shake it. “Carlos Hensley.”
Hensley doesn’t sound very Spanish, but Carlos definitely does.
“You’ve been trained in martial arts.”
It’s not a question, but I nod anyways. “Yes. My father thought that all women should know how to defend themselves. When he died, I took it a few steps further, and learned how to protect others, not just myself.”
Carlos nods his head, and I can tell he’s thinking about something. “What brought you down here?”
“I just woke up a little while ago. Jillian told me about the Protectors, and I was interested. I want to be one.”
Surprisingly, several of the young men in the gymnasium start to laugh. Carlos raises his hand, and they instantly fall silent, though I can tell they’re still amused.
“Women can’t be Protectors.”
“Why not?” I ask, surprised. “I can take care of myself and anyone else who needs me. Why shouldn’t I be allowed to help?”
Carlos shrugs. “That’s just the way things have been done for many years. Our charges feel more comfortable with a heavily muscled man protecting them than a smaller woman. You may very well be suited for being a Protector, but nobody will see that when they look at you.”
“So just because I’m not six and a half feet tall, and a man, I can’t help people? Even if I can manage to beat one of your men?”
“You didn’t beat me,” he growls angrily. I look at him, and he takes a step forward. “No little girl can win against me in a fight.”
“Wanna bet?” I ask, taking a step forward, too. “I’m not scared of you; I’ve taken on guys your size before, and won.”
Carlos is watching us both. His lips are tilted up in the barest of smiles, and I instinctively know that he’s planning something. But what, I’m not sure. When he claps his hands once, everyone looks at him, waiting to hear what he has to say.
“Kaven, get the practice gear out. I wanna see just how talented this young lady is.”
“But Carlos–”
“Just do it,” he snaps. When he looks back to me, he doesn’t look angry, just exasperated. “Sorry about that. What I’m about to do is considered very…unusual.”
“What are you about to do?” I ask, getting a sinking feeling in my stomach.
“I’m about to test you. You say you wanna be a Protector, well, what better way to test your ability than to fight a fully-fledged one?”
“I’m gonna fight you?”
He nods once, and waves me farther into the gymnasium. “Kaven will get you the equipment you’ll need. If you have any questions about how to dress yourself, just ask.”
Some of the younger men are snickering, but there are a couple of older ones that are just watching me with interested looks on their faces. I wonder if they’re just interested in watching me lose, or if they’re trying to see if I might have what it takes to join their ranks.
A young man comes back with a bundle of equipment in his hands, and he nods me over to the far side of the gym. He’s just under six feet in height, and he’s heavily muscled from rigorous intensive workouts. His skin is a natural tan, and his hair is a dark blonde color.
When he hands me the bundle of equipment, I notice that his eyes are a beautiful, dark green color. When his hands are free, he rubs his hands over his face, and I hear the scratching of unshaved bristles. He’s classically handsome, almost like an ancient Greek god, and I wonder if that has something to do with the Greek goddess they all worship.
“Are you Kaven?” I ask, searching through the bundle in my arms.
“Yeah,” he says in a deep voice, but I can tell he doesn’t want to talk to me.
“Got any advice for me?” I’m smiling, trying to be friendly, which just seems to anger him.
“Yeah, try not to get killed.”
With that, he turns and walks away, leaving me standing there, trying to ignore the excited whispers of the Protectors around the gym. They’re anxious for the fight, probably so they can make fun of me after I lose to Carlos.
“Don’t worry about them.”
I spin around, almost dropping some of the equipment in my arms. Carlos steadies me, and smiles. His smile isn’t mocking, or overly-confident. It’s just a smile, and for some reason that makes me instantly like him.
“Don’t worry; I’ve been training Protectors for quite a few years. I know how to stop before actually hurting someone. If you get tired and slow, I’ll notice.”
“I’m not worried about that, I’m worried about fighting in front of others. I don’t usually have an audience. The only time anyone’s seen me fight was like yesterday when I beat the crap out of a girl at school.”
He raises an eyebrow but doesn’t ask, and I look down sheepishly.
“She provoked me, several times.”
“Alright, get dressed, and we’ll see just how suited you are for Protection Detail.”
I take the bundle of equipment into the girl’s locker room, close the door, and start to get ready.
The equipment in my arms is pretty standard practice gear: mouth guard, a thin chest guard that straps on over my shoulders, and a matching head guard that fits like a helmet.
I pull the equipment on with shaking hands; I’ve never been this nervous for a fight. But I’ve never fought a vampire before. He could probably kill me without me knowing it.
There’s a knock on the door. “Yeah?”
The door opens, and Kaven walks back in. He takes a seat on the ground beside me and takes one of my hands. He starts to wrap it for protection during the fight.
“I’m gonna lose, aren’t I?”
He nods. “Yeah. Carlos teaches for a reason; he’s the best there is. Put your mouth guard in, and remember to be cautious.”
“Oh, now you wanna be nice and give me some helpful advice?”
He lifts his eyes to mine, and I notice that they’re not as hostile as before. They’re just bored. “I honestly don’t care what happens to you, because you’re not my responsibility, but I’d hate to have to stop training while they clean your blood out of the gym.”
I try not to show how badly that freaks me out, and focus on his rough, calloused hands that are just about finished with the tape. When he’s done, he cleans up the packaging, and gets to his feet. “Alright, let’s go. He’s waiting.”
I follow Kaven back out to the gymnasium, and find everyone standing around, waiting for the fight. There are a lot more people than before, though. It seems that in the last ten minutes, word about my fight with Carlos has spread to the rest of the place, and everyone’s come to watch.
I can see Jillian standing beside Carlos, and it looks like they’re arguing about something. Maybe she’s worried about me. That thought makes me strangely happy, and I smile because for once in my life, someone other than Tara might actually be starting to care about me.
Carlos shakes off Jillian’s hand, and walks toward me. He stops a ways away, and I head over to join him. He smiles when he sees me, and I don’t feel as nervous about the fight as I did a few minutes ago. He’s a teacher; he’s not a killer.
We tap hands gently, and I back slowly away before bracing myself. He does the same, and someone shouts, “Begin!”
Carlos lunges in, almost faster than my eyes can catch, and he swings for my head. Instead of jumping out of the way, I bring my hand up, blocking his swing with my forearm. I swing it down, knocking his hand away from my face.
He counters quickly with a snap kick to my leg, and my thigh burns in pain. I ram my shoulder into his chest, forcing him to back away while I massage my thigh, trying to un-cramp it. He circles me, looking for an opening to end this fight.
I begin watching his chest and waist, searching for the slightest movement that will give away his next attack. Sure enough, one of his muscles twitch in preparation for the punch, and I duck, coming up under the swing, and I spin, ramming my elbow down into his stomach.
He wheezes, but doesn’t back away. Instead, he grabs my arm, and throws me to the ground with the intensity and strength of a man that is definitely not human. He jumps, preparing to bring his knee down on my stomach, and I roll away.
His knee slams into the mat, and I hear him curse lightly. I’m on my feet in an instant, but so is he. Before I can even react, he’s behind me, and his forearm is braced across my throat. He applies pressure and, instead of trying to dislodge him, I stomp on his foot as hard as possible while I simultaneously bring my elbow back into his face.
His arm loosens, and I break away, circling him, looking for an opening. He’s catching his breath, and I take a quick second to use the back of my hand to wipe sweat from my face. He uses that second and lunges in, using his leg to take my feet out from under me.
I go down hard on the mat, and the air is knocked painfully from my lungs. Carlos isn’t finished though. He kneels down beside me, using his knee to crush my windpipe. Frantically, I try to dislodge him, but he refuses to budge.
After a few seconds, I notice black spots in my vision, and I know I’m fading fast. Finally, when I have no other options, I tap him twice, signaling the end of the fight.
He moves away, and I gasp for air like a fish out of water. My arms are trembling, and my entire body is soaked in sweat, but I’m too tired to do anything but lie there and breathe.
Someone moves forward to help me to my feet, and I’m relieved to see that it’s Jillian, and not one of the Protectors. They’re probably too busy laughing at my loss to bother helping me. “You did very well, Kylie.”
“I lost,” I tell her. “I could have done better.”
“And you will,” Carlos says. “With a little training, I think you’ll make a fine Protector.”
That silences everyone in the gymnasium, and they all start watching me. “What?”
“I’ve decided that perhaps it’s time for things to change. I can’t promise you that you’ll be a Protector, because that is up to our Goddess, but I can promise you the chance to train with me. I think you’ll make a fine warrior for someone.”
“I can train?”
He nods. “Yes, you can. I’ll have Jillian set something up. Normally the girls here take a basic self defense course during the afternoon, so you’ll have to give that up, but I think we can make this work. I can honestly say I’ll be proud to teach you.”
He offers me his hand, and I gratefully take it. “Thank you,” I half whisper, too overwhelmed to say much else.
He nods again. “Alright, there are showers in the girl’s locker room over there. Why don’t you head in and get freshened up while Jillian and I start figuring this out.”
I nod, and start to walk over to the girl’s locker room. My hair is sweaty and plastered to the back of my neck, and I can feel it building up inside the helmet. With trembling hands I take it off and shake out my hair.
Someone gasps, and I swing my head to look around for them. Is there someone that didn’t believe I was a girl? I mean, my breasts aren’t large or anything, but they are there.
I find the person who gasped, and my heart stops. The helmet drops from my hands and clatters loudly against the ground, and several pairs of eyes fix on me instantly. Carlos and Jillian are both watching me as well, but I barely notice.
Jillian hesitantly puts her hand on my shoulder, but I shake her off and take a few steps forward. Toward the girl.
The girl is my age, and a couple of inches shorter. Her hair is short, curly, and light brown. It frames her slightly round face, and is forever falling into her blue-gray eyes. Her chin is stubborn, and her nose is curved, giving her a dainty look.
But it’s those eyes that hold me the most. They’re staring at me with familiar wonder and amazement, and I’m captivated by them. For a second, I’m struck dumb, unable to speak. But then I find the only word I need.
“Tara?”
Chapter Five
Tara and I just stare at each other, which should be impossible, considering she’s dead. But she’s not. She’s standing right there in front of me, as surprised to see me as I am to see her. Neither of us seems capable of moving.
Jillian puts her hand on my shoulder again and whispers, “I told you that you wouldn’t miss her much longer.”
That breaks the spell holding both Tara and I in our places. Suddenly, she’s running towards me, and her arms go around me, and mine go around her. She’s sobbing into my shoulder, and we’re just swaying back and forth, holding one another.
She pulls away to look at me, and there’s a smile on her face. “Kylie, what are you doing here?”
“What do you mean what am I doing here? What are you doing here? I went to your funeral!”
She shakes her head. “No, I’ve been here since then. My parents had to tell the community something, so they told everyone that I’d committed suicide.”
“I knew it. I just knew you couldn’t have done it!”
Jillian is there beside me, smiling. “Why don’t you two find a more private place to catch up? In case you haven’t noticed, half of Daray Hall is here watching you right now. And Tara, I believe there’s something else you should consider talking to her about.”
Tara nods, wipes the tears from her cheeks, and she hugs me one more time, before pulling away. “Alright, we can go back to my room. My roommate is already in the dining hall for dinner.”
I follow Tara through Daray Hall. She leads me up to the third floor, and to one of the first rooms in the hallway. When she closes the door behind us, I take in the familiar sights of her bedroom.
The blanket on the bed is the same pink, gray, and purple one that she’s had since the sixth grade. The blue nail polish on the dresser is the same one she used to paint ugly patterns on our skin right before the homecoming dance in tenth grade. And on the bedside table is a picture of us taken at Cedar Point from a few years ago.
Tara sits on the edge of her bed, and I take a seat beside her. She pulls her legs up under her, and faces me. “You’re probably really confused about all of this, aren’t you?”
“I just woke up a little bit ago and found out that an ancient Greek moon goddess chose me to die and become a creature of the night…so yeah, I’m a little confused.”
She laughs, and it’s the most beautiful sound I’ve heard in a while. “Goddess Kylie, I’ve missed you so much.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“That’s like the biggest rule here at Daray. You don’t tell anyone from your old life. I wanted too, so badly. I even followed you twice, trying to work up the courage to talk to you.”
“How were you not seen?” I ask, amazed I hadn’t noticed her.
She smiles nervously. “You went for a walk one night after fighting with Harry, and I followed you. You stopped at that little park near your home; you were sitting in one of the swings, and I was watching you from behind a tree. I came this close to speaking to you,” she says, holding up her fingers about an inch apart.
“I would have understood. I wouldn’t have told anyone.”
She shakes her head. “I still couldn’t risk it. Plus, I think Jillian was watching me. She knew I missed my best friend, and she kept telling me that I wouldn’t be sad for much longer.”
“She kind of told me the same thing when I woke up and mentioned you.”
“I’m not surprised. The vamps around here know a lot more than normal people. I’m not sure, but I think they can tell when someone’s about to be chosen. They’re always waiting to take us away when we die. Then they allow our parents to say goodbye to us, and they leave.”
“Your parents didn’t show, did they?” I ask, already knowing the answer.
She shakes her head again. “Nope, yours?”
“No. They’ve probably been out celebrating all day. Figures my Mom wouldn’t need even twenty-four hours, huh?”
“Uh, Kylie, you’ve actually been out of it for like three days. We die on the first die, and our body takes time to heal itself and start the change that happens over the course of the next couple of years. Well, months for us.”
“Yeah, why did it happen so late for us? Jillian said some of the other kids get years to get used to the idea of being a vampire, yet we only get like a year, if we’re lucky.”
She shrugs. “I’m not sure why it varies so wildly. One theory is that we’re chosen when we’re needed. So, based on that theory, the goddess has plans for the two of us that take place soon. That’s why she didn’t choose us sooner; she didn’t need us yet.”
“What could she possible want with us?”
“Well, I think I know what she wants with you,” Tara says shyly. “Jillian and I have been talking a lot since I woke up. I’ve been given a huge gift by Selene, one that is very unique.”
“You have special powers?” I ask in disbelief. “I know that Selene chooses a few people to gift, but why choose you?”
She laughs. “Thanks, Kylie,” she says.
“I didn’t mean it like that; it’s just that, you know, you and I were always so ordinary. We were those two girls that just faded into the background. People didn’t notice us, they just passed us by.”
“I know what you meant. I’m still not sure why the goddess has gifted me, but she has.”
Maybe she’s just imagining things…
She smiles. “I’m not imagining things, Kylie.”
I just stare at her for a second, afraid to speak, or think for that matter. Finally, I can’t keep silent any longer. “You can read minds.”
Nodding, she leans closer to me. “Yes, I can read minds. I noticed it right after I woke up in the infirmary. Before Jillian even told me what I was, I could hear her. She was thinking about the best way to tell me what happened; I think it made it easier for me to believe everything she was saying.”
“So, you’ve been specially gifted. Does that freak you out a little?”
“More than finding out I was specifically chosen to become a vampire? Not really. Of course, I’ve had about three and a half weeks to start acclimating to my surroundings.”
“That’s really not that long.”
“I know, but the people here are really nice and helpful, especially Jillian. She answers any questions the fledglings have, and she does her best to make them comfortable in their new surroundings. She even tries to pair us up with similar roommates.”
“Well, she failed on that one,” I say, looking around her room.
“Who’s your roommate?”
“Chloe Olson.”
She laughs, and I narrow my eyes at her. “Good luck with that one.”
“Thanks,” I say, trying not to smile. “I’m glad you feel my pain at being stuck with an uptight, stuck-up, spoiled brat.”
“I’m sure you won’t be seeing much of her. Especially if you’re considering really training to be a Protector. Are you?”
I nod. “Carlos says I can start training, but he didn’t promise that I could become a Protector. I think he’s assuming nobody in their right mind would ever ask me to…” I trail off, remembering what Jillian said to Tara in the gym.
And Tara, I believe there’s something else you should consider talking to her about.
“What did you need to talk to me about?”
Tara smiles. “I think you’ve already figured it out. I’m still in training, and so are you, so we’d be perfect for each other. Kylie, I’ve been thinking about this for a while; choosing a Protector is a very important thing. And I trust nobody more than I trust you.”
“Tara–”
“Kylie, will you be my Protector? I understand if you need some time to think about it; you probably don’t even know fully what being a Protector entails, do you?”
I shake my head. “No, I just know that they defend the people they’re paired with. Their charges, right?”
She nods. “Being a Protector is a huge commitment. You have to be willing to give your life for someone in an instant. There are quite a few people out there that know about us and mean us harm. Not just humans, but other vampires. Some of them may try to kill me in the future, and I need someone to protect me.
“You also have to deal with the knowledge that most people consider us to be more important than you, and you have to be ready to take some heat, especially you.”
“Why?”
“Protectors are necessary to our way of life, but they’re sometimes looked down upon. Some people see them as nothing but muscular idiots. They look down their noses at them, while simultaneously needing them.”
She sounds angry about that, and I wonder if she knows someone who talks about them. “Do you like your roommate?” I ask, thinking it might be her.
She shrugs. “I’m not real sure. I’m friends with her brother, so she’s kind of a friend of a friend. She seems nice, but for some reason, I think she just doesn’t like me.”
“Can’t you just read her mind and find out?”
She looks ashamed for a second, before admitting, “I’ve tried, even though I’m not supposed to read the other people’s minds. I’m only supposed to practice my gift with Jillian or one of the other mentors here.”
“So, she just doesn’t think about anything?”
“No, I can’t read her mind. I’m not entirely sure why, though.”
“Is it possible that she has a gift that cancels yours?”
“I don’t think so. To be honest, it might just be that I’m still so unused to having this gift that I’m missing her thoughts.”
“So, you can read my thoughts right now?”
“I’m trying not to, but yeah, I can kind of hear them. I’m sorry,” Tara apologizes, looking slightly embarrassed.
“It’s not your fault. I mean, it’s not like you’re doing it on purpose, right?”
She shakes her head quickly. “No! I would never purposely eavesdrop on you like that. The only reason I listened in on Andrea is because I wasn’t accidentally picking anything up. I don’t like being able to interfere with people’s privacy.”
Neither of us says anything for a minute; I’m too busy thinking, and she’s too busy waiting for my answer. I know she won’t rush me. The question is too important. Finally, the silence just gets too overwhelming, and she asks again.
“Kylie, will you be my Protector?”
“If I can become an official Protector, yes, I’ll do it. But I don’t wanna make any promises now because I don’t know if I can fulfill them.”
She nods. “I understand. But you shouldn’t worry. You impressed everyone today; I think you’ll make a great Protector.”
Tara throws her arms around my shoulders and pulls me close. In the weeks since her death, I’ve almost forgotten what it felt like to hug her. It feels so nice, being close to the only person that’s ever understood me.
After she pulls away, she sits back and starts to tell me all about Daray until Jillian knocks on the door and announces that it’s time for me to come down to the dining hall.
The dining hall isn’t a whole lot more than a large school cafeteria. Evenly distributed around the room are several large tables. They’re long and gray, and there is a long bench on both sides. Each table sits about eight people.
Most of the places are already filled, but Tara has a partially empty table with friends. I take my tray of food and follow her over to where her friends are waiving her over, and I nervously sit down beside her. Her friends look nice, but I’ve never been good at meeting new people.
There’s a boy and a girl, and both are looking at me like they’re unsure what to do or say. Tara warned me earlier that everyone has been talking about me; there hasn’t been a female Protector in a very long time, and everyone’s apparently anxious to see the first one in many, many years.
The boy and girl look remarkably similar. Too similar to not be related. When I take a seat beside Tara, she turns to me, and begins the introductions. “Kylie, this is Andrea and Austin McLean. They’re twins.”
The twins are about sixteen years old, and they’re both an inch or two taller than my five and a half foot frame. They both have short, curly, light blonde hair. Austin’s a little taller, and his eyes are a dark, dark blue color. His build is gangly, whereas Andrea’s is a little more pear-shaped. Her eyes aren’t as blue; they’ve got a little gray mixed in there. It makes her look more serious than him.
Austin’s the first to stop staring, and when he smiles at me, I notice a slight gap in his front teeth. “Hi, I’m Austin. I can’t believe I actually get to meet you.”
“What?” I ask, surprised by his greeting.
“Oh, Tara’s told us so much about you, it was starting to drive us crazy. Kylie’s so amazing, Kylie’s so funny, Kylie’s so smart. You wouldn’t believe how much she adores you.”
Andrea finally smiles, but it’s unsure and hesitant. “Yeah, Tara’s told us about some of the stupid things you’ve done together. She’s particularly fond of telling me about the Farmer Dayton incident.”
I laugh. “Oh, my god! Tara! You didn’t actually tell them that did you?”
She’s nodding and laughing, and I don’t know whether to laugh some more or be angry with her. Austin’s grinning, and it makes him look like a little troublemaker. “What Farmer Dayton incident? How come I haven’t heard about this one?”
Tara opens her mouth, and I try to shush her. “No, don’t you dare!”
She’s laughing harder now, and she rams her shoulder into mine playfully. “Come on, Kylie. That was like the best night of our lives.”
“It was horrible. We almost got shot, and then eaten, and finally lost in the woods.”
Austin’s just staring, with his mouth hanging open. “Ok, now you seriously have to tell us the story. You can’t just give us that and not say anymore. Come on.”
Tara grins at me, and I sigh. “Alright, fine.”
“Ok, so Kylie and I were trying to think of a way to spend our afternoon. It was summer break, right before freshman year, and we were just wandering around, looking for trouble.”
“So, we had this stupid idea to try and tip one of Farmer Dayton’s cows. Later that night, we snuck onto his property, climbed his pasture fence, and looked for the smallest cow we could find. So, we got in our places–”
She cuts in. “And his door opened, and he came out with a shotgun in his hands. He couldn’t tell that we were two teenage girls; he thought we were thieves or something, and he took a shot at us.”
I take over. “The first shot went way high, and by the time the second shot went off, we were already at the fence. The second one exploded the fence about half a foot from my hand. So, we got over the fence and near the woods.”
She chuckles. “We thought we were safe, but we were so wrong. His three large, mean German Shepherds came after us. So, the next thing we know, Kylie and I are racing through the trees, looking for a safe place to get away from them. We ran for almost an hour, trying to get away. We’d get a couple of minutes to rest, before they’d find us again.”
“Finally, we found an easily climbable tree, and we hid there for a while. When the dogs finally got called back by Farmer Dayton, we hesitantly climbed out of the tree, and quickly realized that we were seriously lost.”
Tara smiles. “So, we wandered around the woods for a while and, around three in the morning, we finally found our way home. We were exhausted, scared that Farmer Dayton would find us again, and worried we’d get caught sneaking back in.”
“Did you get caught?” Austin asks, completely drawn into the story.
“Nope,” Tara says, smiling wider. “Our parents were pretty clueless about pretty much everything we did. We could get away with anything if we tried hard enough.”
“So, the next morning, I was walking to Tara’s house, and the neighbor’s dog is out. It’s this massive, barrel-chested pitbull, and it runs at me as far as it can go. It stopped about a good ten yards away or so, when it reached the end of it’s chain, but it still scared me so badly that I ran the rest of the way to Tara’s, trying not to scream or wet myself.”
Austin laughs. “Are you still scared of dogs?”
I shake my head. “No, I’m not. But for a while, every time a dog would bark or growl, Tara and I would get really nervous. But after a while, the barking just made us giggle with one another. People would look at us like we were crazy, and that only made us laugh harder.”
Austin’s shaking his head in amazement, and I can tell he’s thinking of different questions to ask us. While we’re waiting for his first question, I glance at Tara out of the corner of my eyes, and she winks at me. I smile, and try to answer as many of Austin’s questions as I can.
Chapter Six
After dinner, Tara holds me back while the others leave. Austin shoots me a quick, sympathetic look, but doesn’t say anything. Tara doesn’t say anything while the rest of Daray is filing out of the dining room, and for some reason that makes me incredibly nervous.
When the room is entirely empty, the door opens, and Jillian walks in. She’s holding an old-fashioned goblet on a tray, and it instantly takes me from nervous to intrigued, because the goblet looks like something out of an Indiana Jones movie.
It’s golden, and the rim is lined with emeralds and rubies. They catch the light and sparkle, capturing my attention. But that’s not all that gets my attention. There’s something else that draws me in, and it’s the most heavenly scent I’ve ever experienced.
When Jillian sets the tray down on the table in front of me, it takes all of my willpower not to lunge for it. Tara must sense my eagerness, and she grips my shoulder tightly, almost painfully. I’m tempted to fight her off though, rip her hand away from me, and go for the goblet anyways.
Jillian takes a seat on the bench across from us and folds her hands on the table. She just stares at me, and I’m aware that I’m practically salivating onto the table. “Kylie, this is a goblet of fresh blood-wine.”
Blood-wine? That sounds so disgusting!
But it smells so good that I’m leaning forward until I’m peering into the goblet of blood. “I get to drink that?”
Jillian nods. “Yes, you do. The first couple of times can make someone a little bit uncomfortable, but you’ll get used to it eventually. Sometimes the first taste of blood can make a fledgling a little bit…strange.”
“Strange?”
“Depressed, angry, giddy, violent, etcetera. You name it, they feel it. Sometimes fledglings have been known to lash out at those around them, or cry on their friend’s shoulders. If you’d like, I can ask Tara to leave the room.”
“No, I want her to stay,” I say quickly, looking at her. “You’ll stay, won’t you?”
She nods. “Of course. I remember how nervous I was the first time I tasted blood. Don’t worry; it’s not as bad as you’re thinking it’ll be. I took my first sip, and then downed the whole goblet in like one gulp. It tastes so good.”
Jillian clears her throat, and Tara stops talking. “Kylie, take the goblet, and drink. This right here marks the beginning of your new life. Drink, and embrace your future.”
With trembling hands, I reach out and grab the goblet, and slowly lift it to my lips. The scent of the blood so close to my face is overwhelming, and I lick my lips in anticipation. When the first drop of blood touches my tongue, I gasp, and start to gulp it down as fast as possible.
The flavor is so rich and wonderful as it flows down my throat, I can feel it replenishing my body and mind. It warms my heart, and I can feel my own blood humming in pleasure. As the last drop finally touches my lips, I pull the goblet away, and lick my lips, trying to keep the beautiful taste on my tongue for as long as possible.
Even though the goblet is empty, I try to use my tongue to reach the bottom. I want every last drop available, and I’ll do anything to get it. I can feel the fingers of my left hand clenching as tight as possible; the nails are digging into the soft flesh of my palm hard enough to bleed.
Tara reaches for my hand, or the goblet, I’m not sure which. Either way, she’s too close for comfort, and I lunge at her hand, snapping with my teeth. She shrieks and recoils, pulling away from me. “Kylie, it’s just me!”
I flinch, and drop the goblet with disgusted hands. The aroma of blood in the air causes a sort of frenzy, and my head is foggy and unclear. I can’t hear, or think, or see anything but the red haze around my senses, choking me.
Jillian slowly reaches for the goblet, and I can feel my muscles tensing up. If her hand moves any closer, I can lean forward and snap. I don’t want that though, so I try to warn her away with a feral snarl. She just smiles, but her hand pauses. “Kylie, it’s alright.”
Something in her angelic voice stops me, and I feel myself begin to relax. “I’m sorry,” I say, trying not to cry. “I don’t know what came over me.” My behavior scares me, and I can’t believe I just almost attacked my best friend.
“Kylie, it’s alright. We’ve all been where you are right now. The first taste of blood can be difficult to handle,” Jillian says gently. I can tell that she’s really trying to make me feel better, but nothing she can say will make me forget that I just drank someone’s blood and liked it.
I shove the goblet as far away from me as possible, and shrink back away from the table. “Who did this blood come from?”
Jillian waves dismissively. “That’s nothing to worry about. Rest assured that the blood was donated willingly, alright? There are several thousand people in the world that know about the existence of vampires, and quite a few of them donate biweekly to our “blood bank”. It’s a very simple process.”
“So, the person whose blood I just drank enjoys giving us the blood we need to survive.”
Jillian nods. “Yes. The donors are given regular health checkups to make sure that their prolonged donation doesn’t have any serious health risks. We take very good care of our donors. They allow us to feed without harming innocent people. If we don’t harm people, our existence stays hidden, and people don’t come after us with torches and pitchforks.”
“Have people done that in the past? Torches and pitchforks just sounds so…barbaric.”
Jillian nods once more. “Yes, Kylie, I’m afraid people have come after us in the past. When our existence has been revealed, we’ve been met with fear and aggression. It’s for the best if we stay hidden in the shadows.”
“So wait, can we not go out in the daylight anymore?” I ask, terrified at the thought of living only in the dark.
“Kylie, the sun will not cause you to burst into flame. But, if you haven’t properly fed, the sun will burn and cause headaches, along with sensitivity to light. But as long as you feed regularly, you’ll be alright.
“However, you are not a vampire yet. The sun will not affect you at all. However, after the Transformation, your body will become less tolerant of the sun. As long as you’re careful, you’ll be fine. Do you have any other questions?”
“Will I have to sleep in a coffin after the Transformation?”
Jillian laughs again, and the remaining traces of my anger completely fade away. “Of course not! We’re not monsters, Kylie. We sleep in nice comfy beds just like everyone else.”
“Can we change shape? Like into bats or wolves?”
“No, Kylie. Despite the persistent rumors about it, we are unable to take a shape other than human. Think about it: all of those bones and muscles breaking and reforming into another shape, it’s impossible for anyone, even vampires.”
“Can we hypnotize people?”
“Not in the way that you’re thinking. We tend to have a very calming yet powerful appearance towards normal people. We’re very…convincing. We can get people to do things they wouldn’t normally do, but it has nothing to do with actual mind control.”
“What about turning into shadow or mist? Can we do that? Or how about climbing up the side of buildings?”
Jillian smiles. “No and no. We can’t turn into anything, and we don’t have the ability to scale walls with our bare hands. Besides, using the elevator is much easier, I would think.”
I giggle, and try to hide it with a cough. Jillian isn’t fooled though. I can tell by the way she’s smiling at me that she likes me, and that makes me happy. Before coming to Daray Hall, the only person that actually cared about me was Tara. Now I might have someone else.
Tara places her hand on my arm again, and this time I don’t snap at her. “Come on. If you’re gonna start your training tomorrow you should get some rest tonight.”
I don’t wanna leave yet, but I know she’s right. The Protectors look like serious trainers, and I want to be able to keep up with them tomorrow. It would be terrible if Carlos spoke up and offered me a chance and I blew it.
So Tara shows me back to my room, and she promises to speak to me tomorrow at breakfast. She tells me that I’ll find out my schedule for the day then, and she’ll help me find my way around. With that, I turn in for the night, ignoring Chloe’s sneers.
In the morning, I shower before Chloe is even up, and I’m dressed and out the door without having to speak to her. I doubt she’ll be sad she missed a chance to get to know me. In fact, she’ll probably like it, because it’ll feel like she doesn’t actually have a roommate, which is what she wants.
I find my way to the dining room by myself, and surprisingly Tara’s already there waiting for me. I grab a tray of food and take a seat next to her. Within ten minutes, both Andrea and Austin have joined us. Austin and Tara spend the rest of breakfast arguing over who has the worst roommate.
Apparently, it’s me, because they start to giggle about Chloe. Tara rooms with Andrea, who seems nice, if not a little shy, and Austin rooms with a boy a year younger than him. His roommate is really immature, kind of like Austin seems to be, and they get alone fine.
So, the only person with a terrible roommate is me. Go figure.
“Don’t worry too much, Kylie,” Andrea says. “There are some other people here that don’t have good roommates. Just remember that this living arrangement isn’t forever. After you experience the Transformation, you can leave this place and start your own Chloe-free life, doing what makes you happy.”
Something in the way she says it makes me feel just a little bit uncomfortable. It’s not overtly mean, but it makes me think that she not only hates Daray Hall, but maybe everyone in it. Tara told me that she was shy, but I’m not sure that’s it.
There’s something about Andrea that I’m not sure I like.
“So Kylie, do you know where you have to go first?” Austin asks, breaking my silent reverie.
“No, not yet.”
Tara slaps her forehead. “Oh, duh. I was supposed to give you this. Jillian found me in the halls and asked me to make sure you got around alright.”
She hands me a slip of paper, and I unfold it to find neat handwriting that I presume is Jillian’s. The note reads:
9:00 – 11:45 Protection Training
12:00 – 1:00 Lunch/Free time
1:15 – 2:30 Controlling Bloodlust
8:45 – 9:15 Worship
I glance up at Tara and frown. “What does she mean by worship?”
“Every night we gather in the chapel that’s here on the grounds, and we pray to Selene,” Andrea explains. “That’s the last thing we have to do at night. After that it’s free time until dinner, and then we get more free time after. The only things we have to do are the basic self-defense class, and the controlling bloodlust lessons.”
“Kylie doesn’t take basic self-defense, because she’s agreed to be my Protector when she finishes the training. If Selene will allow it, of course.”
“Of course,” Austin cuts in, “You don’t have to take the basic self defense class, since you’re obviously more skilled than all of us! So you have the Protection Training instead. Wow, I wish I could see you train.”
“Sucks to be you,” Andrea says, picking up her breakfast tray.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask, staring her down until she looks uncomfortably away.
“I just meant that the Protection Training is seriously hard. A lot of people think they have what it takes and end up dropping out after like the first week. Kind of like the Marines or something. I didn’t mean to upset you.”
She keeps her head down and walks away, avoiding eye contact with everyone in the room, and I watch her go. There is seriously something about that girl that irks me. At least Chloe is outright rude to people.
“Don’t take it too seriously, Kylie.”
I look at Austin, who’s finishing his toast. “Andrea takes a little convincing. After you earn her friendship, she’s the most loyal person there is. You just have to prove that you’re worth it first. I’m sure you’ll have no problem with that. Trust me; pretty soon you two will be like inseparable. I can see it now.”
Austin finally stops talking, and I look at Tara. “Where do you go first?”
“Controlling Bloodlust. After that I have an hour long lesson with Jillian about controlling my gift. I’ll see you again at lunch, ok?”
Tara gets up with her tray and follows Andrea out into the hall, leaving me and Austin alone at the table. Aside from one girl to our left, we’re two of the only people in the dining room.
“So, did you ever consider Protection Training?”
He laughs, “Of course not! Look at me, I weigh a hundred and fifteen pounds soaking wet. I’m practically anorexic. Andrea would make a better protector than me.”
I did notice that she was a little on the heavy side. I’m just glad I’m not the only one that thought so. It makes me wonder if that’s why she’s so shy around others.
“I mean, for the love of Selene, don’t tell Andrea I said this, but she could stand to lose a little bit of weight.”
“She’s not fat,” I say, unsure why I’m defensive of her. Probably because she’s Tara’s friend…
A surge of jealousy shoots through me, and I try not to let it show. While I’ve been grieving the loss of my best friend, she’s been here, making all new ones. And now I’m the outsider, and I don’t like it.
I stamp down on my jealousy, surprised by its appearance. Normally I’m not the jealous type.
Tara’s never really had other friends before.
I ignore that thought, pack up my tray, hand it off to be cleaned, and head down to the gymnasium, where my first lesson of the day is.
Chapter Seven
The gym is packed with other Protectors. Most of them are busy training already, and for a second I worry that I’m late. Carlos catches my eye and nods his head, and I jog over to where he’s waiting patiently. “You’re just on time,” he says, gesturing to the boy standing beside him. “This is Kaven, you two met yesterday.”
“Briefly,” he says, refusing to look at me.
I scowl, and Carlos chuckles. “Don’t let him get to you. Kaven’s a very hard person to please. Once you impress him though, he opens up a little.”
I doubt that, but I don’t argue with my new mentor during our first lesson together.
“Alright, I want Kaven to be your instructor for the time being. Every new trainee is shown the ropes by a more senior fighter and, when you get used to the training, I’ll take over and give you more one-on-one instruction. Understand?”
I nod, and turn to follow Kaven, who’s walking to the far side of the gym.
“Kylie, before you go, there’s something you should know,” Carlos says, and I stop to look at him again. “The Protectors here are not too happy that a girl has decided to join their ranks. As I said earlier, this is not the path women choose, and I’m afraid you may be met with some…opposition.”
“What do you mean?”
“I have a feeling that the Protectors here will try to persuade you to quit. Don’t let them.”
I nod again, and jog after Kaven, who’s already reached the mats on the other side of the gym. He’s waiting there impatiently, and I try not to make him angrier than he already is at having to teach me. When I stop beside him, he frowns at me.
“What do we start with?”
“Crunches. Your goal by the end of your training is to get through five hundred of them in ten minutes.”
“What?” I ask incredulously. “You’re joking, right?”
He points to one of the nearby Protectors who’s busy speeding his way through crunches. While I watch, he does several in a few short seconds. I can see the rippling muscles of his body working, and I’m amazed. Could I be that fit someday?
I’m fit, but not freakishly so. Kaven senses my amazement and grins, but it’s anything but a friendly smile. “That’s just the beginning. If you don’t think you can handle it, maybe you should quit now, before it’s too late.”
I glare at him, and start my crunches. He watches over me with an attentive stare that makes me uncomfortable. I can tell he’s looking for anything wrong with my technique so that he can criticize me in front of everyone, but he stays silent.
Can’t find anything wrong, can you?
I think too soon, because he barks at me, “Speed it up, newbie! You’ll never get anywhere like that.”
I’m not sure I can go faster without puking or passing out, but I’m definitely not going to wimp out in front of him or anyone. So I do what he says and speed up my crunches. I can feel the increased pressure to my stomach and back, but I don’t stop or complain.
Andrea compared this to the Marines, and she isn’t entirely wrong. This training is meant to weed out the quitters and those unworthy of the title of Protector. I’m going to do everything in my power to make sure I’m neither of those things.
Twenty minutes later, Kaven tells me to stop, and I gladly roll over, gasping for air and clutching my aching stomach. He ignores my wheezing, and shakes his head disdainfully. “Get up. It’s time to run.”
Without even a minute to rest, he drags me to my feet, and shoves me. “Come on. We’re running laps around the perimeter of Daray Hall. If you fall behind, you’re done, got it?”
He takes off at a fast jog, and I force myself to follow him. There’s an intense cramp in my side, but I push myself forward, ignoring it. No little jog is going to kill me, that’s for sure. When I reach the door leading to the outside world, the fresh air hits me like a splash of freezing water.
It instantly cools me down and wakes me up, and it gives me the strength to run after Kaven. He’s only a few yards ahead of me, and I catch up easily. However, when I reach his side, he speeds up, and I realize he was taking it easy on me.
My brief sense of accomplishment at keeping up is shattered, and I feel myself start to doubt my decision to train.
You knew it would be difficult before you started, didn’t you? My inner voice snaps at me. You can’t just give up now, especially since you had to fight your way into the training in the first place. If you quit now, no girl will ever have the chance to train.
That thought forces me to keep going, and I try to keep pace with Kaven. He’s wearing nothing but sneakers and long shorts, so I can tell that his body is heavily muscled and deadly from training. It’s a miracle that I can even still see him, let alone keep up with him, but I don’t stop to think about it. I just run.
When I finally catch up to him again, he glances at me, and I can tell from the way that his green eyes are staring at me that he’s surprised. He obviously thinks I’m going to quit and run home like the little girl he thinks I am.
I’m gonna prove you wrong.
I put on a burst of speed that’ll probably hurt later, and pull ahead of him. He curses and speeds up, and I know that he can probably go much faster for much longer, but he has to stay with me. Carlos probably wouldn’t like it if he lost me.
Daray Hall is massive, practically the size of my high school, and it sits on a good couple acres of land covered with dense, beautiful wisteria trees. A sidewalk runs across the entire perimeter, and as I run, I get my first real look at my new home.
The building looks like an old mansion that’s been restored: dark, mysterious, and slightly alluring. The gymnasium is a large square portion of the building that doesn’t look the same. It was probably built on after it was bought, and the gym isn’t the only thing that’s been added.
Kaven and I pass another building that’s about the same size as the gymnasium. It’s not connected to the mansion, and it just sits there on the grounds, looking beautiful, mystical, and slightly religious. I can tell just by looking at it that it’s the chapel that Selene is worshipped in.
The building is made of white stone, and there are four large, stone pillars on both sides of the door, looking like it was built by the Greeks centuries and centuries ago. The building has a timeless beauty to it, and I’m instantly drawn to it.
Kaven’s voice snaps me out of my appraisal. “Keep going, you’re lagging behind!”
He’s right. While I’ve been staring at the chapel, Kaven’s pulled farther ahead of me. I fight the cramps in my side, and push myself to move faster so I can catch up with him. We circle the building three times and, when I consider stopping to pass out, Kaven stops abruptly.
Thankfully, I stop, and drop to the ground. My breathing sounds ragged and forced, and part of me feels like I’m dying. When I glance up through sweat-soaked hair, I find Kaven watching me silently. His body is covered in a thin sheen of sweat, but he doesn’t even look winded.
Bastard…I think jealously, wishing I could run like him.
He gives me a minute to rest, before sighing. “Alright, let’s head back in. We’ve worked out your core and your legs; let’s get some upper body work in there too.”
I want to scream at him and call him a merciless monster, but I don’t. I just force myself to nod, and I follow him back into the gym. The others are all busy working out and most don’t notice me as I walk by, but a few stop what they’re doing to watch me pass.
“I bet she’s a dyke.”
The whisper isn’t as quiet as I’m sure it was meant to be, and I stop. When I turn around, I see who spoke. It’s the boy I fought in the hall, the one that grabbed me. He’s wearing sweats and a sweat-stained sleeveless shirt, and he’s watching me intently.
“You got a problem, bitch?”
I take a couple of steps closer. “Yeah, as a matter of fact, I do. Are you so threatened by a girl like me that you have to talk shit about her?”
He snorts, and some of his friends laugh. “I’m not threatened by you,” he scoffs.
“Yes, you are. And you should be, seeing as I beat you yesterday.”
“You didn’t beat me!”
He jumps forward, intent on starting another fight, but Kaven gets there first. He shoves the man in the chest, forcing him to back away from me. “Travis, back up dude. Carlos gave her permission to train. You got a problem with it take it up with him, not her.”
I stare at Kaven in total amazement. He’s barely spoken to me since I arrived, and now he’s standing up for me? I wonder what’s going through his mind as he’s staring down a man older and bigger than him.
One of his friends grips his shoulder tightly. “Come on, Travis. It’s not worth it.”
Travis doesn’t move, and he doesn’t take his eyes from Kaven’s.
“You know what Carlos is gonna do to us if we start a fight.”
That seems to get through to Travis, and he looks down at me. “Stay out of my way in the future, bitch.”
Travis and his friend get back to their training and, as I watch them, Travis starts to beat the crap out of a boxing dummy. I’m just glad he’s working out on the dummy instead of on me.
“Come on,” Kaven says, tugging on my arm. “These pushups aren’t gonna do themselves.”
I follow Kaven back to the mats against the far side of the gym, and he watches as I get down on my hands and knees and start another round of grueling work. After my second set of ten, I stop, and look up at him. “I guess I should thank you.” He grunts, which I know is a vague guy-like response, but doesn’t say anything. So I take a deep breath and just say it. “Thank you for standing up for me, Kaven.”
“Right.”
I go back to doing my pushups, and try to focus on my breathing instead of the pain in my arms, back, stomach, and legs. It seems like my entire body is sore, and I wonder if this is what’s in store for me for the rest of my life.
After six complete sets of ten, my arms are trembling and they feel like jell-o. While I’m somewhat gifted at martial arts, today has made me realize that I’m definitely out of shape. The others in the gym are easily breezing through their exercises, and it makes me look lazy and incompetent.
When I look up, Kaven’s looking down at me, and I can tell that he’s amused. “What?”
“I guess I just thought the first female Protector would be a little more, you know, active.”
I glare. “I’m not lazy; I’m just not used to this kind of rigorous training. Give me some time and I’ll improve.”
He snorts. “Are you sure about that? From where I’m standing you look pretty pathetic.”
My glare intensifies, and he smirks. “I’m not pathetic. I just need a little bit of time to catch up to all of you.”
“Alright, enough with the pushups. Find a rope and start jumping.”
I do as I’m told, and start counting the jumps in my head. After forty-seven, I notice that several of the Protectors around the gym have stopped training and are watching me. It’s a stare I know well, though nobody’s ever looked at me like this before.
The feeling of being watched as I jump makes me incredibly uncomfortable, and I can’t understand how some girls like this kind of attention. I’m about to stop when the first comment comes. “Hey sweetie, jump a little harder.”
“Yeah, girl. Turn this way, let me see you!”
“Ignore them,” Kaven says, watching my feet.
Someone whistles, and I try to keep my face expressionless, but as the calls keep coming, I start to lose focus.
“Keep your focus!” he barks.
I struggle to do as he says, and I can feel myself tripping up. When the next whistle comes, my feet get tangled in the rope, and I pitch forward face-first. My arms are wrapped up in the rope, and I can’t get my balance. Suddenly, Kaven’s strong arms are there, and he catches me, stopping my fall before I can hit the ground.
“I told you to ignore them,” he says quietly. “You can’t let them get to you.”
Carlos walks back into the room and everyone goes back to what they were doing. Carlos looks over our way, and stops when he sees Kaven’s arms around me. I can tell by the frown on his face that he’s not happy with what he’s seeing.
One look from Kaven though and I can tell that Carlos understands. He told me earlier that they were going to try and get to me, and that’s obviously what they’re doing. Carlos nods once, and Kaven relaxes his hold on me, before stepping away.
“Alright, get going. You’re nowhere near done with this.”
I sigh, and bend down to grab the jump rope that’s tangled around my feet. The only way to earn their respect is to keep going and show them that I’m not gonna quit, no matter what.
Protection Training is almost three hours long. That’s three long, harsh hours of repetitive exercises that are meant to tire you out and wear you down. When we’re finally done, it’s almost noon, and I can hear the other residents of Daray Hall flooding to the dining hall.
When I get there, Tara and Austin stand up in their seats and wave me over. Grabbing my tray of lunch, I head over to where they’re seated, and take a seat by Tara’s side. She starts to smile, but frowns when I wince as I sit.
“Kylie?”
“First day of Protector Training whooped your ass, didn’t it?” Austin asks, smiling.
I nod, and take a bite of salad.
“Are you alright?” Tara asks, looking at me intently.
“I had to do a shit load of crunches, and then we ran around Daray a couple of times, before doing pushups and then jump rope. Then we started over again. For a few minutes, I thought for sure I was going to keel over on the floor of the gym and just die. I don’t see how the others can do it so effortlessly.”
“I told you it was difficult,” Andrea says, smiling at me. “I’m glad you didn’t quit after your first lesson. You might actually get some of the girls around here a little more respect.”
I’m completely surprised by her friendly talk. She seemed so strange and unfriendly at breakfast earlier that this comes as a total shock. But then I remember Austin’s words.
Have I started to earn her respect?
Tara smiles. “Kylie’s not a quitter. Never has been and never will be. She’s tougher than that.” I don’t join in on her smile and, like the best friend she is, she picks up on it instantly. “What’s wrong?”
“Some of the guys have it in for me. They’re not happy that I’m training, and they’re not shy about letting me know it.”
“What do you mean?” Austin asks.
“Some of them started making catcalls and whistles, and others were making rude comments while I was, you know, jumping around.”
Austin snorts. “Figures those disgusting shaved apes would make fun of you for being a woman.” I look at him until he shifts uncomfortably. “Well, they act like Neanderthals. Just because she’s a woman doesn’t mean she can’t be a Protector.”
Tara giggles. “Are you saying that all men are Neanderthals, Austin?”
“Of course not! I’m not a Neanderthal. Neither is Carlos, from what I can tell. I’m just saying that most of those Protectors tend to be a little boorish.”
“Boorish? Do you even know what that means?” Andrea asks with a smile.
He gasps in mock outrage. “Of course I do! Are you insinuating that I’m stupid?”
I listen to them bicker back and forth throughout the rest of lunch and, when it’s time to head to my next lesson, I realize that I don’t want to leave. Tara’s new friends are interesting people, and I can’t wait to get to know them better.
Chapter Eight
After lunch, Austin walks me down to Jillian’s “classroom”, where she teaches the fledglings how to control their bloodlust. I’m not sure how this class is going to work, but I’m a little scared and interested to find out. It’s a strange combination that gives me a weird feeling in the pit of my stomach.
When I take a seat next to Austin at one of the tables, he elbows me gently. “Relax, would ya? This isn’t so bad. You’ll see.”
I hope he’s right.
As Jillian flows into the room, I catch the faint scent of roses again, like when we first meant and, strangely enough, it seems to calm me. Austin tenses up beside me, and I notice that he’s sitting straighter, trying to look more…mature?
It hits me the second he sighs, and I realize with a shock that he has a crush on Jillian. And it looks like he isn’t the only one. There are a couple of other boys that look completely enamored by her beauty. It’s easy to see why, too.
Jillian Daray is possibly the most beautiful woman that I’ve ever seen. With her long, wheat-colored hair, her clear blue eyes and her perfect figure, she looks like an angel that decided to walk around with us mere mortals.
She smiles when she sees me, and I can practically feel Austin begin to melt beside me. Judging by the smile in her eyes, she notices it, too. “Hello, Kylie. I hope you’re not too worried about how this lesson works.”
I shake my head, even though I totally am, and hope that she can’t see that.
Her smile grows as she looks at the rest of the residents in her “class”. “Alright, today we’re going to be learning one of the most basic techniques to controlling yourself. Breathing.”
She goes to the front of the classroom and opens the door to a mini-fridge that I hadn’t noticed before. Suddenly, my stomach starts to hurt, and I get very uncomfortable. Considering I know the name of the lesson, there’s only one thing that could be kept in that fridge.
Jillian pulls a large, refrigerated bag of blood from one of the drawers in the fridge, and quickly snips it with a pair of scissors. She takes a metal tray and places fifteen small paper cups on it, and begins to pour the thick, cold blood.
The second the first drop of blood hits the bottom of the first paper cup, I feel my senses start to cloud, and everything takes on a reddish tint. My heart starts to pound in my chest, and I can feel my mouth watering.
Jillian is watching me closely, and I’m worried about disappointing her when I lunge across the room and grab for the blood. I dig my nails into the table, trying to keep myself in my seat. I can tell that Austin is having a similar reaction to the blood, and it makes me feel a little better to know that I’m not the only one being affected.
“Ok, fledglings. I want you all to calm your racing hearts by focusing intently on your breathing. Just take slow, even, deep breaths. Count your breaths in your head, all the way up to twenty-five. Alright?”
I doubt it will work, but I don’t argue with her. I take my first deep, calming breath, and don’t feel any change. All around me I can hear nothing but the near-silent breathing of my fellow fledglings, and I know that they’re struggling as much as I am.
When I get to the seventeenth deep breath, I realize something. The scent of the blood is still fogging up the room and my senses, but it’s not as bad as it was at first. My breathing is actually slowing down a little, but I can still feel my heart pounding in my chest.
Suddenly there’s a loud clatter, and my eyes snap open. One of the fledglings has leapt from her chair, knocking it to the ground. She’s reaching for the tray of blood, and Jillian is restraining her by holding her arms behind her back.
With a shock, I recognize her as the girl that was sitting at the empty half of our table earlier. She looks like she’s barley fifteen years old, and she’s a couple of inches shorter than me. She’s dressed almost entirely in black.
Her hair is black as night, falling in waves to her waist. Her eyes are narrowed at the tray of blood, but from where I’m sitting, I can tell that they’re sterling gray in color, and they’re entirely focused on that blood.
She’s gnashing her teeth and growling at anyone in the room. Even though her build is very petite, Jillian looks to be struggling with the flailing girl in her arms. “Morgan, stop!”
Amazingly, she listens, and her entire body starts to go slack. After she relaxes, Jillian relaxes her hold on the girl, Morgan, who suddenly grins slyly.
Amazingly, she disappears in Jillian’s grasp. The entire class sucks in a collective breath. A girl disappeared. She actually turned herself invisible, and escaped Jillian’s hold.
The cups of blood begin to rapidly move, and it’s creepy to watch them get picked up by invisible hands and lifted to invisible lips. When they’re empty, the paper cups are chucked carelessly over her shoulders.
Jillian regains her composure, and grabs for Morgan’s invisible form. I can tell she’s managed to grab her because Morgan begins to shriek in anger and rage. She becomes visible again, and I can see her flailing around uselessly as Jillian backs up with her.
Her foot lashes out and knocks the metal tray from the front desk, and all hell lets loose. The second the tray touches the floor and the blood is spilled, the rest of the fledglings leap to their feet and begin shoving one another violently, trying to get to the blood.
Austin is one of the first to reach the front desk and, before he can reach any of the spilled blood, someone knocks him over and lashes out at him with a pair of sharp fangs. He shrinks back, but not fast enough, because he gets swarmed by the others.
Jillian is screaming something and trying unsuccessfully to keep a hold on Morgan. When Austin disappears under the rest of the class, I don’t stop to think, I just act.
I jump from my seat and, though the blood smells so amazing it makes my heart race, I ignore it. Reaching out, I grab the nearest resident by the back of his shirt, and throw him back against one of the tables. The force of his weight knocks the table over, and just adds to the chaos.
A girl hurls herself at me, fangs bared and eyes wild, and I elbow her sharply in the face. She falls to the ground, and I sweep the feet out from another girl. She falls to the ground too, and she glares up at me in hatred.
I ignore her though, and start looking for Austin. I can see his bright green shirt at the bottom of the pile, and I start shoving people aside, trying to get to him. His hand appears, and I grab for it, and use all of my strength to haul him from the pileup of bodies.
He’s gasping for air, and I can tell already that he’s going to have a massive bruise on his left cheekbone later. Right now his lip is split and bleeding, and he steps away from the others to nurse a crushed hand.
Jillian shouts to me, “Kylie, help me break this up!”
I nod, and wade back into the fight. Making sure Austin is ok will have to wait. Right now, I need to stop this frenzy before anyone else gets hurt. If any more blood gets spilled, the other will go insanely crazy, and the fight will never stop.
I grab one girl’s jacket and shove her out of the pile of bodies, and she backs away trembling in shock. I can see bloody gouges in her wrist; it looks like someone might have dug their nails into her skin. She takes off her jacket and wraps it around her wrist to stop the bleeding.
I turn my attention back to the squirming, wriggling bodies that are still lapping up the blood off the floor. A boy sees me reaching for him, and snaps with bared fangs at my outstretched fingers. Reacting on pure instinct, I slap him across the face, knocking some sense into him.
He climbs from the pile and hides behind the front desk, trying to stay out of the rest of the fight.
I pick a girl off the floor and, with a shock, notice that her lips and chin are smeared with bright red blood; she obviously got to some of the stuff on the floor. She notices the blood on her fingertips, and starts to contentedly suck on them in the corner.
At least she’s done fighting.
A boy lunges at me, and I duck under his wild haymaker, before elbowing him in the stomach. He wheezes directly in my face, and I catch the scent of blood on his breath. It forces me to pause for a second, and someone jumps onto my back while I’m busy battling my rising bloodlust.
He leans around my shoulders, and I can tell he’s getting ready to bite me. His fangs are bared in a snarl, and he bends his head. I shriek and try to buck him off, but it’s no use. He’s wrapped around my body like a monkey, and I can’t shake him off.
Someone else joins the fight, and he rips the boy from my back and throws him against the wall. I turn, and surprisingly find Kaven standing there with a ferocious snarl on his face. He clenches a hand and reaches out and, for a second, I’m afraid he’s going to punch me.
His fist sails past my face though, and it solidly connects with a boy’s nose. It takes me a second to realize that the boy was charging for me, and I now owe Kaven for saving me twice in less than sixty seconds.
Two more Protectors enter the classroom and start to break up the fight. With the three of them, the fledglings are all calmed down and back in their seats in under three minutes. When they’re all seated again, I notice that several of them are smeared in blood, and others are bleeding from wounds sustained during the fight.
Jillian is looking at everyone with a mixture of worry and anger. Part of her looks like she’s not quite sure what she should do first, reprimand us or send us to the infirmary. After a minute, she decides on the latter.
“Kaven, I want you and Kylie to take the injured fledglings over to the infirmary. Tell Margaret that I want them all bandaged up and ready to return to class within the next thirty minutes. Understood?”
Everyone stares at her, and she sighs.
“If you’re bleeding, follow these two over to the infirmary. You will not speak. You will not dillydally. And you will not fight. Anyone who does will see me after the lesson is through.”
I sigh, and nod to some of the injured residents. All in all there are about eleven of them. Only a couple of them managed to not get hurt, and they get to stay behind and continue the lesson. Or help clean, I’m not sure which.
Kaven and I walk the students over to the infirmary. Nobody so much as sneezes, for fear of being punished. They just hang their heads and try not to whimper. When we reach the infirmary, a woman in a nurse’s outfit, Margaret, is already waiting for us.
She ushers the fledglings into the room, and she tells us to wait outside. When the door closes in our faces, there’s nothing to do but obey.
Kaven stands there, leaning against the wall, with his arms crossed over his chest. I hate to admit it, because he’s kind of a jerk, but the movement causes his shirt to pull tightly over his chest, and he looks good.
He has a confident arrogance that makes him look sexier than he is. Not that he’s bad looking, but his quiet seriousness takes him from cute to hot in an instant. And I hate myself for noticing that.
Unfortunately, he catches me watching him, and his mouth spreads slowly into a sexy grin. “Like what you see?” he asks, flexing the muscles in his arms and chest.
I smile as sweetly as possible and say, “As a matter of fact, I do.”
Like I hoped it would, it catches him off guard, but he quickly recovers. With an entirely arrogant smile he says, “Too bad you can’t have it.”
I snort, and he narrows his eyes at me. “I guess it’s a good thing that I don’t want it.”
He smiles, and this time it isn’t cocky, arrogant, or mean. It instantly makes him look like an actual person, instead of a jerk, and I wonder if he really dislikes me as much as I originally thought. Maybe he’s just hard to please, like Andrea…
“So, you probably kept a lot of people from getting hurt worse than they did.”
He sounds almost reluctant to admit it, but I just smile. “Yeah, I did. I don’t know why I wasn’t as affected by the spill as the others.”
“What happened in there?”
I sigh. “Someone freaked and they spilled the blood all over the floor. Everyone in the room just went crazy. I think I wasn’t as affected because I was more worried about helping Austin than getting my fill of the blood.”
“Have you tasted blood yet?” he asks softly.
I nod slowly. “Yeah, last night. I kind of went crazy and almost snapped at Jillian and my best friend.”
He smiles again, and this time it makes him look younger and strangely boyish. “I did the same thing. I think most of us do. A few get sad or even outright depressed, but most just go crazy. Of course, that was almost two years ago for me, and I wasn’t the towering hulk you see before you now. It wasn’t hard to stop me.”
“How long until the blood won’t affect me like that?”
He uncrosses his arms and sticks his hands in his jean pockets, then shrugs. “I’m not sure. It varies. Some only need a few weeks, others months or years.”
Years?
He chuckles. “Don’t worry. You’ll get the hang of it eventually. Until then, you just have to be extra careful.”
I nod, and take a deep breath. “Thank you, you know, for helping me in there.”
He shrugs again, this time looking a little embarrassed. “It was nothing.”
“Are fledglings usually like that? When they get the scent of blood?”
“Pretty much. It probably didn’t help that Morgan was already freaking out.”
“She can turn herself invisible.”
He lifts an eyebrow. “What?”
“Yeah, invisible. Right in Jillian’s arms. It caught her by surprise and Morgan was able to slip out of her grasp.”
Neither of us speaks for a minute, until, “I’m sorry about the others in the gym today.”
“What? Why? It’s not like it was your fault.”
“I know that, it’s just that Protectors are supposed to be like Knights. We’re loyal, brave, honest, and chivalrous to women. They weren’t being very chivalrous.”
“Haven’t you heart? Chivalry is dead.”
“Not to Protectors it’s not.”
The door opens, and Austin walks out. His lip is split, but no longer bleeding, there’s a giant red mark across his left cheek, and two of his fingers are taped together. When he looks at me, I notice that he looks very uncomfortable.
“What’s wrong?”
He sighs. “I thought I was getting better at controlling myself. One little spill and I acted like a monster.”
“Austin, how long have you been here?”
“Eight weeks. Andrea and I both died at the same time. She has much better control than I do. That spill wouldn’t have bothered her at all. She just would have ignored it and went about her day.”
“Austin, you can’t know that for sure. She might have done the same thing you did.”
“You didn’t do it,” he says softly, looking away from me.
“Well, I was too worried about you to try for any of that sweet smelling blood.”
“So you noticed it?” he asks, his eyes wide and hopeful. “You don’t have some freaky special control over your bloodlust?”
I shake my head. “No, I guess my training just started to kick in a little early. I was more worried about pulling you to safety, so I was able to just not focus on the blood.”
“Austin, how many others are still being patched up? Are any of them staying the night in the infirmary?” Kaven asks, getting information like a Protector probably should.
Austin nods. “Donna and April are staying the night. Margaret says they have some broken ribs and a little internal bleeding. It’s not bad, but she just wants them off their feet to be sure. The others are almost done.”
The three of us wait out in the hall for almost another ten minutes before Margaret releases the fledglings back to us, minus the two that are staying. Without a word, they follow us back to Jillian’s classroom, and await their punishment.
Chapter Nine
Jillian doesn’t believe in punishing her students for something they can’t help, so she just releases us for the rest of class and sends us back to our rooms. I’m not sure I enjoy the thought of spending quality time with Chloe, but anything is better than watching a bunch of students try to eat one another.
When I close my bedroom door behind me, Chloe looks up from her bed, where she’s silently reading a book. She tries to hide it from me, but she’s too slow. “What are you reading?”
“Nothing,” she says quickly and quietly, moving so that her body covers the lump under her blanket. She’s watching me with a startled expression on her face, one that’s not like her normal self.
After a minute, I shake my head. “Fine, you don’t have to tell me,” I say, flopping facedown onto my comfortable bed. With a sigh, I close my eyes, and prepare to take a nap before dinner and worship.
“Why are you here?” Chloe asks.
The snobbish quality to her voice has returned, and she seems to be her normal self. “Does it matter?”
“You’re supposed to be with Jillian, right? She told me your schedule so that I could show you around to your classes.”
“Which you didn’t do,” I say, trying to ignore her. I just want to relax for a little bit.
“I was busy. Now why are you here right now?”
“Some of the others freaked and attacked one another. She let us go early. Why are you holed up in our room with a book acting all sneaky?”
She sniffs disdainfully. “That’s none of your business.”
“Actually, it is. We’re roommates. If you’re skipping some stupid class, I have the right to know, so that I don’t get in trouble, too.”
“I’m not skipping,” she says defensively. “My self-defense class doesn’t start for another thirty minutes, and I didn’t have anything else to do.”
“So you thought you’d sit around and read?”
“You got a problem with that?”
“No, I just didn’t think you were smart enough to read.”
She glares at me, and I duck my head and laugh into my pillow. I can feel her staring at me and, when I peek at her, she flips her hair and sashays into the bathroom. The second the door closes I hop off the bed and throw back her blankets.
I shouldn’t be snooping, but I’m curious what kind of books she likes to read. My bet is on Curious George, or Harold and the Purple Crayon, anything with pictures and easy-to-read sentences. I can’t find the book, and the sink is running. She’s probably just washing her hands or face.
I look under the bed, and grin. It must have fallen down between the bed and the wall. Reaching under the bed, I close my fingers on something thick and soft. Paperback.
Hmm, I guess Curious George is out.
The door opens just as I flip the book over, and she gasps. “How dare you?”
She darts forward, intent on taking the book from me, but I hold it behind my back, struggling to keep her away with one hand. She slams into me, knocking us back into the wall, and she rips the book from my hands.
She tries to hide it, but I catch the title, and my mouth falls open. “The Stand?”
Chloe narrows her eyes at me, and I start to laugh. She makes an exasperated and angry noise, before throwing the book back on her bed. She turns away from me, but not before I notice that her cheeks are bright red.
“You’re such an annoying bitch!” she shouts.
“And you’re a closet nerd!”
She whirls on me, and her fingers are curled into deadly weapons. “I swear to the Goddess, if you tell anyone, I will gouge your fucking eyeballs out with my bare hands.”
I don’t doubt her, so I manage to stop laughing, for the most part. Every few seconds a little giggle escapes my closed mouth, and she just sneers at me. “Chloe–”
“Just because I’m gorgeous doesn’t mean I can’t be intelligent, too.”
That stops my giggling, and for the first time since meeting her, I wonder if my first impression might have been wrong. I’ve only seen her a few times around Daray, and each time she’s sneering or making fun of someone smaller and less popular than she is.
Is it possible that Chloe’s more than just a beautiful head of hair?
She sits down on the bed, and she refuses to look at me. “Everyone thinks that just because I’m pretty I have to be this stupid bimbo incapable of thinking about anything but the next shoe sale or summer blowout. They don’t realize that I’m actually a pretty intelligent person.”
“You hide it well,” I say, sitting next to her. “When we first met, you were such a horribly fake person, I just assumed–”
“Well, you assumed wrong. Not that that’s entirely your fault. I’m pretty good at hiding who I really am. I have to be.”
“Why do you do it?” I ask, curious. “It’s so much easier to just be yourself. Putting on a show for everyone can’t be easy.”
“It’s called fitting in, and it’s something you wouldn’t know anything about. Life is easier if you pretend to be what everyone wants to see. People are nicer, and everything comes easier.”
“But you have to be lonely.” She sighs, and I realize I’m right. “Chloe, I don’t have a ton of friends like you, but mine like me for who I really am, not who I pretend to be. That’s why I’m much happier and nicer than you are.”
“You know, I’m not really such a mean person.” I think about her threat from a few minutes ago, and she sighs. “It’s just an act, like everything else about me. I’m actually kind of a saint.”
I snort; I can’t help it.
She scowls at me. “I used to volunteer at my local church whenever I had free time. I’d help clean, and organize fund raisers, and other stuff.”
“Did you read to kids at the hospital?” I ask, hoping she doesn’t see the smartass smile on my face.
“Actually, we just played a lot games. There wasn’t a lot of reading.”
She looks at me, and suddenly we’re both laughing. When Chloe laughs she doesn’t look like an ice queen; she looks like a young girl that’s actually capable of volunteering for her community. She looks like the kind of girl that little kids would love to play with, and I don’t doubt for a second that she’s really a nice person.
When we’re done laughing, she picks up her book again, and looks at it. “Have you read this before?” I shake my head, and she tucks it safely away in the drawer in her bedside nightstand. “You’re not gonna tell anyone about me, are you?”
“No, but I think you should.”
She snorts, but there’s a smile on her face. “I don’t think that would work out too well for me. I have an image to maintain. If I lose that, I have nothing here. I’m not the super hot girl that every girl wants to be and every boy wants to be with. I’m just…dorky Chloe Olson.”
“I think I’d prefer dorky Chloe to super-bitch.”
She laughs. “Well, you and I are probably the only ones.”
“If it’s what you want–”
“I’m only sixteen years old, Kylie. I have like two more years here. After the Transformation, I’ll be able to go wherever I want, and be whoever I want to be. I won’t have to hide myself away.”
Chloe and I spend the next twenty minutes talking about anything we can think of, and when it’s time for her to leave for class, I’m actually sad to see her go. It turns out that Chloe isn’t stupid or bitchy at all. She’s just trying to survive in a new place with no friends or family.
I can definitely understand that, even if I don’t agree with her decision to change who she is. If this is what makes her life easier, I don’t have the right to judge her.
A knock on the door wakes me from a nap later, and when I open the door, Austin and Tara are standing there. They’re waiting for me to join them for dinner. I run back into the bathroom to brush out my hair, and try not to wince at the red mark on my cheek from the pillow.
The dining hall is full when we get there, and I notice that like earlier, Morgan is sitting alone at the far end of our table. She doesn’t even look up as we pass by, but I think she’s holding her head down so nobody sees her bloodshot black-rimmed eyes. I wonder how long she’s been crying.
Before I can sit down, Andrea wraps her arms around me and hugs me. Nobody says anything for a second, and when she pulls away I can tell she looks a little embarrassed. “Thank you, Kylie, for saving my brother earlier.”
I shrug it off, embarrassed that others are looking at us. “It was nothing. I just…acted. On pure instinct.”
“Well, whatever it was you did, thank you. Our parents dropped us like we were poison the day we died. All Austin and I have now is each other. I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to him.”
She and I just stare at each other for a second, unsure of what to do next. Finally, Tara clears her throat. “Let’s eat before our food gets cold.”
I nod thankfully and take a seat beside her, across from Austin and Andrea. Throughout the entire dinner, I find myself looking at Morgan. It’s like I can’t keep my eyes off of her. She just sits there with her head down, picking at her food, and I wonder if she has any friends.
“Morgan likes to be left alone,” Andrea says, startling me.
“How do you know, have you asked her?”
Andrea shrugs. “If she didn’t like being alone, she’d make an effort to make friends. Of course, it would help if she didn’t dress like such a gothic freak.”
I don’t say anything, even though I should point out that there’s nothing wrong with the gothic fashion. Andrea’s actually starting to like me, much sooner than her own brother said she would, and I don’t want to ruin that.
Plus, she’s kind of right. Morgan could have friends, if she wanted them. Right?
The rest of our dinner conversation revolves around my first worship.
“So, Kylie, are you nervous or excited?”
“A little of both. That seems to be pretty normal around here.”
Andrea and Austin laugh, and I notice their laughs are strangely similar, even though Austin’s voice is deeper.
“Don’t worry; everything will start to make more sense with time. I was a total mess before my first worship ritual,” Tara says. “But you don’t have to do anything except repeat the prayers that Jillian offers.”
I nod, and focus on finishing the rest of my food. I can do nothing except think and, when Tara taps my shoulder, I get up with my empty tray and follow her out the door.
The residents of Daray Hall all file into the chapel building that Kaven and I passed earlier. Now that I’m up close and personal with it, I can’t help but stare. The stone is polished and beautiful, and there’s a soft, warm glow from inside that seems so magical and inviting.
Tara gives me a minute to just stare at the building’s beauty, before finally ushering me up to the steps. Andrea and Austin are already inside, and they’ve saving us seats, giving me time to look around before the ritual starts.
The inside of the chapel is bathed in soft candlelight, and it casts flickering shadows over the pale, smooth surface of the walls. There are dozens of pews evenly spaced throughout the building, just like in a normal church, and most of them are already filled with friends.
Andrea and Austin are sitting in the third pew from the front, and they’re the only two on the bench, though it seats about eight, just like the tables in the dining hall. They spot us and wave, and Tara hurries to join them, leaving me standing in the doorway to watch everything.
My eyes wander to the front of the chapel, where a long table sits. It’s covered in a beautiful white silk cloth, and there are three unlit candles in crystal dishes. A single white rose sits in a vase off to one side, and I notice that it’s bathed in moonlight that filters in through the large skylight that replaces most of the roof.
“Kylie, come on,” Tara whispers, motioning for me to join her.
A sniffle catches my attention, and I notice that Morgan is folded in on herself in the very back pew, alone. She’s crying quietly to herself, and when she reaches up with a hand to wipe her face, I notice the startling horizontal lines up and down her wrist. They stand out against her incredibly pale skin, and they scream at me, “Someone help me!”
I can’t ignore it.
I reach out a hand to her shoulder, and she flinches away from me. When she looks up at me, it’s with a deer-in-the-headlights expression, and she almost looks like she expects me to hit or taunt her. Is that how people treat her here?
“Morgan, do you have anybody to sit with?”
I can feel others watching us with interested looks and whispers, and I ignore them.
She shakes her head, looking pitiful and helpless. “No,” she says. Her voice is soft and light, almost like she’s hesitant to use it. “I don’t.”
“Why don’t you come sit with us over there?” I ask, pointing at Tara. Andrea is gaping at me like I’ve lost my mind, and for some reason that annoys me. “Please?”
She looks like a startled rabbit, but she nods meekly, and I help her to her feet. We both ignore the stares of the others around us, and I lead Morgan to the pew where Tara, Austin, and Andrea are waiting for me. The three of them are staring at me uncertainly, until Tara smiles and scoots down the pew.
“Hi, Morgan. Why don’t you sit next to me?”
Morgan smiles hesitantly, making her look less like a witch and more like a friendly girl. I take a seat next to her, thankful that Tara’s such a good friend. She jumps right into conversation with Morgan, trying to make her feel welcome, which is more than Andrea is doing.
“Hey Morgan, Andrea and I were planning on going for a jog around the school later. Would you like to come?” Austin asks.
She hesitates, but he smiles at her and she nods. “Alright, if you really don’t mind.” She looks over at me and whispers, “Thank you, for including me.”
She sounds so hopeful and happy that I have to wonder if anybody’s ever tried to be friends with her before. How lonely was her life that one little run with someone would be so important?
I just nod and smile to myself as Jillian enters the chapel.
First Chloe, then Andrea, and now Morgan…I’m just making friends left and right today!
Jillian stops behind the table, and clears her throat. “Fledglings! Welcome to our nightly worship. Let us begin.” Everyone is instantly quiet, and you could have heard a pin drop. Jillian spreads her arms wide, and glances up through the skylight above her.
“Gracious Goddess, Lady of the Moon, Creator of our Life. Descend, we ask, and join us at our table.” She takes a white lighter from the table and lights the first white candle in the middle.
“We come here tonight in the presence of the Goddess, in Her light and love to give thanks for Her blessings. We honor you on your special night. Bless us with your eternal power and love.”
Jillian lights the other two candles, places her hands on either side of the middle one, and lifts her face once more. “Bless us, Mother Goddess, as your light washes over us and permeates us with your vibrant life energy. Goddess, you have been good to us and we thank you for all that we have.
“Wondrous Lady of the Moon, You who greets the dusk with silvered kisses, Mistress of the night and of all magics, Who rides the clouds in blackened skies, And spills light upon the cold Earth, O Crescent-One. Shadow maker and shadow breaker, Revealer of mysteries past and present, Puller of seas and ruler of women, All-wise Lunar Mother, I greet your celestial jewel, at the waxing of its powers, with a rite in your honor. I pray by the moon.”
“I pray by the moon.” Everyone around me repeats it quietly to themselves.
“I pray by the moon,” Jillian says.
“I pray by the moon.” Everyone around me repeats it quietly to themselves.
“I pray by the moon,” Jillian says, finally bowing her head.
“I pray by the moon.” Everyone around me repeats it quietly to themselves.
One by one, Jillian blows out the white candles on the table. She bows her head and everyone else does the same. Tara pulls my head down with a grin. “This is the part where you pray to the Goddess, and hope that she hears you.”
I close my eyes, fold my hands, and start to pray. Selene, please hear my prayer, and tell me why you chose me…
When I open my eyes, everyone is done praying, and the other fledglings are starting to stand. One by one, they walk up to the table and gaze up at the moon through the skylight.
I follow Tara, Austin, Andrea, and Morgan up to the table covered in the white silk cloth, and I catch the scent of roses. I can’t tell if it’s from the rose on the table, or the lotion on Jillian’s hands, but either way it calms me.
I look up through the skylight at the moon, and the feeling of peace that flows through me is truly indescribable. I can feel the Goddess’ presence in the room, and it’s like she’s touching my heart and soul. I’ve never believed in God before, but this is remarkable.
Someone nudges me, and I realize I’ve been holding up the line. Tara and the others are waiting just outside the door, and I jog over to them with a wide grin on my face. “I felt her!”
Tara laughs. “It’s awesome, isn’t it? Knowing that your Goddess is there for you is the most amazing feeling ever.”
Austin claps me cheerfully on the back and gives me a smile. “Well, your first worship ritual is over. Welcome to Daray.”
Chapter Ten
Over the next few days, I settle into a routine at Daray Hall. Chloe and I spend our mornings before breakfast talking about different books we’ve each read. Chloe turns out to be much more intelligent than I would have originally thought, and she doesn’t seem to hate me.
After getting ready in the morning, I head down to breakfast with Tara, Andrea, Austin, and Morgan. Morgan loves talking with Tara about music, and I’m glad that Tara finally has a friend that shares her horrible taste in Heavy Metal music.
She doesn’t look as sad as she did before, and I’m glad I took one little minute to include her. She’s like an entirely different person, and every time she speaks I’m amazed that she had no friends before. Nobody took the time to get to know her, and it’s a shame, because she’s a really nice girl.
After breakfast is Protection Training. I spend almost three hours doing nothing but running, crunches, pushups, jumping, and mostly getting pushed by Kaven to be better and do more. He seems like kind of a jerk outside the gym, but during training, he’s not so bad.
Controlling bloodlust goes much smoother than the first lesson. There are no spills or accidents that cause the lesson to be canceled or cut short, and Jillian seems to be in a much better mood with her students.
But my favorite part of the day by far is the worship rituals every night. It’s the same candles, the same rose, and the same prayer each time, but it never bores me or loses my interest. The feeling of the Goddess surrounding me in the moonlight is something that could never get old.
From the second Chloe wakes up on my tenth day at Daray Hall, she’s incredible hostile and angry towards me. She storms into the bathroom to shower and dress for the day, leaving me sitting on my bed wondering what I did wrong.
I haven’t gone up to her in front of her friends. I’ve made sure to only speak to her when we’re alone in our room, and I haven’t pressured her into revealing her real personality. What could it be?
When she gets out of the shower, she’s a little happier, but not much. She still glares at everything in sight, and when she picks up a red leather-bound book that’s been sitting open on her bed, she looks at it in disgust before throwing it in the corner, where it stays.
“Chloe, what’s wrong?”
She sighs, and shakes her head. “None of your business.”
“If you wanna talk–”
“I said it’s none of your damn business!” She slams our door behind her, and she disappears for her first class.
I jump into the shower and get ready for the day, wondering what’s wrong with Chloe. While she won’t acknowledge me in public, she does seem to like me enough when we’re in private. I even suspect that we’re becoming “closet friends”, and the fact that she won’t talk to me worries me.
When I’m dressed and on my way out the door, I pass the book, and stop. Whatever’s upsetting her must be in that book. Do I have the right to snoop through it? I hesitate at the door, unsure about what I should do. If I can help Chloe, I should try, right?
Kaven crouches down beside my head and leans close. “You’re at fifty-eight. You’re more than halfway there. Seventeen more to go, Kylie. Keep it up, girl.”
I focus on taking deep, even breaths, and force myself to do one more crunch at a time. It’s easier if I don’t think about how many I have left to do and just think about finishing one more. Kaven taught me to train like this, and it definitely makes it easier.
After the final crunch, Kaven extends his hand and helps me to my feet. “Alright, where do you wanna go next?”
I scan the gymnasium, where the other Protectors and those in training are busy working out. The jump rope station is partially filled, as is the wrestling one. However, the boxing station is free for the first time since I started my training, and Kaven sees me looking. “Can you teach me to box now?”
He smiles. “Alright, let’s go. I think you can handle it.”
Kaven and I walk across the gym to the only free station, and I’m so excited I can barely contain it. Since my first day of training, this is the one station I’ve been most excited for. Boxing seems like such a useful technique for me to learn.
As we approach, Travis beats me there. He rams his elbow into my ribcage, and knocks me to the floor. “Outta my way, carpet muncher,” he hisses angrily, moving to the equipment.
I gasp in pain and just stare at him, so angry that I can’t even form coherent words. Luckily, Kaven isn’t in the same position. He walks around me and shoves Travis’ broad shoulders. “What the hell is your problem, man?”
“My problem is that this lesbo thinks it’s alright for her to train with us!”
“Stop calling me a lesbian! What the hell is the matter with you?” I ask, getting to my feet. I take a few angry steps forward, and Kaven places his hand on my shoulder, stopping me. “I’m no different than any of you. All I want is to train and help people. Why can’t you just give me that chance?”
Travis snorts. “Listen, sweetheart, you don’t belong here. This is a man’s job, and you’re gonna get whatever poor idiot you’re supposed to be protecting killed. You just remember that when your best friend is dying in your arms because you’re a failure.”
“Lay off, dude. Kylie’s earning her right to be here just like all of us. Give her a chance, Travis. She’ll do great with a little more practice.”
Travis just shakes his head and turns his back to us. He refuses to leave the boxing station for the rest of the lesson, and Kaven and I have to settle for going on another run around Daray. I’ve actually come to enjoy these runs, because there isn’t anything to do but move my legs and focus on my breathing.
Neither Kaven nor I speak the entire time, unless I need to take a quick break, and I just feel totally at peace. Being alone without having to worry about what the other Protectors are saying about me is nice, and it’s one of my favorite parts of the day, other than the worship rituals.
After Protection Training, Tara and I sit down for lunch. Austin and Andrea are busy arguing about the best way to control bloodlust, and I do my best to tune them all out. Instead, I start to think about everything that’s been said to me lately. Travis is the most vocal about his opinion, but there are others that share it.
Is it possible? Can I really be gay? I mean, I’ve never had a boyfriend before. Never been kissed before. Hell, I’ve never really ever been interested in a guy before! Is this the reason why?
I keep thinking over and over about everything in my life leading up to this point. What if I was gay? That might explain why guys weren’t interested in me ever before. As I’m thinking about everything, Tara taps my arm and whispers, “Kylie, do you wanna talk?”
One thing I’ve always loved about being friends with Tara is that she always knows when I need to talk. But how can I tell her what I’m thinking about without sounding like an idiot?
Then I know.
I don’t have to tell her, because she’s probably already heard all of my thoughts.
I glance at Tara, and she looks guilty, like she’s just been caught with her hand in the cookie jar. But there’s something else. Aside from looking guilty, she looks unsurprised. Has she already guessed that I might be gay? Do I give off that kind of vibe to people?
Tara sighs, and grabs my wrist. “Come on, let’s go,” she whispers so only I can hear. She looks at the others, who are still arguing about blood, but they stop when the two of us stand. “Guys, Kylie and I will meet you for dinner later.”
They don’t question us as we leave, and I follow Tara up to her room. As she closes the door behind us, I take a seat on her bed and fold my legs up under me. “You were listening in on my private thoughts.”
“Kylie, I’m sorry. I wasn’t purposely listening to your thoughts, but I could tell that you were upset and a little freaked out. So, I just took a quick peak at your thoughts. I’m sorry.”
“So you know what I was thinking about?”
“I heard you wondering about your…sexuality. Kylie–”
“Do you think I’m gay?”
She hesitates before answering, which is answer enough for me. She’s wondered about it in the past, and others probably have too. Suddenly, I remember the whispers in the hall before the fight with McKenzie. Others have wondered it as well in the past, and I just didn’t see it.
“Kylie, I think you’re confused.”
“You think I’m gay.”
She just shakes her head.
“Then what? You’ve obviously seen some strange tendencies before. Right? You’ve noticed something!”
She takes a deep breath. “Alright, Kylie. Yes. I’ve noticed some things over the last couple of years. I guess I just kept waiting for you to figure it out. I didn’t wanna have to be the one to tell you. Plus, if I was wrong, I didn’t wanna risk our friendship.”
“You should have said something!” I shout, getting to my feet. “I can’t believe you would just sit around and wait for me to make a life-changing discovery like that on my own. You’re supposed to be my best friend.”
“Kylie, do you hear yourself? This is the exact thing people need to figure out themselves. I can’t tell you if you’re attracted to women, only you can figure that out for yourself.”
I can’t listen to anything else she’s saying, and I make sure to slam the door closed behind me. I’m not sure where I’m going, but suddenly I’m running through the halls, looking for anything that will take my mind off of the fight with Tara.
I find myself in the gymnasium. There are a few Protectors around, but they don’t seem to notice me enter. My feet carry me over to a punching bag, and I don’t bother warming up or changing into more comfortable clothes. I just start to work out my anger and frustrations on the punching bag.
The other day, I was jealous that Tara had friends other than me. Maybe I was actually jealous that she had other female friends. Do I secretly see them as competition? Or am I just crazy? Could I have secret feelings for Tara?
People have suggested before that Tara and I were lovers. Did they see something I didn’t? More importantly, does Tara notice it? If she did, how did she go day to day without saying anything? Does it make her uncomfortable to know that I’m interested in other women?
I stop punching for a second, and I stare wide-eyed at the bag in front of me. I just admitted it to myself. I just stand there for a few minutes and stare at the still swinging bag. How have I gone my entire life without noticing it before?
Whenever Tara and I are alone, I’m always standing closer to her than anyone else. Whenever we talk I’m always trying to make eye contact with her, and I’m always uncomfortable whenever someone brings up a guy that Tara’s interested in, and I’ve never liked a guy that she’s dated. Am I really that jealous that I can’t be happy for her when she’s with someone else? Does she know that I might have feelings for her?
After a few more minutes of angry punching, I’ve started to work up a sweat, and my breath is coming in quick gasps. I’m working out so hard that I don’t even hear footsteps behind me until he clears his throat and speaks.
“What did this poor punching bag do to piss you off?”
I stop punching and find Kaven standing behind me. He’s wearing his standard long, black gym shorts, and he’s shirtless. A light layer of sweat covers his body, and he’s still breathing harshly from his run. “Don’t you get enough of running when you’re with me?”
He shrugs. “I didn’t have anything better to do. So, why are you down here, again? Couldn’t stay away from me, could you?” he asks with a smile.
I laugh and look away. “No, actually. I just had a fight with Tara.”
“Ah, your bestie. Mind if I ask what this fight was about?”
“I don’t really wanna get into it. It’s hard enough for me to understand, let alone someone I don’t really know.”
“You know me.”
“Not well enough,” I say, wiping my face with the back of my hand.
“Well, if you wanna talk, Jillian’s almost always available during the evening. Carlos could probably help, too.”
Kaven takes a towel and wipes it across his chest, and I watch him do it. Suddenly, I realize something.
Kaven’s gorgeous. He’s tall, tan, charming when he wants to be…not to mention those dark green eyes. If I was attracted to women instead of men, would I actually notice that? I’m so confused! I just wish there was some way to figure all of this out!
Suddenly, I get a crazy idea and, on a sudden impulse, I step forward and press my lips to Kaven’s. He freezes for a second, before kissing me back. He’s hesitant, and somehow I know that he’s really not into it. He’s probably just trying to not hurt my feelings. But I don’t worry about it. This is my first kiss, and I plan to enjoy it. And I do.
After a second, I pull away from him with a smile on my face. Kaven’s staring at me like I just grew a second head and he just looks incredulous when I start to laugh. He doesn’t understand that everything’s just fallen into place for me, and I can clearly see.
“What the hell was that?”
“A test.”
“A test? What the hell kind of test?”
“I just wanted to see whether or not I was a lesbian.” I laugh again at the bewildered look on his face, and turn and run from the gymnasium. I’m not a lesbian! I’m bisexual!
I find Tara still sitting in her room, and I tell her everything I’ve thought of. Everything except maybe having feelings for her. That I make sure to keep hidden and out of my thoughts, because I’m sure I don’t want her to know. At least not until I have a chance to figure things out a little more.
Tara’s happy for my declaration, and she even admits that she thought she knew before I did. Apparently she’s caught a few thoughts in passing about Kaven, and that doesn’t surprise me. I should be angry that she caught those thoughts, but I’m too happy at finally understanding myself. I’m only surprised that it didn’t take me longer; I would have thought it would take me weeks or even months to come to the conclusion I did.
Apparently, kissing someone is a good way to find out if you’re attracted to them or not. And I am attracted to him. I’m just also attracted to Tara and other women as well.
Chapter Eleven
The next morning, after waking up, I feel like I know who I am. It’s a strange feeling and, for a minute, I just relax. I never thought that I would be so happy at the realization of my sexuality, but I don’t feel any different. I just feel like a girl that’s attracted to both men and women.
Funny enough, I’ve never even considered the possibility before yesterday. It should have been glaringly obvious and apparently it was, to everyone except me. But not anymore; I know the truth and I can finally stop living a lie.
While Chloe and I are getting ready for the day, I sneak her quick, furtive glances, trying to gauge her mood. She appears to be a little happier, but not by much. She still looks angry, and I catch her looking at the red leather-bound book on her nightstand.
After a few minutes of stony silence, she speaks. “You didn’t peek at the book.”
I shake my head, even though she can’t see it. “Of course not, Chloe. I figured it was what was making you upset, and I didn’t wanna intrude into your personal life. It’s obviously a photo album.”
She nods. “Yeah, it is.”
I take a seat on the bed, and wait for her to say something else. After a minute, she sighs, and puts down the sweater she’s been folding and refolding for the last few minutes. She grabs the leather-bound book off the nightstand and sits right next to me on the bed.
She opens it to one of the pages near the middle, and points to a girl that looks so much like Chloe that it has to be her sister. “This is Chelsea, my younger sister. She would’ve been fifteen yesterday.”
“Would have?”
“She killed herself almost ten months ago.”
“I’m sorry,” I say, and I am. Nobody deserves to lose their younger sister, especially someone that obviously loved them very much. “I can’t imagine how hard that must have been on you.”
“Not just on me. On everyone in my family. After her death, my dad moved out, and now he lives three states away and doesn’t come to visit. My mom spends most of her time drinking in the dark, leaving me to take care of myself. My parents blame me, even though they don’t admit it.”
“I’m sure they don’t–”
“Chelsea told me that she thought she might, you know, be gay, and I didn’t listen to her.”
Chloe’s sister killed herself because she thought she might like other women? Did nobody support her lifestyle?
“She started getting teased a lot at school, but we ran in separate social circles. I just didn’t have the time to help her. She was lonely, miserable, and being tormented daily and I didn’t help her. It got to the point where she just gave up, and I didn’t even notice the change in her behavior until it was too late.”
“Chloe, I’m so sorry. I understand.”
“How? Just because you’re a lesbian you automatically understand Chelsea?”
Am I seriously the only person who didn’t know?!
Chloe looks at me and grins. It’s a small, hesitant smile, but it’s still a smile. “I heard after dinner last night that you’d come to the conclusion that you’re bisexual. Did you really kiss Kaven in the gym?” I nod, and she sighs wistfully. “He’s such a jerk, but he’s so hot.”
I nod again, because she’s definitely right. “That’s exactly how I’d describe him,” I pause for a second, before continuing. “You should have seen the look on his face when I told him why I kissed him.”
She laughs. “I bet it was great.”
“Yeah, it was. I’m just surprised that it took me so long to see what everyone else already could. I mean, was it that obvious?”
“Well, you’re like the first woman to ever want to be a Protector. It’s kind of obvious that you’re uncomfortable around guys, and you and Tara are so close that–”
“Tara and I are not lovers!” She just stops and looks at me, and I fidget nervously. “Well, we’re not.” She puts her hands up and I shake my head. “I’m sorry. People have suggested that before, and it irks me.”
“Well, if people have suggested it before, don’t you think it might have been a clue?”
I nod. “Probably. I just didn’t want to see it.”
“Why? Liking other women is nothing to be ashamed of, you know. It’s not something that you can help or fix. And you shouldn’t want to. You should be proud of who you are.”
I raise an eyebrow at her and she blushes. “You know, that sounds kind of strange coming from you. Maybe you should listen to your own advice.”
She shakes her head. “No, I can’t. I have too much to lose.”
“You know, you have a lot to gain, too.”
“Don’t, please. I’m happy enough the way I am. Nothing has to change.”
“If you say so.”
I get up and slip on my sneakers. Chloe gently tucks her leather-bound photo album back into her nightstand drawer, and she makes sure to leave the room well before me, since we can’t actually be seen together in the halls. It should insult me, but I know and understand that Chloe’s just trying to fit in.
After breakfast, I head down to the gymnasium, where Kaven is waiting for me. I expect him to be uncomfortable after my random kiss, but he just nods his head to the mats, and tells me to get to work. As I’m working on my crunches, again, he just stares at me, until finally I say it.
“I’m sorry about yesterday.”
He shrugs like it doesn’t bother him, but I can tell it does. “No big deal.”
I laugh, and he looks down at me like I might be mental. “It was a big deal, to me. I was trying to figure out who I am, and you helped me do just that. So thank you.”
He shifts back and forth. “I heard from some of the people in the hall that you’re bi.” I stop my crunches, and he shrugs again. “That’s what I heard.”
No use trying to hide it. “Well, I guess that’s because it’s true. I am bisexual and proud of it.”
He smiles. “And I helped you figure that out?”
I nod, and go back to my crunches. “Yes, you did. I was figuring out my feelings for…someone, and I wondered if I was interested in both men and women. So I kissed you to find out. And it worked. I guess for me, love doesn’t have any restrictions.” He snorts, and I glare up at him. “You think that’s funny?”
He nods. “Yeah, I do. Love doesn’t have any restrictions? You sound like one of those disgusting NAMBLA child lovers.” I gape at him, and he chuckles. “Well, you do. I mean, of course your love life will have restrictions. You probably won’t marry some old man in his sixties, will you? You won’t love some fat kid that sits in front of his computer all day and plays video games, will you?”
“For your information, being old or fat should not matter to people. If I love someone, I’m going to do whatever it takes to be with them, despite their age or weight. Let’s say that you find a girl that’s wonderful, amazing, and perfect for you in every way, but she’s a little on the heavy side. You wouldn’t date her?”
He takes his time thinking about it, which says something about his character. I’m not sure what, but it definitely says something.
“How heavy are we talking? Like a hundred and thirty pounds? Or two hundred pounds?”
I gasp. “Excuse me! One thirty is not fat. What is the matter with you?”
He laughs and drags me to my feet. “Come on, we’re going for a run.”
I notice as he’s pulling me out the door that he doesn’t answer my question. Just how shallow is he?
Kaven and I run laps around Daray’s perimeter for almost thirty minutes. After our fifth lap, he calls a break, and we stop and look around. Daray sits on top of a large hill, and it’s nestled into a thick grove of willow trees that sigh and bend in the wind.
About half a mile away, down a long, winding, narrow road, is a small park. It looks mostly uninhabited except for a few kids that are running around with their parents. The park is one I recognize. It’s about two and a half blocks away from my high school, and I get a sudden pang of homesickness.
Just because nobody from home misses me doesn’t mean I don’t miss anyone from home.
“You know what? How about tomorrow we go for a run in the park? Get away from Daray for a little bit?”
I look over at Kaven and smiles. “Yeah? You’d do that for me?”
He shrugs. “Why not? It’s not against the rules for fledglings as long as they have someone older and more experienced with them.”
I think about it for a second, and nod. “Alright, let’s do it. Tomorrow.”
We finish our run, and Kaven disappears into Carlos’ private office to consult with him about my training. Apparently I’ve impressed him much more than he thought I would, and now he wants to know what the next step is.
I’m walking by the boy’s locker room when I hear it: laughter. Figures, only boys would be stupid enough to laugh at one another while naked in the locker room. Why can’t boys be more civilized? As I draw nearer, I can hear the unmistakable sounds of wet towels that are undoubtedly being snapped at one another.
Shaking my head, I keep walking. I want nothing to do with these immature Protectors and whatever stupid games they’re playing. The door opens beside me, and I don’t pay it any attention, until a strong pair of arms wraps tightly around my stomach and pulls me through the door.
They shut the door, and I’m dragged by my arms into the middle of the locker room. Surrounding me are five or six Protectors in Training, and they’re all wearing masks. All I can see are their hands and the color of their eyes as they glare down at me. Nobody speaks, so I have to start.
“What do you want with me?” I ask angrily.
A boot lashes out and connects solidly with my left ribcage. I can feel the snap of one of the ribs, and I curl up on my side, grimacing in pain. “Don’t speak unless you’re spoken to!”
“That’s a rule that all women should follow.”
I look up through a curtain of hair and narrow my eyes at the nearest thug. “Women aren’t property or slaves. We’re capable of doing anything that a man can do.”
They laugh, and one steps forward with a sharp looking pair of scissors.
“What are those for?”
“You insist on acting like a man, so we’re gonna make you look like one.”
With that, two of the Protectors dart forward and pin my arms painfully behind my back, shoving my head down toward the floor. I can hear the sound of the scissors opening and closing as the one holding them stops in front of me.
“This is gonna be fun.”
I refuse to yell; that’s just what these guys want. He grabs a fistful of my hair, and I hear the snip of the scissors, and see the chunk of hair fall to the floor. There are several more snips, and the floor by my feet is covered in long, dark hair.
My hair.
A few minutes later, and they’re done cutting. One of the guys shoves me away, and he stomps down on my hand. There’s a loud crunch, and I try not to cry out in pain, but I can’t help the small noise that escapes my lips. “Did you hear that man? She just whimpered like a whipped dog. Do it again.”
As I look up, a fist comes down on my face, sending me down to the floor on my stomach. Another boot comes out of nowhere. The blows keep coming and coming, and finally I don’t care about pride anymore.
I start to shout for anyone that will listen. The attack goes on forever, and nobody arrives to save me. After a few minutes, they stop their beating, and just walk out the door, leaving me curled up in a ball on top of my own hair and blood.
It’s only been about five minutes since being dragged into the locker room, but it feels much longer than that. I can feel the tears building up; they’re threatening to spill over and mix with the blood beneath my hands. The pain is unimaginable, and I can feel myself start to fade away.
When I open my eyes, the lights above me are so blinding that I cringe and duck my head under the crisp covers of the hospital bed. I take slow, even, deep breaths until my racing heart is calmed and the pounding in my head stops. When my vision clears, I cautiously peak out from under the blankets, and realize that I’m back in Daray’s infirmary.
Tara, Morgan, Austin, and Andrea are all pacing or sitting around the room. They look anxious and angry, and I almost smile when I see them. Tara’s the first to notice me awake and instantly rushes to my side. “Oh, Kylie! Are you alright?”
They’re not the only ones there, though. Tara’s question catches the attention of Jillian and Carlos. He looks more furious than I’ve ever seen anyone before, and when he stops by my bedside, for a second I worry that I’ve done something wrong.
Then I remember.
“Kylie?” Austin asks, noticing I still haven’t answered Tara’s question.
“I’m fine,” I croak. My throat is dry and it pulls tightly when I try to speak. “Water?”
Jillian hands me a paper cup and I chug it in two large gulps. They’re all watching me, waiting for some kind of statement, or maybe even an outburst, but I just keep quiet. I want someone to explain it to me, not the other way around.
Carlos is the next to speak. “Kylie, I can’t apologize enough for what happened to you. My Protectors have never behaved like this before, and I don’t know what brought this on. Did you catch any names or faces?”
“No, they were wearing masks.”
He sighs angrily, and runs his fingers through his long hair. “This behavior is unacceptable. I’ll find out who did this, and they will be severely punished, I promise you that.”
I look over at Jillian. “What happened? I remember them c-cutting my h-hair, and then they were hitting and kicking me. I think I passed out after that.”
“You’ve been out of it for a while,” Jillian says. She’s looking at me, and I can tell from the look in her eyes that I must be in terrible shape. “Kaven found you unconscious on the floor of the boy’s locker room.”
I blink rapidly to keep the tears from spilling over. “Do any of you have a mirror?”
Everyone hesitates, until finally Andrea sighs. “Oh for shits sake! Just give her the mirror. She’s gonna see it sooner or later.”
Carlos and Jillian frown, probably at her use of language, but she reaches into the drawer behind her. Jillian turns back to face me, and she’s holding a large, silver mirror in her hands. Slowly, as if she’s not sure she wants to, she hands it to me.
With trembling fingers, I grasp the silver mirror, and peer at the face reflected there.
Part of it looks familiar to me. The eyes are the same dark blue with the familiar circle of gold around the iris and the thick, black lashes. The only difference is the swollen bruise around one. My bottom lip, usually full and soft, is marred by a split down the middle. My slightly angular face is puffy and swollen, and there are a couple of nasty red patches.
It’s the hair that catches my attention first. My hair is a dark, midnight brown color, and it normally flows down past my shoulders. Now, most of it is gone. In fact, I almost look like I could pass for a boy, and as I reach up to run my fingers through it, only one thought goes through my mind.
Oh, god, it’s so ugly!
“Kylie, sweetheart, are you ok?”
I realize that I’m crying, and I use my sleeve to wipe away the tears. “I look like a dark-haired Billie Jean!”
Tara laughs weakly. “You always loved that movie, and her haircut.”
“That doesn’t mean I want that hairstyle for myself. I could pass for a boy.”
The urge to burst into tears is there, nagging away at me, and I fight to keep myself calm. Carlos unexpectedly intervenes. “Kylie, you have to realize that in our line of work, scars are often a part of the package. Your hair will grow back with time. But there may come a time when you’ll lose something that won’t.”
I let his words sink in, and they instantly calm me down. He’s right. Someday I could lose a limb, or even my life! Hair is nothing.
I nod, and wipe my eyes one more time, before throwing back the covers.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa. Where do you think you’re going?” Jillian asks, moving forward.
“I’m going back to my room to shower and change, and then I’m going back to the gym to show whichever Protectors attacked me that I’m not going to give up and go home. I’m doing this, and nothing they can say or do will stop me.”
Carlos smiles. “Alright, I’ll let Kaven know that you’re back on for training.”
Chapter Twelve
Chloe jumps to her feet when I open the door and the second it’s closed she rushes forward and hugs me. I just stand there like an idiot until she pulls away with an embarrassed look on her face. “I’m so glad you’re alright. Jillian stopped by yesterday to tell me what happened. I was so worried I even went to visit you in the infirmary.”
That surprises me. “You risked your friends knowing that we’re friendly with one another?”
“You mean that we’re friends? Yeah, I didn’t really care. I thought about what you said, and I think you might be right. Maybe it is time for them to get to know the real me.”
I smile. “Well, I’m going to take a relaxing bath and change. I think Kaven and I are going for a run through the nearby park.”
“You’re getting back to your training already? Shouldn’t you rest and take it easy for a bit?”
“Nope. I don’t want those buffoons to think that I’m quitting just because they took away my hair.” As I say it, I have a momentary grievance for my lost hair, but it passes quickly, and I grab clean clothes from my drawer. “You weren’t planning to shower yet, were you?”
“No, go ahead.”
The hot water feels so good on my aching, bruised skin that I just don’t want to ever get out. I wash the grime that’s built up until my skin is pink from scrubbing. Every time I hit a bruise I wince, but try to put the slight pain out of my mind.
If I can’t handle bathing, I definitely won’t be able to handle training. Not that the bruises really hurt, but it just reminds me more about what happened, and my mood darkens a little. Yes, it’s just hair, but it was my hair, and they had no right to take it from me.
I’m gonna show them. I’m gonna prove to them that I belong.
After I get dressed, I towel-dry my hair, and realize something. I can’t put my hair up in a ponytail for training anymore, and it’s nowhere near long enough to brush back behind my ears. It won’t fall into my eyes, but it just hangs there across my forehead, annoying me.
Chloe knocks on the door. “Kylie? You ok in there?”
“No. I don’t know what the hell to do with my hair. Normally I pull it back for training, but it’s not long enough for that anymore.”
The door opens, and Chloe sticks her head in. “I figured that might be the holdup. Here, let me help you.”
Over the next few minutes, Chloe completely dries my hair with a blow dryer, and she rubs some lotion stuff into her hands and runs it through my short, short hair. She adds a little bit more heat, and gently arranges it with skilled fingers. She’s so careful and precise that she reminds me of an artist.
When she’s done, the longer part in the front isn’t just plastered to my forehead; it sticks up a little, truly making me look like Billie Jean, my favorite rebel from when I was younger. For just a second, I almost don’t hate my new hair. It’s not what I’m used to, and it’s not beautiful, but it works.
Chloe hugs my shoulders. “I think it looks great. You just need a little time to get used to it.”
I nod, even though I don’t really believe it. The fact that there are people out there in the world that would outnumber and beat a girl half their size and cut her hair just infuriates me. I need to teach them a lesson.
Rather than making me happy, that thought actually scares me. Revenge is never something I’ve approved of, and violence is almost never the answer. The fight with McKenzie was way out of the norm for me. I’m usually a non-confrontational person. Is this place changing me? Or am I just now discovering who I really am?
“Kylie, if you wanna talk, I’ll listen. Just come and find me.”
Chloe leaves me to go to her next lesson, and I sit alone in our room for a few more minutes, stealing a few seconds of peace before facing my attackers. Even though I don’t know which ones were there, I have a feeling they’ll be easy to spot.
I’ll just have to look for the disbelief on their faces when I enter that gym with my head held high. I’ll ignore their stares and their whispers, and just do what I do best. Train. I won’t let them know how much they get to me, or how much I feel like crying.
I’ll be strong, and I’ll prove all of them wrong about me.
When I walk into the gym, everything that I expected to happen happens. There’s a moment of stunned silence as they take in my appearance, and the whispers automatically start up. There are a few Protectors though that don’t just look surprised, they look pissed.
Kaven is waiting for me by the door that leads outside, and he looks me up and down as I approach. “You look better than the last time I saw you.”
“Well, considering I was facedown in a pile of my own blood and hair, that’s not surprising.”
“I meant that someone fixed your hair. When I found you it looked a lot patchier, and it was still kind of long in some places. It looks better now.”
“Oh, well, thanks.”
He smiles. “Alright, are you ready for that run? Carlos told me you plan to jump right back into training. If you’re up for it, the park is just a half mile away from here. We can make it there and back in no time at all.”
“Let’s go.”
Kaven and I jog side by side in a comfortable silence that I’ve come to thoroughly enjoy. Today my muscles are sore and they scream in protest every time I move my legs, but I ignore it, and instead focus on controlling my breathing.
The trees around us begin to thin out, and the park appears. Thankfully there aren’t people out, and Kaven and I can just run together in peace. Some fresh air and alone time is exactly what I need at the moment, and I’m going to take advantage of every second of it.
I breathe in the fresh air of the park, and catch the scent of roses and daffodils. They’re planted all along the sidewalk, and in flowerboxes around the park. There’s a gardener in blue overalls picking the weeds from the dirt, and he stops to wave at us as we run by.
Kaven nods his head, but doesn’t stop. We make our way through the playground equipment, and I notice that we have the park pretty much to ourselves. There are a few little kids messing around, but nobody notices us, which Kaven tells me is a good thing.
On our third trip around the park, a car pulls up into the parking lot and a large boy gets out of the driver’s seat. When I see who it is, I stop so abruptly that Kaven bumps into me. When McKenzie gets out of the passenger’s side, my heart stops, and I can’t move or speak.
Kaven’s looking worriedly at me, and then his gaze wanders over to the two lovebirds that are now kissing on a park bench. “Do you know them?” he asks worriedly. “Kylie, if you do, we need to leave, now.”
McKenzie giggles and pulls away, teasing Guy, and she turns her head when he goes to kiss her again. Her eyes land on me, and her entire body tenses up. Guy pulls away from her, and he looks over at me, too. “What the hell?”
He jumps to his feet and starts to walk towards us, and Kaven’s pulling at my arm. “Come on, Kylie. We have to go, now.”
He starts to walk quickly away, and I follow him, hoping to put as much distance as possible between me and my old schoolmates. I can hear McKenzie sliding off the bench, and I stop when she sucks in a breath. “Ouch.”
The smell hits me like a ton of bricks, and I stop in my tracks. As I spin to face her, I lower myself into an offensive crouch, and my hands curl into deadly weapons. She gasps in horror when I snarl at her, and she slowly starts to back away. I don’t notice though; I’m to busy staring at that bloody scratch on her arm.
She stops when her back is pressed against the hood of Guy’s car, and she’s trembling from head-to-toe. I can see Guy out of the corner of my eye; he’s slowly sliding over to protect McKenzie. He’s keeping one eye on me, and the other on Kaven, who’s looking around for a solution.
I keep my eyes on Guy; he’s the bigger threat and, once I get rid of him, I can more easily take out McKenzie. Right now, he’s the only thing standing between me and my first real hunt, and I’m thinking of the best way to move him without drawing attention to myself.
Kaven’s whispering urgently to me, but I just tune him out because he’s interfering with my hunt. And I’m not sure how much longer I can hold out; the thirst is building up in the back of my throat, and I can feel my nerves humming in anticipation of my first kill.
Guy reaches for the knife that I know he keeps in his front pocket, and I lunge. McKenzie screams, and there’s a white-hot pain flaring up my left side as I slam into Guy’s chest. He flies over the hood of his car, knocking McKenzie to the ground. I land on top of him and, without hesitation, sink my fangs into his throat.
He gurgles uselessly, and he starts to choke on his own blood. The bloody knife is lying in the grass beside McKenzie, but she’s too busy shrieking to notice it. I ignore her, and continue chewing through Guys’ throat until I hit that vein, and his life’s blood pours hot and fast into my mouth.
Kaven wraps his arms around me and drags me away from Guy kicking and screaming. “Kylie! Snap out of it!”
I can’t help it. I know it’s wrong, but the blood in the air is clogging my senses, and it’s keeping me from thinking clearly. I don’t care about getting caught, or even killed. I just want one more taste of that heavenly liquid that’s still pouring from the hole in his neck.
Kaven drags me away from the car, and I turn on him, snapping at his face. He quickly pulls away and frowns. “Kylie, stop! I’ve called an ambulance, but we need to go, now.”
I fight him every step of the way, but he’s more experienced than me, not to mention stronger. It doesn’t take him long to get me back to Daray and, by the time we’re safe beyond the iron fence that circles the place, I’ve calmed down enough to think rationally.
“Oh, my god. What have I done?” I ask, sniffling. Kaven’s watching me pace back and forth outside the chapel, and he’s trying to calm me down, but I can’t sit still long enough to hear what he’s saying. “Oh, god! Kaven, I killed someone!”
“Kylie–”
“I was like a rabid animal. I just couldn’t stop myself. It was so horrible, like I was another person or something. I didn’t mean to hurt him, I just lost control.”
“Kylie–”
“I’m a murderer! What do I do now? Do I go to the police and turn myself in? Or do I just sit around and wait for McKenzie to go to the police? Will they come up here for me? Aren’t I supposed to be dead or something?”
“Kylie! Listen to me,” he says, grabbing my shoulders. “I’m gonna go find Jillian, and you’re just gonna sit here and wait. She’ll help calm you down a little.”
I nod, and start pacing back and forth. I’m not sure what he thinks Jillian will be able to do for me, but whatever it is will probably be better than worrying myself sick. Kaven turns and dashes off into Daray, and I stand around, running my fingers through my short hair.
While I’m waiting, I check my side, where Guy’s knife made contact. There’s a long, thin wound running from my left hip to my navel, but it doesn’t look too bad. It’s already stopped bleeding, and it doesn’t hurt. I pull down the edge of my shirt and start walking again.
I stop at the steps of the chapel, and peer inside. The place is empty except for the table with the white cloth. On top of the table sits the three white candles and the rose. I get the strangest urge to close myself in the chapel and pray to Selene for forgiveness.
My feet take the steps of the chapel one at a time, and I walk up to the table that acts as an altar. The chapel’s as beautiful in the daylight as it is in the moonlight, but it doesn’t hold the same magical, mystical feel to it.
I kneel in front of the table and bow my head. I’m not sure what I’m going to say, but I’ll think of something. Something that lets Selene know how sorry I am about my actions. She has to believe that I didn’t mean for it to happen.
I’ve honestly never prayed before, and I’m not sure what to say, but I give it a try anyways.
Oh, Goddess, please forgive me for my actions. Today I may have caused the death of a young man, and I don’t know how to make this right. I’ve turned into a monster, and I’m scared of myself and what I’m capable of. Please, forgive me…
“I’ve found that our Goddess is very forgiving to those that ask it.”
I slowly open my eyes as Jillian approaches the table where I’m still kneeling. “Is he dead?”
Jillian frowns. “No. Thankfully the hospital is only a mere two and a half blocks from the park. The ambulance got there almost before you and Kaven left the park. You were probably too busy fighting him to notice the sirens.”
“So, I’m not a killer?”
“No, Kylie, you’re not,” Jillian says, kneeling beside me. “Did you get an answer?”
I shake my head. “Of course not. Even if God does…” I stop, and Jillian smiles.
“This is not God, remember? This is our Goddess, Selene. They are not the same. God may or may not exist; I’m not sure. But I do know that our Goddess exists, and she’s answered me before.”
“You’ve had your prayers answered by Selene? Like, actually answered?”
She nods. “Yes. Years and years ago, when I first turned, I wondered why the Goddess would choose me over all the others available to her. For a while, I thought she wasn’t there. But when I needed her most, she came to me, and told me what she wanted me to do with my life.”
“She wanted you to build Daray.”
“Yes, she did. Many have asked me over the years why I chose to build this home for fledglings, and I’ve never answered them. I trust you to keep this between us.”
“Of course. I mean, I’m not sure I can keep it from Tara, since she can kind of read my mind, but I’ll do my best.”
Jillian laughs beautifully. “Yes, Tara is hard to keep secrets from. You two have an extraordinary bond, don’t you?”
I feel my face start to heat up, and hope that it isn’t noticeable. Nobody but me knows of my feelings for her, and I want it to stay that way.
“Kylie, I only meant that you two were very close. I didn’t mean to embarrass you by insinuating something else.”
I look down at the floor of the chapel, not wanting to make eye contact with her. “I know.”
“It’s alright to be different. Your life is nothing to be ashamed of. I know that some of the other residents have started to mention…things…to you in the halls.”
“They make fun of me for being bi.” She lifts her eyebrow, and I feel stupid. “Bi means bisexual.”
“Kylie, I know what bi means.”
I feel even stupider, and I duck my face again. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to–”
“It’s alright. You have a lot on your mind right now, and I understand that. The first few weeks are the hardest. But it will get better, you have to trust that. Our Goddess would not have picked you if she didn’t think you could handle this new life.”
I nod, and pull away from the table. “What happens now? I’m supposed to be dead, right? And McKenzie knows I’m not.”
“Let me worry about that. Right now, I want you to head to lunch with Tara and your friends. Relax, Kylie. You’re not in trouble.”
I take a deep breath and nod. “Thank you, Jillian.”
I leave Jillian still on her knees in the chapel, and head down to the dining room. The instant Tara sees me, she knows that something’s wrong, and hugs me. Of course, then I’m fighting not to burst into tears, and I have to explain everything to her and my friends. When I’m done, they’re all just staring at me, and I wonder if they might be scared of me.
Surprisingly, Morgan’s the first to say anything. She puts her hand on my shoulder and smiles. “Kylie, we’ve all experienced bloodlust before. It’s not a big deal. Jillian told you that the boy would be fine, and she’s going to take care of McKenzie. You made a mistake, but that’s alright because you’re new. Nobody expects you to be perfect yet.”
I smile, and wipe my hand across my eyes. “Thanks, Morgan.”
“Yeah, Kylie,” Austin says. “The first time I experienced real bloodlust was that first Controlling Bloodlust lesson. I would have been willing to attack anyone that got in my way, but you saved me. We’re all savages in the beginning.”
We finish lunch talking about anything we can think of and, when I’m done, I hand my tray off to be washed and head out into the hall. I’m barely out the door when someone bumps into me, sending me crashing to the floor.
Chapter Thirteen
“Ugh, watch it, freak!”
I look up at one of the most sought after girls at Daray. Patricia “Tricia” Deters. Tricia sneers down at me as if I’m a bug she wants to crush with her four hundred dollar pair of boots, and she expertly flips her long, raven-colored hair.
“I’m sorry,” I say, not wanting a fight after the day I’ve had. Any other response will just cause Tricia and her stupid friends to gang up on me, and I don’t want another fight like the one with McKenzie.
I start to get to my feet, but she uses her boot to take my hand out from under me, and I go down again. “I didn’t say that you could get up, did I?” she laughs, and her stupid, mindless friends join in, like she just said the funniest thing ever.
“I don’t remember asking for permission,” I say as tightly as possible. “In fact, I also don’t remember caring about you or your stupid, worthless friends. Now get out of my way.”
I jump to my feet and push past Tricia and the four girls surrounding her. For a second, I’m startled to see that Chloe is one of them, but I ignore her and keep moving. I’m almost away when a set of perfectly manicured pink nails digs into my bicep hard enough to draw blood.
“Where do you think you’re going, dyke?” Tricia hisses.
I whirl on her, knocking her hand away and into the wall. “I am so fucking sick of hearing that word! Just shut up and leave me alone!” I get as close as possible to her face, hoping to send a clear message. “I am not your plaything; you do not have the right to mess around with me like I’m nothing. Now leave me alone.”
She looks scared, and I can tell by the way she keeps looking to either side that she’s waiting for her friends to jump in and back her up. But they don’t. Whether they just have nothing to say or they’re too scared of me, they stay silent and start to back away from me.
“Kylie,” Chloe says, taking a step forward. Her voice surprises me, because she’s been so adamant about not being friends in public with me. “Jillian wanted me to tell you that you don’t have to go to your Controlling Bloodlust lesson today. She says you might need some time to listen.”
I glance at her out of the corner of my eye, and sigh. I get what she’s saying. It’s a message within a message. Jillian’s telling me to listen for our Goddess, and Chloe’s telling me to back away before I do something stupid.
I nod, and back away from Tricia. “Tell Jillian thanks,” I say, making sure to look Chloe directly in the eye. I want her to know that I’m grateful to her for stopping me from potentially doing something stupid. She nods her head so slightly that I’m sure I’m the only one who noticed, and turns to her friend.
“Come on, Tricia. Let’s leave her to her private thoughts, however disgusting they may be.”
It kills her to say it. I can tell by the look on her face that she’s thinking about her sister, and I wonder if she’s reconsidering her decisions to fit in. Her friends are horrible people, and she can’t enjoy hanging out with them.
Tricia composes herself, and the haughty sneer is back on her face. If anyone saw her, they would never guess that just seconds ago she was close to bursting into frightened tears. Tricia narrows her eyes at me. “You’re a freak, and I’m gonna make sure that everyone here knows it.”
She turns and sashays down the hall with the rest of her friends and Chloe, but she calls out one last time over her shoulder. “And stay away from Kaven; he’s mine.”
That surprises me. She’s into Kaven? Good luck with that sweetheart; he’d never date a stuck-up bitch like you.
Even as I think it, I realize that I might not be right. Kaven didn’t answer me when I asked him about being shallow. He’s like nineteen years old, and I get that he doesn’t want anything serious right now, but being so shallow isn’t just an age thing. Maybe he really is a shallow creep.
From what I’ve seen though, Kaven’s only a jerk in public, kind of like Chloe. When it’s just the two of us, he’s much nicer and way less sarcastic. So, which Kaven is the real one? The confident nice boy that tells me to keep going? Or the arrogant, shallow prick that rolls his eyes whenever one of his friends laughs at him for “having” to train me.
I know he let’s his friends think he’s being forced to train me, but he’s not. At least, not anymore. Carlos gave him the opportunity to pass me off to someone else, and he refused. Doesn’t that say something right there?
Yeah, that Kaven’s incapable of doing anything to let his friends think he’s a nice guy. He wants his friends to think he’s a jerk. Maybe he is, and the Kaven that I’m getting to know is the fake. God, I hate this place sometimes! Nobody’s what they seem.
I storm up to the room I share with Chloe, slam the door closed behind me, and throw myself down on my bed. I have so much to think about that I can’t even think straight. I have to figure out my feelings for Tara. I have to try and convince Chloe to do what makes her happy, not popular. I have to wonder if I know the real Kaven, and I have to worry that our Goddess may have been wrong in choosing me.
Goddess this sucks…
Breakfast the next morning is even worse. Word about my fight with Tricia and her friends has gotten out, and everyone around Daray gives me a nasty look as I pass by. It seems that everyone thinks I’m some crazy “dyke” that needs to be kicked out before I snap and kill someone.
And I feel like snapping every time I hear that word. It’s so mean, nasty, and hateful that it makes me sick thinking that someone could use it so carelessly. Why do people have to be so incredibly mean to one another? Before Daray, I’ve only ever met one or two people that use that word as an insult and yet there are dozens here.
I thought fledglings would be more open than normal people.
So, Tricia made good on her threat already. Not even twenty-four whole hours since our fight and the entire mansion is against me. Awesome.
People stare at me as I walk past, and I just hold my head high and try to ignore them. Of course, every time I hear that word, I clench my hands on my tray, and fight the urge to turn around and throw something heavy at whoever is speaking.
Tara leads me to our table, where Morgan, Austin, and Andrea are all waiting. They give me sympathetic looks as I sit down. “Kylie, just ignore them,” Austin says, glaring at Tricia, Chloe, and their friends. The group of girls is currently whispering to one another and casting quick haughty glances over at our table. “They’re bitches, and nobody really likes them. They just pretend to so they don’t get tortured.”
“I know, but it doesn’t make me feel any better. Why can’t people just leave me alone and treat me like everyone else? I’m really not any different from any of you.”
Andrea snorts. “You almost killed a girl before getting here. You almost killed a boy after getting here. You have to go and play warrior with the boys, and you’re not ashamed of the fact that you’re bisexual. You don’t call that different?”
I narrow my eyes at her. “Excuse me? Do you have a problem with me being a bisexual Protector? I seem to recall you wishing me luck when we first met.”
“Well, things have changed. I was hoping that you could prove to everyone that women can do what men can. Instead, you’ve done nothing except make yourself a target by announcing your sexuality, training as a Protector, and attacking a former student from your old school. For the second time.”
“Andrea, leave her alone,” Austin says, turning to his sister. “I think it’s great that Kylie’s decided to continue with her training, despite everything that’s happened to her. She was dragged into a locker room and violently attacked with a pair of scissors, and she’s been battling her bloodlust. She’s still adjusting to our life. It’s only been like two weeks.”
“Two weeks with Kaven,” she mumbles into her drink. I catch it anyways.
“What the hell is it with you people mentioning Kaven to me? Tricia actually told me to stay away from him yesterday. I don’t get it.”
“Kaven and Tricia kind of had a thing for a while,” Morgan says quietly. I’ve noticed that she doesn’t speak often and, even when she does, she’s always very quiet, but it doesn’t stop us from giving her our undivided attention.
“What kind of thing?” I ask, afraid I already know the answer.
“Well, she likes to tell people that they dated, but that’s a lie. They were just um, you know, having sex. He was using her, and she didn’t wanna admit that she’s kinda, you know, loose.”
“Oh for the love of God, just say it. She’s a whore. Loose…who the hell says it like that?”
“Andrea, what is your problem tonight?” Tara asks angrily. “It’s like you’re trying to pick a fight with whoever you can. If you don’t have anything nice to say, don’t say anything at all.”
Andrea laughs. “Wow, is that something your mommy told you? Treat others how you would like to be treated?”
“Andrea, stop it!” Austin says, glaring at her. “If you need to talk about something, I’m here. But if you’re just trying to be a bitch to piss everyone off, go away and take your attitude with you.”
They stare each other down while we’re all busy staring at the two of them. I’ve never heard Austin or Andrea raise their voices with one another and by the look on Andrea’s face, she hasn’t either. Are they so alike that they never fight?
Jillian walks into the room and everyone instantly falls silent. She stands at the front of the room and, when she’s sure she has everyone’s total attention, she addresses us. “Fledglings, I have an announcement to make. For those of you that have been here for more than a year, you know what this announcement is concerning.
“For those of you who are new or haven’t been here that long, this news is new to you. In two days time, Daray Hall will host its yearly dance.”
There are excited whispers from several of the girls, and they start giggling with one another.
She waits for the chatter to fall silent again before continuing. “You will have the opportunity to do your shopping in town while in the presence of a mentor or Protector. Boys will be expected to wear either a shirt and tie or, if they feel like dressing up, a full-fledged tuxedo. It’s your choice.
“Ladies will have the option to where any dress they desire, as long as it fits my rules. Think normal school dance code. Nothing shorter than fingertip length and nothing with plunging necklines or those skanky dresses with the cutout sides.”
We all gape at her, and I’m tempted to laugh. It figures that Jillian would speak her mind like that. Some of the girls look disappointed with her rules, and I notice that she gives them the look that adults with authority over children often have. “Ladies? Problem?”
Of course, Tricia is the first to speak up. “Miss Daray, we’re practically adults. Don’t you think it might be alright for us to wear whatever we want? I mean, there’s nothing wrong with a short dress. And besides, we’re only young once.”
Miss Daray? Am I the only one that calls her Jillian? If she didn’t like it, she would have told me, right?
Jillian frowns. “Patricia, I’m sorry, but my rules are not negotiable. I will not allow distracting dresses that will make some fledglings self-conscious about their appearance. Everyone will wear appropriate clothing, or they will be escorted back to their rooms for the remainder of the dance. Is that clear?”
Tricia sighs, but nods her head. “Yes, Miss Daray.”
Jillian addresses the rest of us again. “Lessons will be put on hold until after the dance.” Everyone starts to cheer. “The dance will be held two days from now. Remember that.”
As Jillian leaves the dining hall, she looks straight at me, and winks. After she’s gone, the girls in the dining room all start to whisper excitedly about plans for dress shopping. I’m not sure if I want to check out the dance. Tara and I used to spend the night at each other’s houses and have scary movie marathons instead of going to dances.
We didn’t see the point of it. Guys only go to chat and hang out with their guy friends or, if they have a date, they go to try and get lucky later that night. Single girls go so that when they bend down and touch the floor while dancing with their asses in the air they’ll catch someone’s attention. Tara and I used to make fun of those girls.
She and I look at each other, and smile, remembering the many nights spent away from the dances. We’d only ever gone to one, and it had been enough for us. “What do you think, Kylie? Do we give a vampire school dance a chance?”
I think about it for a minute, not sure what I should say. Part of me is definitely curious, but part of me just wants to hide up in my room and watch moves like old times. Like my old life.
“You know, I bet if you went it would really piss of Tricia and her posse,” Morgan says, looking at us. “I mean, imagine if the three of us showed up looking sexy and fierce instead of hiding up in our rooms. Her friends would go all crazy.”
Tara laughs. “Alright, now we definitely have to go. Tomorrow we should all go dress shopping. We should get there before all of the good dresses are gone. Austin? Are you gonna come with us?”
He shudders. “Dress shopping with four teenage girls? Um, don’t take this the wrong way, but I’d rather get shot in the face.” We all laugh, even Andrea, and our little fight from earlier is long forgotten. Austin considers Tara’s offer for a minute, before finally sighing. “Alright, I’ll go. Who else is going to tell you how fat those dresses make you look.”
We all gasp in mock outrage, and just like that we’re laughing all over again.
Chapter Fourteen
Dress shopping is a lot more fun that I thought it would be. Even though we have a serious looking Protector standing nearby watching our every move, it’s hard to feel bad about the experience. Austin is a hoot and, true to his word, he lets us know if a dress makes us look fat, just a little nicer worded.
He’s done shopping in like fifteen minutes, because boy’s clothes are so boring and they all look the same. So he spends the remainder of the day helping us look for our dresses. He’s especially bored by the idea of shoe shopping, but he doesn’t back out and leave us alone. I ask why and he says, “Four teenage girls alone in a dress shop? More like plotting world domination.”
That has us all laughing, until Tara finds her dress. She’s the first of us, and she pirouettes in it for us. She looks so beautiful in it that I don’t think any of us can even hope to compare.
The dress has an asymmetrical shirred skirt that looks like a tamed ballet tutu ending at the knees, with a long trail of ruffles at the back. The waist-length strapless bodice is adorned with sequins in a beautiful floral pattern throughout the bosom and the waist. The dress is a soft blue color.
Morgan’s dress is a strapless black sequin dress with a thigh high hemline in the front. A sheer black train cascades off the back of the dress like a waterfall, gathering in bunches around her feet. She finds a matching ring and a bracelet to go with it, and she looks like a princess of the night.
Andrea’s dress is bright red in color, and has a sweetheart neckline with a fitted torso and ruching along the sides. The front of the dress is short, stopping well above the knee, but the back is more like Morgan’s. It flows down around her legs to her ankles in tiered layers. She looks almost like a flamenco dancer.
I’m the last of us to find my dress but, when I do, it screams at me, yelling at me to pick it up and try it on. The dress stops just above my knees. The bodice of the dress is sky blue and floral print. A sequined embellishment around the waist pins a sheer icy blue overskirt that flows down to my feet, leaving my legs bare. I pirouette for Tara and the others, and they all clap, except for Andrea.
She’s looking at me with a strange expression on her face, and for a second I think it might be anger or jealousy. But she quickly shakes it off and manages a small smile for me.
“You look great, Kylie,” Tara says, circling me like a vulture. “I think this dress might have been made just for you.”
We’re leaving the shop with our dress bags in hand, and we pass Tricia, Chloe, and their group. They’re on their way in, and they stop to sneer at us, mostly at me, though. “Well, I wasn’t aware that people like you even wore dresses. Aren’t you more comfortable in plaid shirts and timberlands?”
I just smile as sweetly at her as I can manage and say, “Oh, I’m sorry, Tricia. Didn’t you know that the stripper gear is all next door?”
She narrows her eyes at me, but I’m too busy watching Chloe to notice. She’s trying hard not to smile and for a second I worry that she’ll blow her cover and reveal herself as the secret nerd she is. But she quickly regains her composure, and pretends to glare in hatred at me.
For a second, I think she pulled it off, until I notice the shocked look on Morgan’s face. One look at her tells me that she saw Chloe’s slip, and now she’s looking back and forth between the two of us. Chloe notices as well, and goes in for the kill.
She lifts her nose and sneers at me. “I can’t believe I have to share a room with a freak like you.”
I’m tempted to smile, because we’ve talked about this before. Instead, I just chuckle and say, “Well, Chloe, I can’t believe I have to share a room with a moronic bitch like you.”
We’re standing there, in each others faces, and I have the strangest urge to giggle. Chloe’s fighting her emotions as well, and it’s only a matter of time before she bursts and destroys her perfect image. So, I turn to Tara.
“Come on, let’s go. I’m not sure if standing this close to Tricia will get me herpes, but I don’t wanna stick around to find out.”
Austin bursts out into laughter, and Morgan manages a quick smile. Tara and I are giggling now, and we just walk out the door without one more look at Tricia and her flabbergasted posse. We laugh about it the whole way back to Daray and, by the time we walk through the front door, our Protector is thankful to be rid of us.
Tara, Andrea, and Austin head down to the gym to play some basketball, and I follow. Morgan hangs back a bit so she can talk to me without being heard. “What was that?”
I don’t look at her, and pretend I don’t know what she’s talking about. “Hmm?”
“Don’t,” she says, pulling on my arm so that I stop and face her. “You and Chloe. What’s going on with you two?”
I can’t tell her, because it’s Chloe’s secret and she doesn’t want anyone to know. But I can’t ignore Morgan’s question. She obviously saw something in the store, and I don’t want her to think that I’m a secret bitch. So I take a deep breath. “Alright, Chloe and I, we don’t actually have a problem with one another. But you can’t tell anyone!”
“You two are friends?” she asks in complete disbelief.
I shush her. “Be quiet! Alright, listen. Chloe isn’t actually the bitch she pretends to be. But she wants to fit in, just like everyone else, so she puts up with Tricia and her group so that she doesn’t have to be alone and unpopular.”
Morgan frowns. “Kylie, are you sure–”
“I’m positive, alright. She’s really not a bad person, but you can’t tell anyone, especially her. I thought that Chloe was the same as every other stupid girl I’ve ever met, but I was wrong. She’s not stupid, and she’s not mean. She just wants to be accepted.”
“For someone she’s not.”
“Morgan, please don’t tell anyone. Not even Tara knows that she and I are friends.”
“Some friend.”
“Morgan,” I say. “Please?”
She sighs. “Alright, your guys’ secret is safe with me. I won’t let her know that I know. I can’t see how the two of you can be friends, though. She’s such a–”
“Good actress. She’s good at pretending that she doesn’t care about anyone, but she does. We’ve spent hours talking at night when it’s just the two of us. She’s really a nice person.”
“If you say so.” Morgan sounds like she thinks I might be crazy, or imagining it, but she doesn’t say anything else.
“Thanks, Morgan.”
She and I hurry to the gym to catch up with Tara and the others. When we get there, Austin and Andrea are busy trying to outshoot each other at one of the basketball hoops that have been placed around the gym. Tara’s sitting on the ground watching them. When Morgan and I join her, she looks up at us and smiles. “Where did you two go?”
“Nowhere,” I say, sitting next to her. “We were just talking.”
I make sure to keep my mind absolutely blank in case Tara’s curious enough to snoop around. I don’t think she will, but I don’t want to take any chances. So when Tara looks directly into my eyes, I stare back unblinkingly, until she finally nods and goes back to watching Austin and Andrea mess around.
It doesn’t surprise me that Andrea kicks Austin’s ass at basketball. Austin looks slow, clumsy, and uncoordinated compared to his sister. I nudge Tara and she looks at me. “I thought vampires were supposed to be super fast, strong, and agile. How come Austin moves like a lazy fat kid?”
She laughs. “We don’t get those added benefits until after the Awakening. And it’s not like it is in the movies and stuff. We’re not indestructible and we can’t move so fast that we’re practically invisible. But we are much faster and stronger than humans. That makes it easier for us to, uh, hunt them.”
Hunt them? Does she mean like stalking some poor, defenseless human to rip out their throat and suck them dry like a bloody juice box?
Tara frowns. “It sounds nasty, I know. Jade says that we’ll get used to it.”
“Jade?”
She smiles. “I forgot you don’t have the same mentors. Jade teaches my Controlling Bloodlust lessons. She’s awesome, and she’s so helpful. I asked her how long it took for her to get control of herself and get used to it, and she says that you don’t really. It just gets easier with time.”
“She sounds like a wise woman.”
I go back to watching the game between Austin and Andrea. He trips her, and she jumps to her feet and throws the basketball at his head. He ducks, laughing, and kicks it back at her. She laughs too, and they start kicking the ball back and forth, like they’re playing soccer instead of basketball.
Its a few seconds before I notice that some of the Protectors are walking over. One of them gives me a smile that sends unpleasant shivers up my spine, and he stands over me. I glance up and him and scowl; he’s looking down my shirt, and he’s not even trying to hide it.
He whistles and turns to one of his friends. “Shame she’s a lesbo, dude.”
They both laugh, and I get to my feet angrily. My hands curl into dangerous fists at my sides, and that only makes them laugh more. A third person joins them and, the second he speaks, my blood runs cold.
“Well, well, well. What do we have here?”
It’s Travis, and I can’t believe I didn’t recognize his voice. Right now, I’m realizing that he was the one holding the scissors. The one that cut off chunks of my hair and left me bleeding and crying on the floor of the boy’s locker room.
“What are you guys doing over here?” Travis asks. “I hope you’re not planning to get lucky, cause this dyke doesn’t do men. Isn’t that right, Kylie?”
I’ve never heard my name sound so disgusting or hateful. Not even when Harry was at his nastiest. Not even when Tricia tries to be the most evil, vile bitch on the planet. He sounds so disgusted with me that I actually take a step back under his intensive glare.
“What did I ever do to you?” I ask, trying to keep my voice even and calm sounding.
Tara and Morgan each take their places by my side, and I instantly feel better. I’ve only known Morgan for about a week and a half, and she’s already a better friend to me than anyone I’ve ever met, except Tara or maybe Chloe.
“You’re still trying to play with us big boys,” Travis says, stepping closer. He’s right up in my personal space, and I can feel him breathing on my face. I’m disgusted, and tempted to pull away, but I can’t back down.
So I look up at him and narrow my eyes. “You didn’t really think that ganging up on me in the locker room would get me to quit, did you? It’ll take a hell of a lot more than that to stop me from succeeding.”
He looks taken aback, but quickly recovers. “I’m not gonna let some bitch talk to me like that.” He takes a threatening step forward and now his chest is barely an inch from the end of my nose. I can smell the stick of his breath. “You better watch your back, dyke.”
That word. Again.
I take a quick step forward and slam my hands into his chest, and shove as hard as I possibly can. Luckily, I catch him off guard, and he staggers back a few steps, and stumbles, almost falling to his knee. When he rights himself, he looks so pissed off that I’m surprised there’s no steam coming out of his ears.
“You…you…”
He’s so angry he can’t even think of something to call me. I’ve just made a huge mistake. He knows it, I know it, and so does everyone else around us. They’re watching us nervously, waiting for a full-on fight to break out.
Just when I think he might throw a punch, Carlos enters the gym and immediately spots the situation. He strides over, intent on stopping this before it goes too far. Travis sees Carlos and immediately backs down.
“What’s going on here?” Carlos asks, like he doesn’t already know.
Travis flashes him a bright smile. “I was just having a chat with a fellow trainee Protector, but now I’ll be heading out for a run before dinner. If that’s alright with you, sir?”
Carlos reluctantly nods his head. “Get going. And Travis? Don’t let me catch you harassing Miss Redding again.”
“You won’t, sir,” Travis says, looking straight at me. I get the double meaning in his words, and I think Carlos does, too. Travis isn’t going to stop his crusade against me; he’s just going to make sure that Carlos doesn’t see it.
Travis turns and, before starting his run, gives Andrea a huge wink. I’m the only one that sees it, and I’m the only one that sees her glare. It makes me happy that I’m not the only one that dislikes Travis, but I wonder why he would wink at Andrea. She’s not the kind of girl I’ve seen him talking with. Maybe he just wants someone to play with.
When Travis and the other Protectors are gone, Carlos turns to me. “Travis was one of the men in the locker room, wasn’t he?”
“I think so, sir, but I can’t prove it.”
He nods. “Alright. If he bothers you again, I want you to come to me.” I hesitate, and he picks up on it. “Kylie, I mean it. I won’t think you’re weak if you admit that you need help. You’re just starting your new life here, and I know that a lot of the residents here don’t like that you’re doing this. I don’t expect you to fight this battle all by yourself.”
“Thank you, sir.”
He claps me on the back, and turns and closes himself in his office. I turn around to find everyone staring at me. Tara speaks first. “Kylie, are you alright?”
I nod and manage a smile. “Yeah, I’ll be fine. I just need to prove to these boys that I’ve got what it takes. Then they’ll have to accept me.”
“I hope you’re right, sweetheart, but I doubt that’ll be the case.”
I look at Austin and shrug. “I guess we’ll have to wait and see.”
Austin and Andrea go back to playing their game, and I sit and chat with both Tara and Morgan. They seem to full heartedly support my decision to train, and I get the sense that of everyone at Daray, Morgan might like me the most.
And aside from Tara and Chloe, Morgan is my favorite person to talk to. She’s a little sarcastic, disbelieving, and even outright depressed, but she’s always willing to listen and offer advice when it’s needed. Friendship is a new concept to her, but she acts like having friends is perfectly natural to her.
After dinner, Tara and I talk about how to do her hair for the dance. She only has another day to decide, since the dance starts right after dinner tomorrow. I’m a little sad that I can’t do anything with my hair, but Tara assures me that I’ll still look great.
“Tara, it’s this beautiful dress that’ll be doing all of the work.”
“You’re wrong. The dress is gorgeous, but you still look beautiful without it. Don’t forget that, Kylie. Nothing will change how incredible you are.”
We spend the rest of the night before lights out discussing any and everything we can think of. I’m about to leave for my room when Tara’s voice stops me.
“Andrea and Travis are sleeping together.”
I spin around so I can stare at her. “You’re joking, right?”
She shakes her head. “No, I caught one of his thoughts while you and Travis were staring at each other. He winked at her, didn’t he? She was glaring at him, and he was thinking about how stupid he was for, in his words, ‘Blatantly advertising their relationship.’ And I got the feeling that she was really angry with him.”
“What the hell could Travis possibly want with Andrea? I mean, she’s nowhere near as beautiful as the stupid sluts that he’s used to dating, right? I mean, I haven’t been here long, but I’ve seen the type of girls that he flirts with, and she doesn’t fit his criteria.”
“No, she doesn’t. I’m not sure how or why they’re sleeping together, but they are. That worries me.”
“Do you think she’s just pretending to like me?”
“I’m not sure. I think someone’s taught her how to shield her mind from me or something. It’s the only explanation I can think of that makes any sense.”
“Who could teach her to shield her mind? And why would they do it? And what the hell could she possible gain from being with Travis?”
“What scares me the most about this is that I’m not sure Travis even knows she’s manipulating him. He thinks he’s the one in control of the situation, but he’s not.”
“What scares me the most is that Travis is the one most outspoken against me being a Protector, and now she’s involved with him. Does she not want me to become a Protector either? Are we even seeing the real Andrea? What the hell is she doing with him?”
For a minute, we just sit there and think about everything. Neither of us can say for sure what Andrea’s doing with Travis, but it leaves me with an uncomfortable feeling in the pit of my stomach. There is nothing good that can come out of that relationship, and we both know it.
Chapter Fifteen
Tara, Morgan, and I all get ready for the dance together. The two of them both have their hair curled and pinned up on their heads, while I can’t even really brush mine because it’s so short. But I don’t let it get me down, because I even though my hair is short, I still look beautiful, and definitely like a woman.
The heels make me almost five foot nine, and I feel strange. Morgan and Tara are the same height and, with their heels, they’re still a couple of inches shorter than me. Even though they’re a little shorter than me, they’re definitely not any less beautiful. The two of them look great, and for the first time since meeting her, Morgan actually looks happy.
We head down to the gym, and meet up with Andrea and Austin at the double doors. Andrea looks stunning in her dress, even though she is a little on the heavy side, and she gives us all a quick glance before looking away.
Now that Tara’s told me about Andrea and Travis, I can’t help but notice some of the things she’s done and said in the past. Before, I took them as her unwillingness to open up to others, but now I think it might be something more like superiority.
She thinks she’s better than us.
Austin looks charming and cute in his black button-up shirt and dark blue tie. It makes his eyes pop, and he gives me a lopsided grin. “Well, don’t you ladies all look ravishing tonight?”
We giggle, and Tara takes his offered arm. I take the other, and Morgan links her arm through my free one. Together, the four of us, plus Andrea, enter the gym and our first dance at Daray Hall.
The gym has been completely redecorated so that I hardly recognize it, and I spend almost three hours in it everyday. There are no paper streamers or fake paper decorations that make a dance look like a jungle, or a forest, or the ocean. Our old school was famous for its clichéd dance themes, and this does not fit with my expectations.
There are rows and rows of white and blue lights strung up all over the gym, giving off a soft glow that bathes everything. Golden balloons are floating randomly around the room, and every so often one will reflect the lights. Some have floated up to the ceiling, creating a golden view.
Soft music is playing while the rest of the residents arrive, and it draws me in and I feel myself starting to sway to the beat. Everything looks like a party out of a fairytale, and I don’t ever want to leave this beautiful place.
Soon the music changes and everyone starts to dance. There are groups of single girls that are huddled together dancing with one another, and they don’t look the slightest bit upset that they don’t have dates. Our group is pretty much the exact same, because none of us have dates.
Andrea might, but I’m not sure Travis will want to be seen in public view with her.
I sway back and forth to the music, just letting it take over my body completely. My eyes are closed against the soft light of the gym, and right now I’m so happy that I don’t care if anyone is watching me, sneering at my back, or whispering about me. I’m just happy that I’m here with my best friend, my new friends, and myself.
I don’t need anyone else.
“You look happy.”
My eyes snap open, and I look over to see Kaven staring at me with a smile on his face. He’s wearing more clothing than I’ve ever seen him in before: a black long-sleeved button-up shirt, a red tie, and black slacks. He looks so mature and handsome, and I’m surprised to find butterflies stirring in my stomach.
I notice that while I’m looking him over, he’s busy looking me over. When he’s done with his appraisal, his eyes lift to mine, and he raises an eyebrow. “You look beautiful.”
“You sound surprised,” I accuse, stepping closer. “Why is that?”
He shrugs. “I guess I was just thinking I’d get the same sweaty, driven, fighter that trains with me every day.”
“You know, I’m perfectly capable of being girly. I know I don’t look like it, but I’m really not the butch kind of girl.”
He laughs, and moves closer. I can smell his aftershave, and it’s doing crazy things to me. “I know you’re not butch. Even with that short haircut you’re still a beautiful girl. In fact, I think you might be even more beautiful now; it shows off your strong, angular facial features.”
“You think I’m beautiful?” I can’t keep the question from escaping and, the second it does, I look away, embarrassed.
I can practically feel him grinning. “Yeah, I do. You’re beautiful, even if nobody else sees it, yourself included.”
I have the strangest urge to giggle like a little girl, and that just makes him smile even more. I can’t believe the way this conversation is actually going. Am I flirting with Kaven? Do I even know how to flirt with a boy?
“Do you wanna dance?” he asks, completely surprising me.
I hesitate, because he’s my trainer. What if things went badly and after tonight he never wants to speak to me again. Nobody else would even consider training me except for Carlos, and I don’t want to take away his time with the others.
“Come on, Kylie. It’s just a dance.”
I nod, and take his outstretched hand. He pulls me close to his chest as a slow song starts, and I wrap my arms around his neck. His hands drift down my back, but it doesn’t feel like he’s trying to grope me, so I feel myself begin to relax in his arms.
I place my head on his chest, and he bends his head down until we’re touching. He’s not much taller than me while I’m wearing heels, but dancing with him doesn’t feel awkward like I thought it would. Instead, I feel oddly safe and reassured, which is a strange, new feeling for me.
His hands shift to my hips, and I can feel myself start to immediately tense up. Maybe I’m wrong about him, and he’s just showing me what he thinks I want to see.
“Kylie? Would you do me a favor? Relax, ok. I don’t bite. Yet,” he whispers directly into my ear. I feel a pleasant shiver travel up my spine, and the butterflies begin flittering up a storm in my stomach. I’ve never felt this way with anyone, not even Tara, and I have actual, tangible feelings for her.
Does this make me a slut? To like two people at the same time?
After our fourth song starts, I pull my attention away from Kaven long enough to notice others watching us dance. Tricia is the first person I notice, and she’s glaring at me in such a way that I half expect to burst into flame at the intensity of her hatred.
Among the others watching us with interest are Tara, Chloe, and Travis. There are a couple more Protectors watching, one of which is Kaven’s friend Markus. I’ve seen them hanging around together quite a bit, and I wonder if he disapproves of the two of us dancing now.
His face is pretty blank, but I think I catch a hint of glee, which causes me to rethink my choice to dance with Kaven. He seems like a sweet, genuine person…when he’s alone with me. He pretends to be a jerk other times, and now I’m thinking about a previous fight with myself that I’ve had before.
Which is the real Kaven? The sweet guy that tells me to never give up? Or the shallow jerk that won’t date anyone less than an eight on the hotness scale?
Pretty I may be, but an eight I definitely am not. What could he possible want with me?
He whispers in my ear again, halting my inner turmoil. “Let’s go for a walk.”
“Alright.”
I expect him to let go of my hand as we head for the door, but he doesn’t. He twines his fingers through mine, and it feels so right, so natural, that I’m tempted to never let go of him. A pang of guilt courses through me at the thought of Tara, but I push her from my mind, knowing that she can’t feel the same way about me as I do her.
Kaven leads me out through the gymnasium doors, and together we take a stroll through the wisteria trees. Long strings of white lights have been woven through the bunches of purple flowers, and they seem to glow. I thought the gym was beautiful, but this garden is beyond belief.
Kaven and I just hold hands and walk through the trees, and I almost feel like a fairy princess. But I’m not a fairy princess; I’m a vampire princess…
Suddenly, I start to giggle and Kaven smiles down at me. “What’s so funny?”
I shake my head. “Nothing.”
“Come on, you can tell me. I promise I won’t laugh.”
He’s already smiling, so I don’t believe him, but I tell him anyways. “I was just thinking that this beautiful place makes me feel like a fairy princess, but then I remembered that I’m not a fairy, I’m a vampire.”
“Hmm, a vampire princess? That’s definitely not something you see every day. But to be honest, I’d rather have a vampire princess than a fairy one. Vampires seem cooler than fairies.”
“Don’t they? When I think of fairies I think of prissy little people with see-through wings, and music and festivities. When I think of vampires, I think of dungeons, moats, castles, passion, secrets, and mystery.”
Kaven grins. “Wow, I like that kind of vampire. It reminds me of Dracula, all dark, brooding, and mysterious. Chicks dig that kind of guy, right?”
I smack his arm playfully, surprised by how easy it is to not only be myself with him, but actually flirt like I know what I’m doing. “Not all chicks like that serious, brooding type of guy. In fact, I don’t really. I prefer an open, honest guy that can be who he really is around me. And I want to be able to be myself with him. I don’t wanna have to be ashamed of who I am.”
Kaven’s watching me with an interested look on his face. I can’t tell if he thinks I’m crazy, or maybe wishful. Maybe he thinks I’m stupid for wanting that, like he thinks it doesn’t actually exist. Does it? Is that kind of guy actually out there, waiting for me to find him?
Kaven pulls me so close that I can feel his heart beating, and my heart begins to race in anticipation to what I know is coming. He lowers his head and his lips stop just shy of mine. I can feel the heat from his body, and smell his masculine scent, and I want more than anything for him to kiss me.
Finally, after what feels like ages of painful waiting, he presses his lips to mine. This kiss is so much different than our first. This time, I know he’s as into the kiss as I am, because his hand gently fists into my hair and he pulls me as close as possible. My nerves are humming in pleasure, and my entire body melts against his.
I’ve only ever been kissed once before, when I surprised Kaven with my awkward lunge, and this is a thousand times better. Even though I’m not entirely sure what to do, Kaven stays patient with me, and he does most of the work. All I have to do is stand there and enjoy the greatest moment of my life.
Too soon the kiss is over, and I’m left wanting more. The ache in my stomach is painful, and I feel like I might burst if I don’t get another kiss, but I’m not sure how to go about it. Do I just kiss him again and hope he responds? Or should I wait for him to kiss me again?
He smiles, and kisses me a second time, and it’s as amazing as the first. One of his hands is at the small of my back, and he’s gently rubbing circles there, warming not only my back, but my heart as well. In this perfect moment, I’m falling head over heels in love with someone who’s almost a stranger, and it doesn’t seem the slightest bit odd.
I can finally understand how girls claim to fall in love in an instant.
Kaven kisses me again and again, until it gets to the point where I’m dizzy and lightheaded. My legs feel like they’re made of jell-o, and if his arms weren’t around me so tightly and protectively, they’d give out from beneath me.
After a few minutes, he pulls away, and we’re both completely breathless. My lips feel swollen, and they’re throbbing in a sort of pleasurable pain. It makes me hungry for more of his sweet, passionate kisses. In this instant, I realize that I’ll gladly do anything for just one more tender kiss.
He kisses my cheek, my jaw, and down my neck until he reaches my ear. Then he whispers, “My room is right over there,” he says, nodding his head toward the Protector’s barracks.
My head is so clogged by passion and lust that I can barely think straight, let alone realize the implications of what he’s suggesting. I just nod my head, hoping it’ll get me one more kiss before the night is over.
Like the two of us are in an old-time romance movie, Kaven picks me up and carries me bridal-style to his room in the Protector’s barracks. He plants soft, feather-light kisses on every inch of my face that he can reach.
He kicks the door closed behind him, and then he gently sets me down on his bed. When he climbs on top of me, I don’t even think about it. He starts to kiss my neck, and his hand grips my thigh and starts to slide up under my dress. He’s moving his mouth lower and lower, until his face is just inches away from my breasts.
Kaven moans against my neck, and he begins thrusting against my thigh. His breathing is shallow and fast, and I can tell he’s concentrating really hard. One of his hands squeezes my breast, and that one action snaps me out of my foggy lust-filled haze, and I realize what I’m about to do with a stranger.
Pushing Kaven’s chest, I slide out from under him and jump to my feet. My entire body is trembling from desire, fear, and passion. I’m not sure what I want, but I know that I’m not ready to make this decision. It’s such an important one, and I can’t go back and redo this night if I come to regret it.
Kaven is breathing harshly, and his eyes are dark and intense with desire. He looks confused, and I don’t blame him. Everything happened so fast I can’t even think straight. Was I just about to have sex with Kaven? What’s the matter with me? I’m not that kind of girl!
I’m so freaked out that I’m tempted to just turn around and run back to my room. I want to hide my head and cry because I almost had sex with a stranger. Or laugh, because Kaven obviously likes me as more than a trainee or friend.
Doesn’t he?
“Kylie? I’m sorry I got carried away. You’re just so, so, amazing.”
I shake my head and start backing away to the door. “Kaven, I have to go.”
“Kylie, wait!”
I don’t listen. Instead, I turn around and run all the way back to my room. I pass Tara and the others back in the gym, and they call out, asking me to stop and tell them what’s wrong, but I don’t listen to them, either. I’m not sure what to think about myself right now, but I know I don’t want anyone to see me.
When I finally get back to my room, I take off my dress, pull on a pair of pajamas, and slide into bed. When my blanket is pulled up all the way over my face, I finally burst into tears, because I don’t know how my night started off so wonderful and turned out so confusing.
Chapter Sixteen
In the morning, I wake up feeling worse about myself than ever before. Just thinking about sleeping with Kaven makes me feel disgusting about myself. I’m not sure if I want to cry or throw things at the wall because I’m so angry. I went from my first real kiss to practically having sex with a guy all in the same night.
In the same hour.
Chloe realizes that something’s wrong with me, and refuses to leave me alone until I tell her what happened. When I’m done telling her everything, I feel so ashamed and embarrassed that I hide my head again because I can’t even look at her.
She doesn’t laugh, or even smirk. She just sighs, and takes a seat next to me on my bed. “I’m sorry, Kylie. I know how confused you must be right now. You’ve never been in love before, have you?” I shake my head, and she smiles. “First love hits you like a ton of bricks, and it can completely knock you on your ass if you’re not careful.”
“What?” I ask, tempted to smile despite my shameful mood. A ton of bricks? Knocking me on my ass? What is she smoking?
“Every girl’s been where you are right now. If they say they haven’t, they’re lying. Just remember that. Any girl that’s ever been in love has wondered if she’s moving too fast, or she’s got the right guy or even if she’s ready to have sex.”
She sounds so grown up, so helpful, and so genuine that I start to actually feel better. She’s not judging me; she’s just trying to help me understand and, in this moment, I don’t think I’ve ever been so grateful to a friend before.
“So, you’ve been in my place before?”
She nods. “Of course. I’m no saint, Kylie. I’ve dated before. Quite a few boys, actually. And each time I wonder if he’s the right one, and if he feels the same way about me, and if I’m ready to make the decision you considered making last night.”
I feel strange asking this, but I have to know. “Have you? Made that decision?”
She turns red, but shakes her head. “No, not yet. I know a lot of people here think I’m a slut that’s been with a ton of guys, but it’s not true. I do a lot of dating, but nothing really more serious than that. It’s actually why I get dumped a lot, because I won’t go as far as they want.”
“What if he tells someone?”
“If he does, just ignore it. Ignore whatever people say about you. They don’t know you, and they don’t know what you’re going through. Now, you should get off your ass and get ready for breakfast. You can’t train on an empty stomach. Believe me; people have fainted in the past for trying that.”
I give her a hesitant smile, but do as she says. It’s best not to argue with Chloe, because she has the annoying habit of always getting what she wants. It saves time to just go along with her demands. So, while Chloe’s dressing, I take a quick shower and try to think positively about today.
She’s gone when I get out, and I head right down to the dining hall. People stare at me as I walk by, and some even giggle, but I ignore them, because it’s nothing I’m not used to by now. When I sit down beside Tara and the others, I instantly realize that something’s wrong.
They’re all staring at me, like they pity me, and that makes me nervous. “Guys, what’s going on? Why are you all staring at me like that?”
Even Andrea looks like she might pity me, but nobody says anything. They just all share a look, and I worry that something bad happened.
“Guys?”
Morgan sighs, and is the first to speak. “We know about last night.”
I look at her. Did Chloe tell her? I can’t imagine the two of them standing close enough to each other to talk, so that’s out…
“Kaven told all of his friends that the two of you practically had sex last night,” Andrea says bluntly, earning a glare from Tara and Morgan.
“I thought we were gonna gently break it to her,” Tara hisses angrily. “Why do you have to be so damn inconsiderate?”
They start to bicker back and forth, but I’m not paying any attention. I’m too busy thinking horrible thoughts to hear what they’re saying. Kaven told all of his friends? Why would he do that? I thought…
“Kylie?”
“What do you know?” I ask, afraid because my voice has a strange, hollow-sounding quality to it that almost makes me sound dead. Dead inside, maybe.
Tara sighs and puts her hand on my shoulder. “One of Kaven’s friends bet him that he couldn’t get you in bed with him. To, you know, convert you.”
Convert me? This was all about trying to make me straight?
A wave of guilt crashes over me, and I feel like dying of humiliation. Kaven used me, and I actually fell for it hook, line, and sinker. It was probably the same exact line he used on a dozen other girls, and I was as stupid and gullible as all of them.
Even more so, because for one night, I actually felt beautiful and thought that he might have liked me for who I am. He was there for me, pushing me to keep going, even after my attack in the locker room. He never criticized me during training, and he never once doubted me when I told him I could do it.
It was all a game to him, and now everyone at Daray knows how stupid I am.
I ignore the rest of my breakfast, and head down to the gym. I’m not sure what I’m going to say to Kaven when I see him, but I can’t hold these feelings and pain in any longer than I have to. It needs to come out.
I pass a few people in the halls, and they all smirk at me as I walk by. I try not to listen to their nasty remarks, but each one feels like a stab in the back.
“What a slut.”
“What was she thinking?”
“She didn’t actually think that Kaven would really be interested in her, did she?”
“Whore.”
By the time I finally reach the gym, I’m nearly crying, but I bite my lip and refuse to let them see how much this hurts. Like they’ve never made any stupid mistakes before!
Kaven is waiting for me by the mats for my crunches, and his lips tilt up in a slight smile when he sees me. My stomach betrays me by filling with butterflies at the sight of him, and I try to stomp them down to get rid of them.
My feet carry me all the way to the mats and, when I finally reach him, I raise my hand. Without thinking, I slap him across the face as hard as I possibly can; I want him to feel everything I do with that one smack. The force of my hit causes him to stumble back a step and, as he raises a hand to his cheek, he looks at me with shock.
“Kylie–”
“You used me!”
I’m aware that all of the other Protectors in the gym have stopped training, and are busy watching us with gleeful expressions. Travis is in one corner, and he looks like he might burst he’s so happy. I ignore them all for now though, and focus on Kaven.
He’s searching for some kind of magical excuse that he probably already has prepared, hoping that it’ll make everything ok. Finally, he gives up, and just speaks. “Kylie, what are you talking about?”
“I know about the bet!” I scream at him. “You were trying to convert me, weren’t you? You told your stupid friends about last night, and now all of Daray knows that we almost…” I can’t finish that sentence, it’s far too painful. If I do, I might burst into tears.
“Kylie, wait, I only told Markus. I didn’t–”
“Didn’t what? Think I’d find out about your stupid bet? Well, I did, and so did everyone else. I thought last night meant the same thing to you that it did to me! How you could do this to me? You know what people say to me in the halls, and now you’ve given them even more ammunition to use against me.”
“Look, Kylie, I’m sorry! But Markus was making fun of you, and everyone was saying that someone needed to, to convert you, and I knew that if I didn’t do it, someone else would,” he’s pleading with me to understand, but I’m so angry I can barely see straight. “I didn’t want some other guy to do it, someone who didn’t even like you. He would have gotten you into bed with him just so he could humiliate you.”
I’m tempted to slap him again, but I clench my hands, and keep them firmly at my sides.
“You don’t actually think I would have slept with anybody else, do you? The only guy here that actually cares about me is Austin, and I know that he’s not interested in me like that. If anyone else came up to me at the dance, I would have laughed them out the door, knowing that it was all a game. I thought you…”
I look away so he won’t see me cry, and he puts his hand under my chin. “Kylie, I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. I just didn’t want some other guy to hurt you. I thought I was doing the right thing, you have to believe me.”
“Well, I don’t believe you, Kaven. I know about your relationship with Tricia. You used her for sex, just like you were willing to use me.”
I turn around and leave the gym; training will be impossible today, considering everyone in the gym laughs at me as I pass. I feel like crawling into a hole and dying, but I know that won’t happen. For some reason, Selene has secret plans for me, and I can’t disappoint her.
That thought surprises me, and I know where I’m going. I duck out the door of the gym and make my way to the chapel, trying to ignore the beautiful wisteria trees that made me so fluttery and gullible last night. Thankfully, the chapel is deserted when I arrive, and I have the Goddess all to myself for the time being.
Jillian didn’t hold a nightly worship service because of the dance preparations, so it’s been a few nights since I’ve been in here. But as I kneel in front of the table, I feel like I’ve spent my entire life in here, and that doesn’t bother me. This room is so magical and beautiful it draws me in, and I feel perfectly at peace with myself and everything hard in my life.
I close my eyes and begin to pray.
Goddess, please, tell me what it is you expect me to do. I’m so lost and confused about everything. Tara will need a Protector someday, and nobody but her wants it to be me. I don’t understand how these people can all be so intolerant. What can I do to fix all of this?
I listen as hard as I possibly can, but no answer presents itself. Instead of feeling serene and guided, I almost feel pissed off. This is the second time I’ve prayed alone, and I still haven’t gotten an answer. I know she’s there, because Jillian’s prayers were answered.
Maybe she doesn’t care about me…
“Kylie? Are you alright?”
If anyone came after me, I was expecting it to be Tara. Instead, I find Chloe sitting in the front pew behind me and to my left. She’s watching me with a curious expression on her face, but she’s one of the only people that haven’t judged me today, and for that I’m eternally grateful.
“I’m fine.”
She sighs. “I heard from Tricia about your fight in the gym with Kaven. She’s particularly happy about it. She thinks it’ll get Kaven to come back to her, not that he was ever hers in the first place. Don’t tell her that, though.”
“Does everyone know?”
Chloe nods. “Yeah, they do. For what it’s worth, not everyone thinks you’re a slut.”
“Gee, thanks.”
“I’m serious, you know. There are a lot of girls here that hate Kaven for what he did. You just think everyone’s against you right now because Tricia and her friends are the loudest. You can’t hear the people that are sympathetic towards you.”
That makes me feel slightly better, but not by much. So what if everyone here doesn’t hate me? I hate myself…
Chloe gets up and kneels beside me, much like Jillian did the other time I prayed. “Kylie, I’m here for you, I promise. And not just in private, anymore. Come on, let’s head back to the dining room, and you can introduce me to all of your nerdy friends.”
I gape at her, completely taken aback. “You want to meet my friends?”
“Any friend of yours is a friend of mine,” she says softly. “Kylie, I’ve been thinking a lot about our talks, and you’ve been right all along. It’s time for me to stop being someone I’m not. Now, are you gonna help me come out of the closet or not?”
That makes the two of us giggle, and we’re still smiling when we walk back up to the school, ignoring the stares from everyone as we pass. Chloe’s decision is going to make my problems look like nothing. She’s one of the most sought after girls at Daray, second only to Tricia, and she’s about to give it all up to publicly be friends with me.
Tara and the others are still eating when we reach the dining hall, and Morgan’s the first to spot Chloe with me. She nudges Tara, and everyone looks up. Tricia and her group have completely stopped talking, and I think they’re waiting for Chloe to publicly humiliate me or something.
Chloe stands there next to me, looking shy and uncomfortable. She gives everyone a timid wave, and says, “Hi.”
“Kylie, what the hell are you doing with Chloe? She’s a total–”
“Austin, the Chloe that you know is a fake. I know the real Chloe.” I look at her, and she nods. “I know the girl that reads Stephen King books, and volunteers at her local church and hospital, and who has really been there for me when I’ve needed her.”
“Kylie, you can’t be serious,” Austin says, looking at me.
“She’s telling the truth,” Morgan says. “I noticed something when we went dress shopping. She and Kylie were trying not to giggle during the fight with Tricia, and then she explained everything to me later.”
Chloe glances at me, and I shrug. “Morgan caught us at the dress shop, remember?”
She giggles, and Austin drops his mouth in surprise. “Oh, yeah. You and I were trying so hard not to bust out laughing, and she noticed us smiling at each other.”
“I had to explain everything to her.” Austin’s mouth is still hanging open, and I turn to him. “What’s the matter with you?”
“She giggled, she actually giggled, and she didn’t sound like an evil harpy doing it.”
Instead of glaring like he probably thought she would, Chloe just giggles again. She sounds like a happy little girl. “I’m not a harpy; I’m just good at pretending to be one.”
Tara and Austin look like they don’t believe us, and Andrea looks incredibly pissed. I wonder if Chloe and her group of “friends” have picked on her in the past. I guess I can’t blame them for not liking this, but I hope they can trust me.
Tara’s the first to smile and, even though it’s hesitant and uncertain, I feel a knot come undone in my stomach. “Well, if Kylie says you’re her friend, that’s good enough for me. Do you wanna sit down and have breakfast with us?”
Chloe looks relieved, and I realize that she was actually worried my friends wouldn’t like her. She sits close to me, and mostly listens as Austin, Tara, and Morgan talk about whatever they were discussing before we arrived. Everyone is still watching our table, but I get the feeling that Tricia and her friends are starting to suspect this isn’t some kind of prank.
Tricia gets up and struts over to our table, hands on her hips and a nasty sneer on her face. She looks pissed off, but also unsure about what to do and say.
She stops near my elbow, and glares down at us. “Chloe, what the hell are you doing over here with them,” she sneers at us like we’re garbage and unworthy of her time.
“I’m sitting with my friend Kylie, and she’s just introduced me to her friends.” Chloe stands and forces Tricia to take a few steps back. “You know something, Tricia? I have an announcement to make. Hey! Everybody listen up!”
The dining room goes quiet, and Chloe takes a deep breath before beginning. “I want you all to know something, something personal, and something about me. I’m not the heartless, manipulative bitch you all think I am. I’m a smart, caring, honest person; I just haven’t showed you that yet.”
Everyone is staring at her in open-mouthed disbelief. She wavers under everyone’s stares, but I put my hand on her shoulder, and she gives me a grateful smile. Then she faces the dining room and keeps talking.
“I volunteer at my local church, I play with the adorable kids at the hospital, and I feed the homeless on my weekends. I enjoy reading Steven King, Tom Clancy, and John Grisham. I’m not the selfish, rude, angry Barbie that you all think I am. Kylie and I don’t hate each other; in fact, she might be the best friend I’ve ever had. She’s the only person who knows the real me.”
The entire dining room erupts into loud whispers, and I can’t tell if they believe what Chloe’s saying, or if they’re as disbelieving as Tricia and her friends. Tricia is the first to recover, and she steps angrily forward until she’s standing face-to-face with Chloe.
“You worthless, thankless bitch. I gave you everything! I made you who you are, and this is how you repay me?”
“Back off, Tricia,” I say, stepping closer. “Chloe’s done pretending to be one of your brainless, heartless cronies. She’s decided to be who she really is, not who everyone thinks she is.”
“I’m not talking to you, you stupid whore!”
She reaches out to rake her nails down my face, and I easily catch her wrist. I twist it sharply until she cries out in pain, and tries to pull her wrist free of my hand. I tighten my grip and pull her closer. “I’m sick and tired of being called names, and I’m sick and tired of being treated like I’m worthless. It’s gonna end, now!”
She rips her wrist from my grasp just as I let go, and she stumbles backward, knocking over a chair and landing on her butt. Some of the people she’s tortured in the past start to laugh, and pretty soon everyone is joining in. Tricia is feared, admired, and desired, but she is definitely not liked.
She gets to her feet slowly and shakily. I can’t tell if she’s trembling from shame or repressed rage. She lifts a perfectly manicured finger and points at me. “You’re gonna pay for this, bitch!”
I take a threatening step forward. “Did you just threaten me?”
She backs away hurriedly, sneering as she does. “What are you gonna do about it?”
“I’m gonna make you regret ever being born if you so much as look at me or Chloe ever again! Do you understand me you psycho whore?”
She narrows her eyes, and I’m surprised she doesn’t start to hiss at me like some vile, serpent. She looks around though, and notices that nobody is left on her side except for her small group of friends, and she runs from the dining hall, trying to escape the humorous looks from some of the other residents.
When she’s gone, people start to cheer, and Chloe gives me a hug. “That was so awesome! I can’t believe she actually tried to hit you.”
I shrug it off like it was nothing and smile, but inside, I’m worrying. I just publicly humiliated Tricia, and she sounded really serious when she threatened to make me pay. Would she really be stupid enough to do something here at Daray?
Chapter Seventeen
As I’m getting ready the next morning, I just want to laugh and jump for joy. Word about the scene with Tricia got out, and everyone that passed me in the halls yesterday gave me a small smile and a congratulatory nod. Nobody really likes Tricia and they think it’s awesome that someone finally put her in her place.
I’m worried about the other shoe dropping, but I don’t let it bother me right now. Most of the residents have stopped calling me nasty names to my face and behind my back. Tricia’s voice was one of the loudest and besides Travis and the occasional Protector I’ve gone over twelve hours without being called anything nasty.
I’m not the only one that’s happy, though. For the first time since moving to Daray, Chloe can finally be who she really is, not what she thinks everyone wants her to be. She sings in the shower, and when she gets out, she asks me to dance around with her. Chloe looks so happy and carefree that I can’t refuse her.
So Chloe and I are spinning around our room, dancing to the latest song by a boy band Chloe loves, when someone knocks on the door. Chloe turns off the music and I open our door to find Jillian standing there. Immediately, I know something’s wrong. She’s pale and there’s a sorrowful look in her eyes.
“What’s wrong?”
“Kylie, I need you and Chloe to come with me.”
“Jillian, what’s going on?”
She runs her fingers nervously through her hair, and it’s the first time I’ve ever seen her look anything other than flawless. “Patricia Deters was found about an hour ago, just outside the fence that surrounds Daray. Her throat was slit, and her…her heart was cut…cut out.”
Chloe and I gasp at the same time, and I realize why she’s standing at our door. “You think I had something to do with it?”
“No, honey, I don’t,” she assures me. “But the rest of the mansion does. So I need to bring you down to my room so I can ask you a few questions, alright? Now, please, come with me.”
Chloe and I follow her down to the room I have my Controlling Bloodlust lessons, and the entire way there we get dirty, fearful looks. Of course people think I have something to do with it. I threatened her yesterday in the dining room! Then she shows up dead the next day? Someone’s trying to set me up.
Jillian closes the door behind us, and motions to two chairs near the front of the room. We take our seats, and I notice that there are several adults in the room with us. Jillian and Carlos are the only two I recognize, but Chloe see a familiar face.
“Jade? What are you doing here?”
Jade? Tara’s mentor?
Jade looks to be about twenty-five, maybe a few years older, and she has short dark blonde hair and wide-set gray eyes. Her nose is curved and dainty looking, but her jaw is entirely stubborn. She gives the two of us friendly smiles, confusing me.
Aren’t we supposed to be suspected murderers right now? Shouldn’t she be looking at us with suspicion and disgust?
“You don’t think we did it,” Chloe says, looking at her mentor. “You think we’re being set up.”
“Of course,” Carlos says, stepping forward. “Though I don’t agree with Kylie threatening Tricia, I understand why she did it, and so does the rest of the mansion. But, she’s a smart girl, and only an idiot would kill someone the day after threatening to teach them a lesson.”
“Besides the fact that we have an alibi.”
I look at Chloe, confused. “What are you talking about?”
She sighs. “Kylie, we spent hours last night in the chapel. Our Goddess is our witness. She knows we didn’t have anything to do with this murder, and I’m sure she’d vouch for us if necessary.”
I hadn’t actually thought about that, and I’m ashamed to say I forgot about my Goddess. It’s kind of hard to remember a Goddess that still hasn’t answered your prayers.
Jillian takes a seat across from us. “Tricia was killed around midnight. Were you in the chapel until then?”
Chloe nods. “We didn’t leave until almost two. That’s why we’re so late getting up this morning. I had a lot of forgiveness to ask for, and Kylie offered to stay and keep me company. Then we walked back to our room together.”
Jillian smiles. “I heard about your confession in the dining room yesterday morning. Congratulations on finally admitting who you really are.”
Chloe’s mouth drops open. “You knew?” she asks, staring at Jillian in disbelief.
“Of course I knew, Chloe. I went to your family to explain things to them, and they told me what kind of person you are. I figured it was an act from the moment you woke up and found out there would be other teenagers here. You took the easy route instead of the one you were meant to.”
She’s speechless, which is just as well because Carlos starts to speak again.
“Kylie, I know that this list is going to be very long, but I need the names of everyone that might try to hurt you or your reputation.”
I snort. “You’re joking, right? Let’s see. There’s Travis and all of the other Protectors, and not to mention all of Tricia’s cronies. That makes it about a hundred people, I think.”
“Did you ever find out who all attacked Kylie in the locker room? My guess would be one of them. But Travis would be my best bet.”
Carlos hesitates. “I’m not so sure, Miss Olson. Protectors take a very serious oath concerning honor, duty, and pride. It connects us to our Goddess, and she decides whether or not someone is good enough to protect her chosen children. He took the oath, and while I think he’s reluctant about change, I don’t think he’s a killer.”
“If they dragged Kylie into the locker room and chopped off all of her hair before beating her, they obviously don’t take that oath very seriously, do they? I think Travis is a viable suspect.”
“Chloe–” I begin.
She interrupts me. “Kylie, I know you wanna believe that Protectors are all inherently good or whatever, but it’s just not true. The only Protector I think we can count out is Kaven, because he’s the only one that accepted you.”
“But he was sleeping with Tricia.”
Jillian raises an eyebrow in surprise. “Really? Are you sure they were involved?”
I nod. “Yeah. They weren’t as serious as she thought, but they were definitely sleeping together.”
I can’t bring myself to admit that they were little more than booty calls for Kaven, because I was almost one of those booty calls. And unfortunately, that makes me a suspect, again.
“But people are gonna think that’s one of the reasons for Tricia’s death.”
“Oh, right, because Kaven tried to get you to have sex with him. I forgot about that,” Chloe says, ignoring the stares of the mentors around us.
Carlos clears his throat, and I sigh. “Yeah, Kaven tried to get me to sleep with him during the dance. People are probably gonna think that I was jealous of Tricia or something and wanted to get her out of the way.”
“But, you turned Kaven down, and slapped him in front of an entire gym full of people.”
“It won’t matter. People are stupid sometimes. They’re gonna think what they wanna think.”
Jillian clears her throat. “Girls, I think we need to discuss things a little bit. I hate to keep you from breakfast but you’ll have time to eat later. Lessons are being cancelled today, and the chapel will be open to anybody that wants to pray for Tricia.”
I head up to Tara’s room the second Jillian lets us go. Chloe tells me that she’s going to the chapel to pray for Tricia, and I wave. Tara’s already heard the news, and she knows I’m innocent, and she’s willing to listen to me rant about how everyone in Daray goes from hating me, to liking me, and back to hating me within twenty-four hours.
“It’s not fair, Tara. All I want is to be accepted and treated like everyone else. And all this stuff keeps happening, and it doesn’t happen to anyone but me. I mean, you don’t see male Protectors getting harassed by one another, and I don’t see anybody else being framed for murder, do you?”
“Kylie, I’m sorry. You know, if you quit training, people might treat you better.”
I turn to face her, surprised she would even consider saying that. “Tara, this is what I was made for. I’ve known it since the moment Jillian explained things to me. I just know deep inside that this is why Selene chose me. To be your Protector. I wasn’t sure earlier, but I am now. It’s the only thing that makes any sense.”
“I would never suggest you quit; I just wanted to see if you thought it was best.”
I shake my head. “You don’t need to test me, Tara. If I was going to quit, I would have done it after being attacked. Nothing’s gonna keep me from doing this, not now.”
“Glad to hear it. Do you think we should head down to the chapel and pray for Tricia?”
“I don’t think that would be a good idea. People think I killed her, remember?” I ask, hating the way my voice sounds. It’s like I’m angry and helpless at the same time, two things I’m not used to. “Showing up while her friends are there is probably going to incite a panic.”
“Well, I still think you should go. It might look strange if you didn’t.”
“If I do go it’ll make me look guilty, like I have something to atone for. No thanks, I’ll stay here and wait for you.”
“My daughters…”
Tara and I both stop in our tracks, and look around. “Did you hear that?” she asks. She peeks in her bathroom, “Is someone here?”
“I am everywhere and nowhere at the same time.”
It takes me a second to realize that the voice isn’t actually here; it’s echoing around in my head. It sounds female, and the voice is sad, and hauntingly beautiful. She sounds wise, ancient and young at the same time. I can feel the adoration she has for me, and I know instantly who she is.
“Very good, Kylie. You recognize the voice of your Goddess.”
Selene? Our Goddess is speaking to me at this very moment? What am I supposed to do? Get down on my knees and bow my head? Or do I just speak as respectfully as possible?
“My daughters, I come to you in this most dangerous of times.” Tara’s mouth is open wide in shock and finally recognition. She immediately drops to her knees and looks at the floor.
“Selene, what is it you need from us?” Tara asks, sounding oddly formal and respectful. I can tell she’s completely awed by our Goddess’ presence, and I have the strangest urge to join her on my knees.
“Daray Hall is a sacred place to me, and last night its grounds were desecrated with a sacrificial murder.”
Tara seems incapable of speaking again, so I take over. “What do you mean a sacrificial murder?”
“Someone praying to another Goddess murdered her in that Goddess’ name. She killed a chosen child of mine, and offered her soul up as payment. This is horrible enough, but it is only the beginning. There will be two more murders by the next full moon.”
Tara looks worriedly at me. “The next full moon is in two days.”
“On the night of the full moon, the third and final sacrifice must be made, and the person performing this ritual must cut themselves and bleed their own essence into the earth. This will allow the other Goddess access to your world. Once here, she will destroy everything in her path, until she is feared and as worshipped as I.”
“What do you want us to do about this?” I ask, searching around for someone or something to talk to. “We’re just two kids who’ve only been your chosen for a short while. Why not go to Jillian or Carlos?”
“They do not have the gifts necessary for this. I have gifted Tara with the ability to peer into the minds of others, and this gift will be invaluable in finding the murderer. However, you must use it wisely.”
“So you want me to snoop around in other people’s private thoughts to see if they’re a killer?” Tara asks, already sounding uncomfortable at the thought of it. “I don’t think its right to use my gift that way.”
“My daughter, you must. It’s the only way to find the killer and stop the destruction of Daray Hall. I would do the searching myself, but this other Goddess is being careful, and has shielded her vessel from my view. I cannot find either of them, so I trust the two of you to act in my place.”
“You can’t be serious,” I say.
“Kylie! Don’t argue with her.”
“Look, all I’m saying is that nobody is going to believe us. I’m the most hated person at Daray right now, because they think I’m a killer, a dyke, and a freak. What am I supposed to do?”
“Protect your heart.”
Instinctively I know she’s not talking about my actual heart and my gaze slips over to Tara. She’s still on her knees and isn’t looking at me, but her shoulders are tense and I think she gets it. Is that why Selene chose me? Because she knew that as a Protector I would do anything in my power to keep Tara safe?
Are my feelings for Tara what will make me a great Protector?
When Selene speaks again, I can almost feel her smile. “Love is important, remember that. Even if you think you have nothing left in the world, you’ll always have love. My love. People may judge you now, Kylie, but the time will come when you’ll finally realize that nothing they say matters. It’s only what you think that does.”
I let her words sink in and, even though it doesn’t change anything yet, I know that what she’s saying is true. Someday their words and actions won’t affect me, and I’ll finally be happy about who I am and what I’ve chosen to do with my life.
“Now, I must go. Speaking through the Immortal Realms is not easy. Before I go, I have one last word of advice for you, Kylie. If ever you are in need of a friend, look to your dreams.”
I can feel the Goddess leaving the room. The room feels so empty and bare without her loving and powerful presence. For a minute, Tara and I just sit in her room, unsure of what to do.
“What that real?”
I nod my head. “Yeah, I think it was.”
“Did our Goddess just ask us to find a killer before he kills two more people?”
“Or she. But yes.”
“What do we do first?”
“I think we should find Jillian and talk to her about this. She’s gonna want to know that this isn’t just a one time thing. Someone at Daray right now is planning two more murders, and apparently it’s our job to stop them.”
Tara sighs. “I can’t believe we just heard the Goddess’ voice. She spoke to us! Can you believe it? Out of all of her children, she chose us to do this. Don’t you feel special?”
“Not really. She chose you for this job. I’m just the bodyguard.”
“No, you’re not. You’re my best friend, and you’re gonna help me, because I know I can’t do this by myself.”
I nod. “You’re right. Now, let’s go find Jillian. The sooner she hears about this the better.”
Chapter Eighteen
Jillian hears us out, but sounds a little skeptic. It isn’t until we point out that Tara’s gift is mind reading and how useful it can be that she starts to believe us. After she’s convinced, she helps us convince the other mentors. Some are more believing than others. Carlos especially sides with us, as does Tara’s mentor Jade.
“Tricia’s funeral service is going to start in a few minutes, and I think the two of you should go,” Jillian says, ignoring my open-mouthed stare. “Kylie, I think it’s important for everyone to see that you feel sorry for her. If you hide up in your room, I think it will just cause people to talk. And Tara, it’ll give you a good opportunity to scan the minds of everyone there. Find someone who feels unnecessarily guilty and then dig deeper.”
I don’t want to go, but she has a point. Tara needs to be able to search for the killer, and the funeral is the best place to do that. Before we go though, I have a question.
“Can people feel when Tara’s poking around? The killer’s not gonna know that she’s onto them, right? I don’t want Tara to become a target because she’s the only one that can find this person.”
“No, they shouldn’t feel her digging around,” Jillian says, ushering us to the door. “Tara should be safe, but if she’s not, she has you to protect her, right?”
“Of course. But what if the killer is one of the Protectors? I might not be able to help her. She could get seriously hurt.”
“Don’t worry, Kylie,” Carlos says, following us out the door. “I will be stationed near the entrance to the chapel, and I will be keeping watch during the entire service.”
“What about after,” Tara asks nervously. “You can’t be on the lookout all the time. You can’t be in my room when I sleep at night, and you can’t follow me around Daray because you have lessons to teach.”
“I trust Kylie to take care of you during the day. She’s very skilled at what she does. You’re in good hands.”
Tara nods, and looks at me. She trusts me to keep her safe, and I just hope I don’t disappoint her. It’s a little weird, getting the first real taste of being a person’s Protector, but I think I’m up to the challenge. My body feels apprehensive, and I wonder if this is what all Protectors feel all the time. If so, it’s amazing they get any sleep.
Knowing that I’m the only thing really standing between a murderer and Tara makes me a little nervous and, as we walk out to the chapel, I find myself giving everyone a once-over to make sure they’re not a threat. I appraise them all and my entire body tenses whenever someone walks too close to Tara for comfort.
When we take our seats in the chapel, Tara is beside me, and Morgan is on her other side. Chloe is next to me, and Austin and Andrea are next to her. Tara reaches over and takes my hand, squeezing it tightly, before setting to work. I can practically feel the concentration rolling off of her in waves. Her shoulders are squared, and her eyes are facing straight ahead, but I know she’s searching for stray thoughts about Tricia.
Ten minutes through the funeral service, Tara’s shoulders slump in defeat, and I know she hasn’t found anything. She’s probably scanned every mind in the chapel, and she’s come up empty-handed. I can tell by the set of her jaw and by how tightly she has her hands clenched that she’s not happy by what she’s found, or hasn’t found.
“Now, my fledglings, let us bow our heads and pray for our dearly departed sister and hope that she finds peace in the arms of our Goddess. Have faith that she will be reborn into this world and will once again find those she has left behind.”
We all bow our heads and silently pray to Selene. Before tonight I might have thought she didn’t hear our prayers, but after hearing her voice earlier, I’m sure she is. She’s not only listening, but she’s loving each and every one of us, even if we don’t know it.
Jillian lights a large, thick, blue candle, and stares up through the skylight at the moon, which is almost full. “Goddess, hear our prayers, and comfort your loving daughter that has rejoined you too soon. Make her feel as at home in your Eternal Gardens as she did here.”
We all say our thanks, and Jillian blows out the candle, signaling the end of Tricia’s life. By now, some of the other fledglings are starting to look very uncomfortable, and I think I know why.
They’re not going to miss her, and they feel bad about that. It feels wrong to pray for someone you didn’t like or care about. It feels like lying.
Tara taps my hand, and I immediately get up and follow her out of the chapel. We beat most of the other residents out, and we’re not caught up in the mass of teenagers. I lower my head, and she whispers, “Nothing. I didn’t get a damn thing from anyone. If Tricia’s killer was in there, they’re really good at keeping their mind clear.”
“Alright, we’ll have to tell Jillian that we don’t have any new information for her. She’ll be so disappointed.”
“I’m sorry!” Tara snaps. “I’m sorry I couldn’t do it, Kylie, but I tried my best dammit!”
I grab her arm and stop her, and she looks up at me with tear-filled eyes. “I wasn’t insinuating that you failed because you’re incompetent. Selene said that she couldn’t find this person. If it was going to be easy for us to do, she could have just done it herself and saved us some time. It’s going to take a while. Chill.”
She wipes her eyes, and sighs. “I know, but Tricia is already dead, and if we don’t find this guy, two more people are going to die by the next full moon. That’s two days from now, Kylie. I don’t want their blood on my hands,” she whispers, sniffling.
“Come on, let’s head back to your room and see if we can’t do a little brainstorming. It’ll come to us eventually; it’s just gonna take some time.”
“You’re right. Maybe Austin and the others can give us some helpful advice. You said Chloe was a closet nerd, right? That makes her smart. Maybe she could–”
“We can’t tell the others, Tara. I know you trust them, but you’ve only known them for about six weeks, and I’ve know them even less. We can’t just go around trusting everyone, or we’re gonna end up regretting it.”
“They’re our friends.”
“I know that, but better safe than sorry, right? Look, I’m not saying that Austin or the others had anything to do with it, but until we can rule them out with one hundred percent certainty, we can’t chance it. I’m sorry, Tara.”
She doesn’t say anything for a minute, and I don’t rush her. Finally, she nods. “You’re right; we can’t take any chances with this. I trust them, but we have to be sure. If we confide in the wrong person, we could be in real trouble.”
We walk up to the third floor of Daray, and a lot of the girls around us are quiet, subdued, and are getting ready for bed. I ignore some of the fearful looks, and keep my eyes trained on body language, not the faces. Every time someone bumps Tara, I resist the urge to shove them away and check them for concealed weapons.
Whoever killed Tricia has to know that Tara can read minds. It’s not like it’s a secret or anything. Someone could be targeting her right now, and I might not even know it. How can I protect her if I don’t know who I’m supposed to be protecting her from?
I tell Tara to lock her bedroom door, but I don’t feel good about leaving her. She has Andrea to help her if anything goes wrong, but I feel like it should be me there to keep her safe tonight, not her. Before she closes her door, I catch the look on her face.
She doesn’t want me to leave anymore than I want to go. Each step away from the door to Tara’s room feels more and more wrong. I can’t deny that something is pulling me back to her room, and it sucks that I can’t stay with her. I’ll just have to trust that she’ll be safe.
I’m right down the hall if she needs me. But she might not be able to make it that far if someone kicks in her door.
I groan in frustration, earning some confused glances from other girls in the hall. But I ignore them, and close my door behind me. Chloe’s already asleep in her bed, and I dress quietly in the dark to keep from waking her. I don’t expect to get any sleep tonight, and I’m right. Midnight comes and goes, as does two o’clock, and still my eyes refuse to stay shut for longer than a minute.
Shortly after that, my door slowly opens, and Tara sticks her head in. She’s wearing her hello kitty nightgown that’s almost ankle-length, and she looks so ridiculous that I have to smile. She grins back when she sees me awake, “I couldn’t sleep,” she whispers. “I don’t think Jillian would mind if I slept in here, do you?”
I shake my head and slide off the bed. “You can take the bed; I’ll sleep on the floor.”
“Kylie, I can’t–”
A pillow hits me in the face, and Chloe groans. “I don’t care what you two do, but please just shut up and close the door. You’re letting the obnoxious in.”
Tara giggles and closes the door behind her. She climbs into bed and looks down at me. “I’m sorry for stealing your bed. I doubt you’ll get much sleep on that hard floor.”
She’s wrong. By the time she’s settled in, my eyes are already closed and I can feel myself drifting off. Knowing that Tara’s safe in my room with me makes it a lot easier to relax, and I actually manage to fall asleep.
In the morning when I wake up, the shower is just turning off, and I notice Chloe is already out of bed. Tara’s still curled up like a little mouse on my bed, and she looks so at peace that I can’t wake her. When Chloe exits the bathroom, she sees me watching Tara and shakes her head.
“You take that Protector stuff too seriously. It’s not like she needs protecting yet.”
I want to tell her about Selene’s visit, but I made Tara promise not to involve Austin, Andrea, and Morgan, so the same rules apply to me. I keep my mouth shut, and start to dig through my dresser for clothes to wear. I try to be as quiet as possible, but Chloe doesn’t seem to care about that.
She plops down on her bed and looks at me. “You know, I’m surprised you two didn’t just share the bed. It’s not exactly a twin, you know? It could fit two people.”
I make a face at her and sit back down on my makeshift bed. My clothes are bunched up beside me, and I wait for the water in the shower to warm back up. That and I don’t want to leave Tara alone with Chloe first thing in the morning. They’ve been polite to one another, but it hasn’t gotten any better than that yet.
“I was just fine on the floor. And sharing a bed would have been really uncomfortable for both of us. We’re friends, not sisters.”
Chloe waggles her eyebrows at me. “I bet you wouldn’t have minded sleeping with her.”
I throw the pillow at her and she ducks, laughing. Our laughter wakes Tara, and she just looks between us with a confused look on her face. “You two really are friends, aren’t you?”
Chloe snorts. “What, you didn’t believe her? I know she’s almost impossible to like, but seriously, she’s not that bad.”
Tara smiles at my frown. “Oh, come on, Kylie. You’re not exactly the easiest person to like. You’re opinionated, passionate, and you’ve got a bit of a temper. Plus, you always have to do your best to prove people wrong about you. I love you, but a lot of people would find you hard to be friends with.”
I know she’s right, so I don’t argue. I do have a habit of pushing people away and making it hard to get close to. “That just means that the friends I do have are all awesome.”
Tara and Chloe talked for a little bit while I showered, but she was gone when I got out of the bathroom. Chloe told me she went back to her room to get dressed for the day, and that she’d meet me down at the dining hall. I get down there as fast as I can, and find Morgan sitting with Austin and Andrea. They all give me nods and smiles as I sit down, and Tara and Chloe join us a few minutes later.
Chloe sits beside me, which is probably the only place she feels comfortable, and we all start talking about the same thing as everyone else: Tricia’s death. It seems that many of the fledglings are still nervous, and I don’t blame them. A student is dead, and they don’t know for sure who did it. The killer could be one of their closest friends, and they’d never know it until it was too late.
Tara and I trade quick, discreet glances, but don’t say anything. I know she wants to include them in our search, but we still can’t afford to take any chances. This is too important to screw up; people’s lives depend on the two of us, and we can’t let them down.
I lean in close to her. “Maybe you should try scanning minds now, while everyone’s eating. We aren’t going to have many chances to get everyone together, and this is a good chunk of Daray Hall.”
She nods, and her eyes narrow a little bit in concentration. But other than that, she looks like she’s just focusing on her breakfast, or maybe thinking about a lesson she has later. While she’s doing her thing, I glance around at the others in the room, looking for any signs of unusual behavior, and come up empty-handed.
How were we supposed to find someone who’s guilty if they don’t actually look guilty? Tara’s gift could only do so much. She apparently can’t see anything they’re not already thinking. So she can’t dig around my head for thoughts I had a week ago, unless I’m thinking about them again right now. That definitely makes it harder. We’re probably going to have to narrow it down, and then try to get our suspect to think or talk about the murder.
Andrea taps on the table, taking me from my inner thoughts. Judging by the look on her face, she’s said my name more than once. “Did you hear me?”
“I’m sorry, I was thinking.”
“I said I’ll see you guys later. Austin and I have a run planned before our first lesson of the day.”
Tara nods absentmindedly and gets back to scanning the minds of the people in the dining hall. There aren’t many in here, and she can focus and get more from each person. If our killer is in the dining hall right now, Tara might be able to catch the odd thought or two and flush them out.
Andrea leaves, and I take a deep breath. I feel the need to work off some stress, and I can’t do that sitting here with Tara. I haven’t had a lesson in a few days, and it’s going to start showing. I’m going to be lazy, weak, and laughable when I finally get back to training, and I don’t want that.
The last thing the other Protectors in Training need is another reason to laugh at me.
Tara frowns, and her entire body relaxes. “Nothing?” I whisper, aware that Austin, Morgan, and Chloe are still nearby.
She shakes her head. “I swear none of these people have ever done anything wrong, let alone murder someone. I’m starting to think maybe it isn’t someone from Daray Hall, and we’re just barking up the wrong tree.”
“It has to be. Who else could have done it?” I ask, looking at the residents in the dining hall. “Nobody else would pray to a moon goddess. It has to be someone from here.”
She nods. “Right, I didn’t think about that. Have you heard anyone talking bad about Selene? Or maybe mentioning a different goddess?”
I snort. “Of course not. That would be too easy, wouldn’t it?”
She sighs. “I don’t think we’re gonna find them in time. We’ll most likely find them when they kill again, or when they complete the ritual.”
She’s right, but I don’t tell her that. She thinks this is a hopeless situation already, and I don’t want to discourage her further. If she can’t find this killer, nobody can, and she knows that. I put my hand on her shoulder and she squares them, getting ready to go another round with the residents’ minds.
After breakfast, Tara finally calls it quits, and accompanies me down to the gym for my first training lesson in days. I’m glad to see that Kaven isn’t the one waiting for me; instead it’s Carlos, and he gives me an almost imperceptible wink.
I glance at Tara and nod my head. She takes a seat against one of the walls, and she starts scanning the minds of the Protectors in the gym. I worry about not being close to her, but Carlos waves my concerns away.
“You and I are both here, Kylie. She will be safe so long as she is in this gym, I promise.”
Chapter Nineteen
After the lesson, Tara and I head to lunch. About halfway through the meal, a younger girl, whose name is Sarah, bursts into the cafeteria, panting and weeping. She’s trying to catch her breath, and we all just stare at her. The front of her shirt is splattered with blood, and I know before she speaks what she’s going to say.
Slowly, she straightens, and screams. “Ashley Gamble is dead!”
The uproar is instantaneous. Girls start screaming along with her, and some of the boys are scooting closer to their girlfriends, hoping to comfort and keep them safe. Everyone looks panicked and afraid though, and I don’t blame them. One of their friends and fellow resident is going around killing people, and nobody has any way to know who’s next and who’s safe.
“Check her mind,” I whisper.
Tara nods. “I’m already on it.”
Jillian and Carlos rush into the dining hall, and I’m sure Jillian’s face pales when she sees Sarah’s bloody clothing. She looks directly at me, and I can feel Tara shaking her head.
Sarah’s innocent.
Jillian hugs Sarah tightly and addresses the others in the room. “Fledglings, starting right now, I’m declaring a mandatory lockdown. You are to return to your rooms and stay there until further notice.”
Everyone jumps from their seats and races for the door. Carlos pulls Jillian and Sarah to the side to avoid getting trampled. When he releases her, she smiles warmly at him, and I get a painful feeling in my stomach. Suddenly, I’m not thinking about killers or victims; I’m thinking of Kaven, wishing that he and I could look at each other that way, with unabashed love and adoration.
Tara nudges me. “Come on, let’s go.”
We get up and walk over to where Jillian and Carlos are still consoling a sobbing Sarah. She sees us coming, gives a startled gasp, and hurls herself out the door without so much as another glance at Jillian or Carlos. They stare after her, obviously concerned.
“Don’t worry about her; she probably just thinks I’m going to murder her here in front of you guys.”
Jillian sighs. “You still don’t have anything?”
I shake my head. “Tara searched the minds of everyone that went to the funeral service. She tried again at breakfast, too. Sarah’s innocent though, so at least we narrowed it down a little,” I say bitterly. “Only two hundred more people to go.”
Tara elbows me. “Don’t give up yet. We’ll find him, alright?”
I look at Carlos. “What happened to Ashley Gamble?”
He rubs his face tiredly. “We think she was alone in the library when the killer surprised her. She didn’t even put up a fight, so we think she felt safe enough with the killer to trust them and turn her back. Then the killer reached around and slit her throat with an extremely sharp knife, and cut her chest open, probably aiming for her heart.”
It’s so the soul can be released as payment.
“Ashley Gamble was one of Tricia’s friends, wasn’t she?”
Jillian nods. “Yes, she was.”
“Girls, I think the two of you should head back to your rooms now. The Protectors will begin taking shifts patrolling the halls from now until this killer is caught. Kylie, I know you don’t want to leave Tara, but we may need you. I want you to get some rest now, and I’ll have someone wake you for watch later,” Carlos says.
I nod. “Alright, I’ll do the watch, if Tara can sleep in my room and I can patrol the third floor. I don’t trust anyone else to protect her the way I will.”
Carlos studies me for a minute, and I worry that he’s looking for a reason to refuse my demand. The minute passes, and he nods curtly. “Of course. You are Tara’s unofficial Protector; it makes sense that you would be concerned for her wellbeing, especially considering she is the only one capable of finding the killer.”
I nod, and follow Tara from the dining hall. One last look into the room shows Carlos taking Jillian into his arms and holding her protectively. Strangely, the idea of him being her Protector never crossed my mind.
“Not only those specially gifted by Selene take Protectors. Others have been known to as well. It only makes sense that Carlos would be willing to die to protect the woman he loves.”
“Tara–”
“I wasn’t eavesdropping on your thoughts, honest. I just accidentally caught one. It’s weird; I never get stray thoughts from the others. Maybe because we’re so close that I’m more accustomed to you and how you think…”
She prattles on, but I ignore her. The only things she’d get from Morgan are thoughts about heavy metal music and witchcraft. Austin probably thinks about food and how to control his bloodlust. Chloe’s thoughts are probably about the latest book she read. I wonder what Andrea’s thoughts are like. She’s the only one I don’t know well enough to speculate on…
That bugs me for some reason, but I can’t place it. When I curl up on the floor with one of Chloe’s many pillows and a thin blanket, I’m worrying that I’m missing something. Some important piece of the puzzle. My last thoughts as I drift off are about Tara’s gift.
My sleep is nightmare free, but it is not dreamless. Before my usual dreams can start, a shadow outline begins to appear and, for a minute, I worry that whoever it is means me or Tara harm. But then I realize how stupid it is to think that someone can hurt you through your dreams.
The figure finally comes into focus, and I’m left staring at the most beautiful young woman I’ve ever seen. Even Jillian isn’t as beautiful, and she looks like an actual angel come to Earth.
This mysterious beautiful woman is a couple of inches shorter than me, with luminescent blue eyes that seem to glow. Her hair is so long and dark that it billows around her beautiful heart-shaped face like a halo of shadows, and she stands straight and proud, almost like an ancient princess.
She smiles at me, and I feel myself relaxing in her presence. “Hello, my sister.”
Sister?
“You don’t recognize me? We share the same wise, powerful, loving mother. She has chosen you to act as a vessel on her behalf, and I am destined to help you along your chosen path.”
Selene has a daughter. What’s her name though?
She giggles, sounding oddly childish, instead of like a daughter of the gods. “My name is Pandia, my dearest Kylie, and I am here to help you. My mother told you to look to your dreams if you were ever in need of a friend, and here I am, with words of advice for you.”
“What words of advice?” I ask, worried that I should be bowing or something.
Pandia takes my right hand, turns it over, and gently kisses the underside of my wrist. It begins to burn, and a faint silver light shines out from under my skin. I yank my hand away from her grasp and hold it close, waiting for my flesh to start bubbling or peeling off.
As soon as it started, the burning stops, and the silver light disappears. In its place is a small silver crescent-shaped moon the size of an acorn. The sight of the silvery moon comforts me, and I feel instantly at ease.
It glows and pulses a few times, before fading abruptly, leaving me disturbed. “What the hell was that?”
Pandia smiles. “That, Kylie, is a gift from the gods. As a Protector, it should come in handy. If ever you or Tara are in danger, that silver crescent moon will appear, warning you. Use this gift well, and remember to always trust your instincts. They’ll never lead you wrong in the end.”
She fades from sight, leaving me alone in my own dreams with a wrist that still burns slightly.
Someone shakes my shoulder, and I groan and shove them away. They sigh, and I recognize it as the sound Tara makes when she’s exasperated and ready to give up. “Kylie!”
I open my eyes and find Tara watching me in the near total darkness of our room. One look at the alarm clock on Chloe’s bedside dresser tells me that it’s a little after ten o’clock at night and it’s probably time for me to get ready for my hallway patrol duties.
“I’m up, I’m up.”
“Good, because Carlos just stopped by. He says that it’s time for you to wander the halls looking for any sign of the killer. He says that you’ll be patrolling with Kaven, since he’s the only other Protector he trusts not to try and hurt you while you’re alone together.”
What!? Carlos wants me to patrol with Kaven?
“He can’t!”
She shushes me. “Chloe’s still sleeping. Listen, he says that with what the other Protectors have done and said to you, he doesn’t want to leave you alone with them. Kaven’s the only one he trusts not to hurt you. Now go.”
I sigh, and fumble around in the dark for my sneakers. When I’m ready, I make sure to close the door as quietly as possible behind me, and almost smack into Kaven. He’s standing directly behind me, and he steadies me with his strong, warm hands.
I step away from him automatically, and for a second he looks hurt. Then he crosses his arms over his chest, and his face turns into the arrogant cocky one that he wears around his friends. I’ve only seen it a few times, and I hate it with a burning passion. It doesn’t seem fair that someone can be two such drastically different people: sweet, honest and funny VS arrogant, rude, and indifferent.
And I fell for both of them.
He looks me over, careful to keep his face perfectly blank. “Well, let’s get started. These halls aren’t going to watch themselves.”
“What are we supposed to do? It’s just one hallway. I can see the end of it from here, and we’re the only two people standing around. It’s not like someone’s gonna be able to sneak past us.”
“Morgan could. She could go anywhere she wanted without being seen, right?”
I look at him, surprised. I haven’t even thought of that. Morgan can make herself invisible. She could sneak into the library and back out without being seen. But she’s not a killer…
“Morgan’s not a killer, Kaven. She’s a good, caring, and honest person that’s just a little bit misunderstood.”
“I know what that feels like,” he mutters, looking at the doors as we walk by.
I ignore him, and focus on the empty hallway. I’m not sure what we’re supposed to be doing since there isn’t anyone on this floor of the mansion, and it sounds like everyone is in their rooms asleep, waiting for this nightmare to be over.
I want to be back in my room, taking care of Tara, but I need to do this. I need to help keep others safe, even if what I’m doing right now feels like nothing. Even if what I’m doing right now makes my heart hurt.
Kaven’s busy trying not to look at me, and when we get a few doors away from mine, I notice my wrist is tingling. I remember Pandia’s warning, and try to discreetly glance at the underside of my right wrist without attracting Kaven’s attention.
A few more steps down the hall and the tingling quickly turns to burning. How long was it tingling before I noticed it? I glance down at my wrist again, and notice the silver crescent that’s silver and startlingly bright against my pale skin.
If ever you or Tara are in danger, that silver crescent moon will appear, warning you…
Did Pandia know that I would need this extra special warning gift? If only the gift came with a name. What is it I’m supposed to be in danger from? I look sideway at Kaven, who’s still avoiding looking at me, and frown. Is this warning telling me that I’m in danger from him?
Or is Tara back in danger in my room? Chloe isn’t dangerous, I know that, but could someone have snuck into my room and surprised them? It wasn’t possible, because they would have had to get around the two of us.
So that means that I’m the one in danger, not Tara. I look at Kaven again, and he frowns. “Why do you keep looking at me like that? I’m not gonna hurt you.”
I look away, and focus on my surroundings. We’ve just passed Tara’s bedroom door, and for just a second, I consider ducking inside and running from Kaven. But something stops me, and I know what it is. It’s a gut feeling I have…my instincts are telling me that Kaven’s not a threat.
Even though I want to run away, I have to trust that Pandia knows what she was talking about. I’m supposed to follow my instincts and trust my gut, because they’ll never lead me wrong. But if Kaven’s not the threat and Tara’s not in danger, what’s the warning about?
The door opens, and Andrea pokes her head out. “I thought I heard voices out here. What are you two doing? Sneaking off for some alone time?”
Kaven stiffens, and his eyes narrow at her. “It’s none of your business what we’re doing.”
I elbow him, and turn to Andrea. “Are you alone in there?” I ask, trying to peek around her shoulder. It can’t be a coincidence that this is the room where the burning started. If someone’s in there with her…
“You should know I am, since my roommate’s staying in your room for the second night in a row. How come Tara gets to sleep in a friend’s room, but nobody else is allowed to?”
I shrug. “I guess Jillian just likes us better than everyone else.” Andrea narrows her eyes at me, and I grin. “Come on, Andrea, I’m just teasing. I don’t know why she let us sleep together.”
Andrea smiles, but it’s far from nice. “Is that what you two are doing? Sleeping together?”
“You know I didn’t mean it like that.”
Her attitude is really starting to bother me. “Really?” She asks. “You’ll have sex with a random boy like Kaven. What’s to keep me from thinking that you’re also sleeping with Tara? I mean, you two do have a weirdly intimate relationship, don’t you?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say, though I’m sure I do. “Tara and I are just friends.”
She snorts. “Have you two ever seen the way you act around one another? She leans into you, and you’re always right there to hold her. When she feels upset, you’re the one putting a comforting hand on her, and she’s always eager to hug you so tight. You can’t tell me that you honestly don’t see it.”
I think about what she’s saying, and part of me realizes that she’s right. Tara and I do have a strange relationship that’s not like normal ones. We’re too touchy and comforting with one another to be just friends. Does Tara see it too?
Andrea smiles again. “Oh, so you do see it? Maybe you two should sit down and have a nice long heart-to-heart conversation. You might just find that you were made for each other.”
“Tara doesn’t have feelings for me.”
She laughs. “But you have feelings for her, don’t you? God, it’s so obvious. I mean, why else would you agree to be her Protector? This way, you get her all to yourself, don’t you?”
“I’m not her Protector so I can have sex with her. I’m her Protector because she’s my best friend and I don’t trust anyone else to be willing to die for her!”
Andrea frowns. “You honestly expect me to believe that you’d be willing to sacrifice yourself?”
“I would do anything for her.”
“That’s kind of pathetic. You’re so obviously in love with her, and you’re willing to give your life for hers, and I bet she wouldn’t even consider doing the same thing, would she?”
“She’s important; she doesn’t have to.”
Andrea laughs. “That’s kind of a lame answer. If she was truly your best friend, she would be willing to do the same for you. No ifs, ands, or buts about it. She obviously doesn’t care about you as much as you do her.”
“Why are you trying to get me to doubt Tara?” I ask, stepping closer. “You don’t have a problem with our friendship, do you? Are you jealous that I showed up here and kept you two from becoming besties? I mean, I don’t see you hanging around with anyone other than Austin and Tara, so you can’t have too many friends, right?”
She glares at me. “It’s not my fault I don’t have friends, its Tricia’s!” she hisses. “My first day here she cornered me in the library and humiliated me in front of all her stupid friends. The next day everyone made fun of me because Tricia and her friends did. I became a laughing stock.”
“Andrea, I’m sorry–”
“I don’t want your sympathy. It’s not like I have to worry about being teased anymore.”
She slams the door in my face, leaving Kaven and I standing there in shock.
Chapter Twenty
We finish our hallway patrol in near silence. Kaven’s too busy pretending to ignore me, and I’m too busy thinking about Andrea. The look on her face before she slammed the door was horrible. She looked so happy at the thought of Tricia not being here anymore, and that really unnerves me.
Something is not right with Andrea. Is Travis having a bad effect on her?
That makes me wonder about the burning feeling on my wrist. Was it trying to warn me about Andrea? She’s moody and a little hostile sometimes, but I don’t see her as a threat to anyone. She’s a little on the heavy side, but it’s not from training; I don’t see her being able to overpower Tricia or Ashley.
Travis could do it.
Am I being warned about Andrea’s involvement with Travis? He could be really dangerous. If she’s still seeing him, she could be his next victim, and she might end up in the gym with her throat slit and her heart cut out, just like the others. And even though she’s not exactly friendly toward me, I don’t want to see that happen to her.
When I slip back into my room, Chloe and Tara are both still asleep. That doesn’t surprise me, since it’s only three in the morning. It’s surprising how exhausting walking up and down a hallway is, but it really takes a lot out of you. Or maybe it’s just all the thinking I’ve been doing about everything.
Tara. The killer. Kaven. Being a Protector. My life. Nothing seems to make sense right now. The only thing I know for certain is that Selene thinks I’m meant to be a Protector, but nobody else seems to agree with her, and I can’t think of a way to change their minds.
I rearrange my blankets and pillow on the floor, and lean my head back. I’m kind of tired, but I know that with all of my thoughts swirling around my mind, sleep is going to be impossible. I’ll most likely spend the rest of the morning awake, worrying about what’s to come in the future hours.
Nobody but me, Tara, Jillian, and the other mentors know that sometime today the final murder is going to take place.
I wake up later, and the first thing I notice is that Tara’s already gone, and Chloe’s in the bathroom. She comes out, towel-drying her hair, and she smiles at me. “One of your friends came to collect Tara for breakfast. They’re gonna meet you down there.”
I stretch and yawn. “Huh. You know, I didn’t think I’d get anymore sleep after my patrol ended. I guess I was wrong. What time is it?”
“A little after eight. I was just about to wake you, but I thought I’d give you a little longer.”
I frown. “Are you going running?”
Chloe’s dressed differently than normal. Today she’s wearing track shorts, sneakers, and a tank top instead of her designer jeans and fancy tops. Her hair is even up in a sloppy ponytail. She nods once. “Yeah, why?”
“Chloe, are you crazy? There’s a killer on the loose and he’s looking for his final victim!”
“Would you relax, Kylie? I’m going with Andrea, and Morgan. A group of three will be safe enough. Besides, our run takes us right by the Protector’s barracks. You know where that is, right?” she asks with a smirk.
I narrow my eyes at her, but I’m glad she didn’t catch my mistake.
I’m almost at the door when she stops me. “Kylie? What did you mean by final victim? I mean, he could be looking for more than just three people to kill. Or do you know something I don’t?”
Dammit.
I take a deep breath. “Don’t worry about it.”
“Kylie? I’m your friend; you can trust me. You know that, right?”
I face her. “I shouldn’t say anything, but to be honest, I’m not sure what else to do at this point.”
“So confide in me. Confide in someone other than Tara for once.”
I close the bedroom door behind us, and lean in closer to her so that nobody in the halls will hear. “Alright, but as crazy as this sounds, I promise you every word of it is the truth.”
“Ok.”
“The person performing these ritualistic kills is listening to another goddess. He or she has stopped praying to Selene, and this person has to kill one more person by tonight, and then give their own blood, and that goddess will be able to cross over into our world and pretty much destroy everything.
“And the reason that Tara and I know this is because Selene visited us and told us that Tara has the perfect gift for this situation, for finding the killer. Then her daughter, Pandia, visited me in my dreams, and gave me a special gift.”
“What kind of special gift?”
“She kissed the inside of my right wrist, and now a silver crescent moon appears on my wrist to warn me of any nearby danger. It also tells me if Tara’s in danger. But it doesn’t tell me what the danger is, though I think I might have a clue.”
“Wait, you’ve already seen this mark?”
“Yeah, this morning during my patrol with Kaven. Andrea stopped to talk to us, and it started to burn. Tara read Travis’ mind in the gym that day, and found out that they’re sleeping together. So I’m thinking that Travis is having a bad effect on her or something. She might be a danger because of who she’s been associating with.”
Chloe nods. “I guess that makes sense. But are you sure they’re sleeping together?”
“Yeah. Tara got it from Travis’ mind.”
“How come she didn’t get it out of Andrea’s mind? You’d think her mind would be a lot nicer than Travis’.”
We reach the dining hall, and our conversation is cut short, but it leaves me thinking. Why couldn’t Tara get that information from Andrea’s mind?
Then it hits me. I remember the first time Tara ever mentioned Andrea to me. She told me that she wasn’t able to read her mind, and she wasn’t sure why.
Because she’s listening to another goddess!
I force myself to calmly sit down at our table, and I glance at Tara. She gives me a smile, but it falters slightly when she sees the look on my face. I touch her hand under the table, and hope she knows what I want her to do.
Andrea’s involved, Tara. She’s the only person here whose mind can’t be read!
She squeezes my hand tightly; she just realized the same thing I have. Andrea is definitely involved, even if she isn’t the killer. We have to watch both Andrea and Travis. If we catch them in the act, we can save someone’s life.
She nods slightly, and we go back to eating our breakfast. I keep my eyes on Andrea as discreetly as possible, and come away confused. She looks so calm and serene that for a minute I doubt she has anything to do with these murders.
Appearances can be deceiving, though.
After breakfast is done, I hold both Tara and Chloe back. When Tara gives me a questioning look, I have to tell her about my little slip. She’s not angry; she’s actually happy that we have someone else to brainstorm with. And when I tell her about my conversation with Andrea earlier this morning, she comes to the same conclusion I have.
“I can’t believe I didn’t realize sooner that Andrea has something to do with this. I mean, I was the one who told you that her mind couldn’t be read. How could I have forgotten that?”
“Don’t worry about it; I didn’t remember either.”
“So, what do we do now?” Chloe asks. “Are we gonna follow her around and try to catch her and Travis doing something bad?”
I think to myself for a minute. “Tara, you and Andrea have a lesson together later, so you two are gonna follow Andrea, and I’ll follow Travis.”
“You can’t do it alone!” Tara objects. “He’s a Protector.”
“And so am I,” I say, looking at her. “Tara, Selene believes in me, you should to. I’m gonna be fine. Besides, Carlos will be in the gym with us. Everything will be alright, I promise.”
The gym is full of Protectors and those still in training, and I glance at Travis as I walk by. He’s busy working a punching bag, and he barely registers me as I pass by. He just glares and goes back to his workout.
Kaven doesn’t smile when he sees me. He gives me a curt nod, and motions to the mats. I drop and start my crunches without a word. This silence between us feels forced and unnatural; he wants to talk to me, he just doesn’t want to get yelled at or slapped again.
Finally, he speaks. “Kylie, I’m sorry, about everything that happened. You have to believe that I never meant for you to get treated this way. It was just supposed to be between me and Markus. I get that that doesn’t make it right, but I wanted you to know.”
“How many girls have you used like Tricia? How many girls did you keep around just for sex?”
He narrows his eyes at me. “None.”
“Bullshit. Everyone knew you two were hooking up. It meant more to Tricia than you though, didn’t it?”
He looks away, but I can tell by the angry set of his jaw and his clenched hands that I’ve pissed him off. Good, I think.
“It didn’t start out that way. Tricia was the most popular, gorgeous girl here, and she had the hots for me. I figured she’d be good girlfriend material, and I was wrong. She was rude, clingy, and violent whenever I spoke to another girl. I couldn’t put up with it.”
“So you refused to date her, but you were still having sex with her? What the hell is the matter with you, Kaven? Using somebody purely for sex is about the worst thing a guy can do to a girl.”
He snorts. “I thought the worst thing a guy could do to a girl was dragging her into a locker room to beat her and cut her hair. But you’re right. Compared to that, being used for sex is much worse.”
I swing my foot around, yanking Kaven’s feet out from under him. He crashes down to the mat and I straddle his waist, pinning his arms by his side. “What the hell is your problem?” I practically scream at him.
He rolls over, throwing me from his waist. I hit the ground hard, and he pins my arms above my head. “What’s my problem? I’m not the one that just attacked my training partner.”
I bring my knee up into his groin, and his eyes roll back and he groans. His grip on my arms loosens, and I shove him off, getting shakily to my feet. There are people in the gym watching us, but I don’t care, and I don’t think Kaven does either.
He gets to his feet slowly. “That was a cheap shot.”
“Any Protector knows to use her opponent’s weaknesses against him. It’s a shame you can’t do the same to me.”
He snorts. “What? You think you don’t have any weaknesses?”
“None that you can exploit!”
He moves so fast he’s practically a blur, and I finally remember that he’s twenty and a full-fledged vampire and Protector. One second I’m standing, and the next I’m being pinned against the wall, and Kaven’s glaring down at me. He looks so grown and mature that for a second I worry he might actually be able to hurt me.
But that’s not what he has in mind.
His eyes soften, and he relaxes his grip on my wrists, which are pinned to the wall above my head. “I know exactly what your weakness is.”
His head swoops in, and he presses his mouth to mine. For a second, I forget to breathe as Kaven’s hands move from my wrists to my waist, and he pulls me tightly against his chest. He’s very forceful, but not violent.
This kiss is much different than our other ones. Those were sweet, hesitant and passionate; this is angry and desperate. He pulls me even tighter, and I shove against his chest, but he either doesn’t notice or just doesn’t care.
He tries to force my lips to move with his, and I finally give in. When he pulls away, he frowns. “You do have a weakness, and it’s me,” he says, holding me close. “And that’s a problem. Protectors aren’t supposed to fall in love with those they protect, or with their comrades.”
“I bet that hasn’t been a huge problem before, seeing as I’m the first female Protector.”
He sighs. “I can think of a couple of cases where two male Protectors fell in love with each other. It never ends well, Kylie.”
I pull away from him. “I can see how it would be a problem. Those we protect are supposed to come first, always. And if I were to worry more about you than Tara, she could be hurt, or worse.”
He brushes a short strand of hair away from my face. “Kylie, I really didn’t mean to hurt you, and I didn’t want you to think I was using you. Because I wasn’t. The night of the dance, everything changed for me. It was supposed to just be a bet with Markus, but it didn’t end that way. I promise.”
I want to believe him, especially after that wonderful kiss, but I’m not sure I can. I know that he was having casual meaningless sex with Tricia, and I’m not that kind of person. Plus, I don’t want him to think that one kiss will make me forgive anything he’s done in the past, or will do in the future.
So I pull away from him.
He frowns, but doesn’t move to stop me. “I’m sorry, Kaven. There are a shit ton of things going on right now, and I just need time to think, about all of it. If you really meant what you just told me, you’ll understand that.”
He nods. “I do.”
I believe him. Kaven’s not an awful person; he just made a mistake. And even though he was really stupid about it, he was trying to help me. I can’t deny that. I just need some more time to forgive him, and right now probably isn’t the best time to be worrying about boys.
My wrist begins to itch, and I rub it, and turn to face him. “Everyone is looking at us,” I say, hoping that my cheeks aren’t as red as I think they are. The last thing I need is for people to start assuming that I get where I will by sleeping with people in charge.
He shrugs. “Let them. Besides, look at the bright side. Now everyone knows you’re not a “dyke”, right?” I smack his arm, and he laughs. “Well, if they see you with me, obviously they should think you’re not gay.”
My wrist begins to burn, and I glance down at it. The silver crescent moon is there, glaringly obvious even in the bright gymnasium lights, and I can’t believe I didn’t notice it sooner. Unfortunately, Kaven sees the mark as well, and he frowns. “Kylie, what is that?”
Ignoring him, I quickly look around the gym, and see people punching away at their training equipment. Nobody looks particularly dangerous, but I do notice that Travis is gone. That means he isn’t a threat to me. So what is the warning about?
Tara. It’s gotta be about Tara!
I turn and race for the entrance to the gym, not caring that everyone is watching me like I’m a lunatic. I don’t stop to listen to any remarks from people in the halls, and I don’t stop when Austin shouts my name.
I make my way through the hallways full of people, up to the third floor, and finally to Tara’s room. She’s supposed to be there waiting for me after fallowing Andrea, but somehow I already know that’s not the case.
When I throw open her bedroom door, nobody is there but Andrea. She’s lying on her bed, reading a book, but I can tell from her messed up hair and dirty clothes that she just got back from somewhere outside. She looks around her book at me and smirks. “Missing something?”
I narrow my eyes at her. “Where is she?”
Her eyes widen in mock surprise. “What are you talking about?” she asks.
“Don’t play games with me!” I snap, slamming the door closed behind me. I step closer, and she shuts the book and sets it aside on her bedside table. “Where is she?”
“If you were half the Protector you think you are you’d already know, because you would have been by her side when I took her. But my guess is you were too busy flirting with Kaven, weren’t you? Is that what’s really important to you?”
“Nothing’s more important than Tara.”
She snorts in disbelief.
“If you don’t tell me where she is, Carlos will make you. I guarantee it.”
“I guarantee she’ll die if you tell anyone!”
I grab her shirt and haul her to her feet, slamming her against the wall. “If you hurt Tara, I will kill you.”
She laughs. “I don’t think you will. You don’t have what it takes to kill someone. You’re weak, and definitely not what the first female Protector should be. But I guess that just shows how pathetic your goddess is for having chosen you!”
“My goddess is not pathetic! She’s powerful, loving, and honest. She has faith in me, just like Tara does. Just like I do, and–”
“Get out of my room. If you don’t leave me alone, I’ll make sure you never see Tara again. How would you like that?”
I glare at her, and release my hold on the front of her shirt. I want to push her for more information, because I don’t know where she’s holding Tara, or if she’s even still alive, but I can’t risk Andrea taking her anger out on her. So I back away from Andrea, and open her bedroom door.
“Oh, and Kylie? Don’t do anything stupid.”
Chapter Twenty-One
Ten minutes after my confrontation with Andrea, I’m pacing back and forth in my room, thinking about what to do. Andrea’s more involved in this than we thought. She’s the one calling the shots! Travis might not even have anything to do with this. I’ve made a terrible mistake…
I can’t go to Jillian or Carlos, or something bad will happen to Tara. I can confront Andrea again, but that might just provoke her into doing something rash that will get Tara hurt, or even worse. No, I have to be patient for now, and hope that a solution will present itself. Unfortunately, patience is not something I’ve ever been particularly great at, especially when Tara is involved. The thought of standing around, waiting for something to happen, causes my blood to boil and my heart to race.
Oh, and Kylie? Don’t do anything stupid…
Thinking of her final words to me just pisses me off even more, and I feel like returning to her room, kicking down the door, and hauling her through the halls right to Jillian’s room. But I can’t do that, because where does that leave Tara? Screwed, that’s where.
I whirl, and slam my hands down on my dresser. I groan, and sit down on the edge of my bed. There’s nothing I can really do, except pretend that everything is alright. How do I pretend that my best friend isn’t possibly tied up somewhere so that she can be the final sacrifice?
I still don’t know where Andrea’s final sacrifice is going to take place, and it’s not like I can just go up to her and ask. I can’t ask Jillian or Carlos either. But who else would know where Andrea likes to spend her alone time?
Austin is my first thought, but right now I can’t tell whether or not to trust him. If he knows what his sister is doing and doesn’t care, that makes him just as guilty. If he knows what his sister is doing and is helping, I’m screwed if I go to him.
Maybe Chloe or Morgan could get him to reveal something about Andrea without it sounding really suspicious.
The door opens, and Chloe sticks her head in. She looks tired and upset, and she’s holding a bag of ice up to the back of her head. “Kylie, I am so sorry. Tara and I got separated, someone hit me with something, and then everything went dark. When I woke up, I was alone, and I figured Tara was gone. She is, isn’t she?”
I nod. “I confronted Andrea in her room, and she told me that if I didn’t get out of her room I’d never see Tara again. What do I do, Chloe? I can’t go to Jillian, I can’t go to Carlos, I can’t go to anyone or she could die!”
“You can come to me. What do you know for sure?”
“Andrea’s keeping Tara somewhere, and I have no idea where that place might be. I know it can’t be on Daray grounds, but that doesn’t really help much. There a million other places she could be. And it’s not like I can ask her, right? I thought Austin might know where Andrea likes to go, but I can’t think of a way to ask him without sounding suspicious of something.”
“I have an idea. What if we head down to lunch early, like nothing’s wrong, and just ask Austin? We’ll tell him that we’re planning a surprise party for her. Their birthday is in like a week, right? We’ll ask if there’s any place in particular she’s fond of. It could work.”
I shake my head. “How do we explain to him that we’re planning a surprise party for her and not him? He’d think that was strange, and he might mention it to her. I can’t risk it.”
“Alright, how about we corner Travis and try to force it out of him.”
“I’m not even sure if he has anything to do with this anymore. From what I gathered during my talk with Andrea, she’s the one calling the shots. I think Travis might have just been a diversion. Or maybe hired muscle. He won’t know anything.”
“Alright, we’ll just have to watch Andrea and hope she leads us right to Tara.”
I have an idea, but it might be stupid. “What about Kaven? He’s been here for a few years. He’ll know if there are any places nearby that she could take Tara. It has to be close.”
“Why?”
“Well, I felt when Tara got taken. My gift from Pandia warned me, and I ran up here as fast as I could. She was already in her room, looking dirty and disheveled.”
“Alright, so we’re looking for a place really close and really dirty.”
“I just don’t see how it’s possible she could get Tara there and back before I got to their room. Travis might be involved after all. He could have taken her somewhere while Andrea got up here. He was gone from the second part of our lesson.”
“Do you think Kaven can be trusted? I mean, he did try to use you before. He might not be as innocent as you think,” Chloe warns.
I nod. “I trust him. He and I just had a heart-to-heart in the middle of the gym. If he can help, I have to try it. Besides, I can make it look like I’m just visiting for a quickie or something. Nobody will find that odd, considering what they already say about me.” Chloe gives me a look, and I shrug. “I can’t help what people of me, and right now I really don’t care. So I might as well use their thoughts to my advantage. Help me look like I’m getting ready for a quickie.”
She sighs, but helps me dig through her things for something to wear. Chloe hands me a really short jean skirt, and a thin, white camisole. Then she hands me a black sheer shirt to wear over it, and tells me to leave the top three buttons undone. When I’m done dressing, I take one look at myself in the mirror, and I want to hide under my covers.
But I can’t. As strange as it sounds, dressing and acting like a whore in the next few minutes is going to help Tara. This might be my only chance to get someone else on my side. Someone that might know where Tara’s being held.
Chloe whishes me luck, and I step out into the hallway, trying to ignore the stares from the girls around me. Some of them step aside with disgusted looks on their faces, and I listen to the whispers around me.
“I’ll bet she’s going to Kaven’s room.”
“I heard they made-up in the gym, right there in front of everyone.”
“I thought she was better than that.”
For added measure, I make sure to have a sly and hopefully seductive smirk on my face. I try to remember how Chloe used to walk, and add a little extra swing to my hips as I make my way down to the main floor and out to the Protector’s barracks. Guys turn and whistle as I walk past, and I try not to feel self-conscious standing in front of Kaven’s door.
When he finally answers the door, he takes one look at me, and frowns. “I thought you said you needed time to figure things out.”
“I do. I just want you to help me figure them out.”
Someone whistles, and I shove Kaven inside his room, and kick the door closed behind me. Kaven frowns again, and puts up his hands. “Kylie, I’m flattered, really, but–”
“Kaven, I desperately need your help.”
That stops him, and he stares at me, surprised. “What’s going on?”
“Travis disappeared during the training lesson, and I think he helped Andrea McLean abduct my friend Tara.”
“Kylie–”
“Kaven, Andrea’s the killer! I just confronted her about it in her room. She admitted to it, and she told me that if I do anything stupid she’ll make sure I never see Tara again. She told me not to go to Jillian or Carlos, so I didn’t. I’m making an unscheduled booty call.”
“Genius.”
I shrug. “I thought so. Now, I have a few questions, and I need you to answer them as well as you can. Alright?”
He nods. “I’ll do anything I can to help.”
“Is there any place near Daray that Andrea might have taken Tara? It would have to be secluded, and not very well-traveled. Someplace nobody is likely to stumble upon.”
He thinks to himself for a minute, and I feel like grabbing him by the shoulders and shaking him. But I clench my hands and force myself to remain still and silent.
“Well, there’s an old home about a block from here. It was seized by the city years ago for being unsafe to live in. They’ve been trying to tear it down for years, but they never have the spare time or funds. It’s pretty secluded.”
“Anyplace else?”
“Um, there’s an empty lot on the other side of the park, a graveyard, an abandoned warehouse, a–”
“Wait, did you say a graveyard?” I ask excitedly. “A graveyard would be perfect for a sacrificial murder. Dark, private, secluded, and perfect for…disposing a body.”
He runs his hand nervously through his hair. “That seems like a logical choice, but what are you going to do? Wait until dark and sneak out, hoping to catch Andrea in the act? Kylie, I’m sorry, but none of this makes sense to me.”
“I know, and I’m sorry, but I don’t have time to tell you everything.”
He smirks. “Actually, I’m very good at what we’re supposed to be doing right now. You’ve got time.”
I smack his chest, and step away from him. “Kaven, this is too serious to joke around! Andrea is going to sacrifice Tara tonight and unleash a shit storm. I have to stop her.”
“Alright, sorry. Maybe you should start at the very beginning, and fill me in on everything.”
I don’t want to take the time, but I have to. The more he knows the better. He might be able to help me come up with a plan of attack.
Thirty minutes later, I’m leaving Kaven’s room amidst catcalls and whistles. I give them a seductive look, and try not to feel creepy about doing it. Kaven was actually a huge help, and I now have a plan and a place to start looking. Now I just need to sit around, watching Andrea, waiting for her to make the first move. After that, I can finally act.
I just hope it isn’t too late…
I make my way back up to my room, and find Chloe waiting impatiently on her bed. She jumps up when she sees me. “What the hell took you so long? I was worried sick about you!”
“Calm down, would you? I have to fill Kaven in on everything. I’m glad I went to him, Chloe. He helped me come up with a plan and a place. All that’s left to do now is wait until nightfall, when Andrea sneaks out to complete the ritual.”
“Alright, so what is the plan?”
“Andrea is going to sneak off Daray grounds sometime in the next few hours to finish off her ritual. You and I are going to be in the chapel, waiting for her to leave. When she does, you’re going to run and find Jillian and Carlos, and lead them to the graveyard. I’m going ahead to try and stop Andrea from completing the ritual.”
“Why do you have to go alone?”
“Because there’s nobody else that we can trust with Tara’s life. You’ll bring help; it’ll be alright, Chloe. Everything will work out for the best, I promise.”
She frowns. “I don’t know if I like this, Kylie. What if something happens? What if you get seriously hurt? What if Jillian and Carlos arrive too late and the ritual gets completed?”
I put a hand up to silence her complaints. “Chloe, I know that this plan is far from perfect. There are quite a few things that can go wrong, but it’s the best plan we have. Promise me you’ll help me.”
She nods. “I promise.”
The chapel is deserted, like I hoped it would be, and Chloe and I are sitting in one of the pews. We’ve been watching for Andrea for the past hour, and there still isn’t any sign of her. I’m starting to think we might have missed our chance, and Tara’s already dead.
I would know. If something happened to her, I’d feel it…
Chloe sighs, and shifts uncomfortably. “How much longer do you think it’ll be? It’s almost eleven thirty. Is she waiting for midnight, ya think?”
I shrug. “I don’t know, but it has to be soon. The full moon won’t last forever.”
“I can’t believe this is really happening. When I first arrived at Daray, I never once thought I’d be sitting around with a nerd like you waiting for a killer to pass by,” she looks at me. “I never thought my best friend would be such an honorable, caring person that she would be willing to risk her life for someone she loves.”
I smile at her. “I’m not surprised, considering who your friends consisted of until recently.”
“Kylie?”
I look at her again. “Yeah?”
“Whatever happens after tonight, I want you to know that I’m really glad I met you.”
“What?” I ask, staring. “Chloe–”
“I mean that. You’re the bravest, nicest, most wonderful person I’ve ever met. I just hope that someday I can be more like you. Unashamed of who I really am, able to stand up for myself and make friends like you, and be as important to the goddess as you are.”
“Chloe, I’m really glad I met you, too,” I say, taking her hand. “You’re by far one of my favorite people in the world. And just so we’re not confused, I like the real you, not the fake one. Never be ashamed of who you are.”
She nods, and drops my hand to wipe her eyes. She clears her throat, and goes back to looking out the window. Neither of us speaks for a few minutes, until, “There!” Chloe whispers. “Andrea’s sneaking out the gate.”
I jump off the pew and race to the chapel doors. “Go find Jillian and Carlos. Remember, if it’s not the graveyard, it’s the empty house or lot. Just keep trying!”
I offer up a quick prayer to Selene. Please, goddess, keep us safe tonight…
I cling to the shadows of the trees as I follow Andrea, careful to avoid being seen. She stops to look around a few times, and I shrink farther back into the darkness. I think I’ve avoided detection, but I can’t be sure.
I follow her for almost fifteen minutes, until she finally stops.
At the graveyard.
Chapter Twenty-Two
The graveyard is almost completely dark, except for the light of the full moon as it hangs above us. I glance up at it, and am instantly reminded of a beacon of hope in the surrounding darkness. There’s a good chance this night has a semi-happy ending, and doesn’t end in death and fire.
I try to stay close to Andrea, but can’t unless I’m willing to be seen. She pulls farther and farther ahead until, finally, I lose her. I look around, peering in-between the rows of headstones, searching for her or Tara. But I come up empty-handed.
I weave in and out of the graves, calling softly for Tara. For a few minutes, I worry that Andrea was just passing through, until I see the headstone positioned in the direct center of the graveyard. Tara’s tied to it; her head is hanging down, and her ear is bleeding, probably from the blow to the head to knock her out.
I rush over, careful to look for Andrea, and kneel beside the headstone. “Tara, it’s me.”
She moans softly. “Kylie? Is it really you?” she asks, lifting her head.
Glad I snuck a knife from the training supplies, I take it out of the sheath on my belt, and cut her ties. She slumps forward, too weak to even hold herself up, and I catch her before she hits the ground. “Tara, are you alright?”
I massage her wrists, trying to work some feeling back into them. She finally starts to wake up a little more, and she looks up at me with amazement. “It really is you. Oh, Kylie! I’m so sorry. I don’t know what happened,” Tara says, hugging me. “One minute Chloe and I were following Andrea to the gates, and the next we lost her. When I finally found her again, I called for Chloe, but she didn’t answer. When I found her, she was lying unconscious on the ground.”
“Tara–”
“When I bent down to check for a pulse, someone hit me over the head, and dragged me off Daray grounds. When I woke up, I was tied to this gravestone, and I kept waiting and waiting for Andrea to just finish me off, but she didn’t. I think she went back to Daray to bait you into doing something stupid.”
“And it worked,” Andrea says, stepping from behind a gravestone. “Your anger blinded you so badly that you were stupid enough to come here alone, weren’t you?”
I push Tara behind me, and tighten my grip on the knife. Andrea sees it and sneers. “You Protectors think you’re so deadly. You can all be beaten; it’s just a matter of getting the right instrument to your downfall. Travis’ was lust, yours is love. Your love of Tara puts you at a huge disadvantage.”
“No, it doesn’t. It gives me the greatest advantage there is.”
She glares. “And what advantage is that?”
I lunge at her, catching her off guard. She lands hard on the ground, and the knife flies from my hands. I grab a fistful of her shirt, and head butt her. Pain radiates down my eyes and nose, but I can’t let it stop me. She shakes her head to clear it, and I roll away, reaching for the knife.
Just as my fingers close around it, something sharp digs into my calves, and I yelp in pain. Looking back, I see Andrea digging her nails into my skin so hard my legs bleed. I wrestle my legs free, and kick her squarely in the chest.
She starts to cough, and I grab the knife before jumping to my feet. I circle her, looking for the perfect opportunity to end this fight. I don’t want to have to kill her, but I will if I have no other choice. Hopefully I can just knock her out long enough for Jillian and Carlos to get here.
Andrea gets to her feet, and I lunge in, slashing for her hands. She jumps aside, and turns to face me. “I’m not as helpless as you think I am. Travis taught me a few things.”
“You mean in-between your sexual encounters? Just so you know, only a ho has to use sex to get someone to help her do what she wants.”
She glares. “You’re not even the slightest bit curious why I’m doing this, are you?”
“I know why. You’re a power-hungry bitch that thinks she’ll get to rule the world when your goddess takes over. You’re stupid if you actually think that whatever bitch you made a deal with is going to share with you. She’ll dispose of you the first chance she gets.”
Andrea laughs, still circling me. “Achlys isn’t interested in ruling the world. She wants to destroy it. At least, until they all bow down and worship her. Vampires and humans alike. Amazing, isn’t it? She’s going to command respect everywhere she goes.”
“Are you crazy?”
“No, just helpful. When Achlys crosses over and succeeds in her goals, she’s going to make me a minor goddess. I’ll be worshipped alongside her, and everyone will tremble in fear rather than speak our names.”
“You’re insane!” I say, shifting the knife until it’s in the perfect position.
She shrugs. “Perhaps. But I know that I’ll be alive after tonight, and you won’t. That much I can promise you.”
I lunge at her again, aiming directly for her chest this time. Andrea’s completely gone; there’s no saving her now.
She moves aside surprisingly fast, and slams her hands into my back, sending me flying forward and head-first into a headstone. There’s a loud crack, and I’m so woozy I’m not sure if it’s from my skull or the headstone.
“What’s going on over here?”
My vision is hazy and I’m seeing double, but I can clearly see the man in overalls. He’s probably a graveyard attendant or something. He’s holding up a large flashlight, and his eyes widen when he sees Tara. He immediately bends down to help her, and Andrea comes up from behind him with a knife in her hands.
She draws it quickly across his throat, and Tara screams as blood begins to pour from his throat and into the dirt at their feet. His eyes roll back into his head, and he slumps to the ground in a lifeless pile. Andrea laughs, and I get shakily to my feet.
“That’s three,” she says, laughing hysterically.
Before I can move, she takes the knife and slits her palm, freeing her own blood and completing the ritual.
“No!” I scream, darting forward.
The night explodes, and a bright silver light appears in the middle of the graveyard. It’s directly in-between me and Andrea, and I crouch down low, not sure what’s going to happen next.
A horrifying figure steps from the light, and I’m tempted to either scream or throw up. Even knowing she’s a goddess, she is truly the ugliest being I’ve ever seen.
Achlys is over six feet tall with skin so pale it looks like paper. Her entire body is emaciated, and her bare knees are swollen and bruised looking. She’s wearing a thigh-length black robe that’s covered in dust and old blood. Her hair is dingy and black, and she tucks it behind an ear, sneering at me.
Her nails are long, curved, dirty, and deadly looking. Her gaunt cheeks are bloody from scratches probably self inflicted by her razor-sharp nails. Her eyes are crazed, wild, and black. Her teeth are chattering, and she looks sick, confused, and mostly angry.
My wrist instantly begins to burn worse than ever before, and I don’t have to look at it to know the silver crescent moon is there, warning me of danger. This goddess is a threat; I don’t need a gift to tell me that.
She looks me over. “Well, aren’t you a precious little daughter of Selene? Is she nearby?”
Her voice is like torture to my ears, but I grit my teeth and force myself to stay in place. My strongest instincts are screaming at me to run away and never look back, but I can’t leave Tara, and I can’t leave Achlys to wreak havoc on the world, so I stand my ground and shift the knife in my hand.
She laughs when she sees it. “You don’t honestly believe you can kill a goddess, do you?”
I look at her without flinching. “No, I don’t. But I can’t let you pass, no matter what happens to me in the process.”
She considers that for a minute, before smiling. “If you leave this graveyard now, I will let you go from here unharmed.”
Andrea steps forward. “What? You can’t be serious. She needs to die!”
Achlys turns and, without blinking, slashes her nails across Andrea’s throat. Andrea gasps once, before choking on her own blood. She holds her throat, as if trying to stop the spray of blood, and collapses face-first to the ground at Tara’s feet.
I don’t have time to consider my mixed feelings over Andrea’s death, because Achlys spots Tara, and her smile grows. “Is this the person you’ve sworn to Protect? I’ve always considered that to be a stupid thing for Selene to want. She’s basically telling some of her chosen that they’re not as important. That it’s alright if they die for others.”
“I’ve sworn no oath to Tara yet, but that doesn’t make me any less willing to die for her.”
Achlys claps her hands and laughs. “Lovely. I do believe I’ll be having a little fun before the burning starts.”
She flies at me so fast I don’t even see it coming. When she slams into me, I’m lifted off my feet and thrown across the graveyard. When she lets go of me, I fall to the ground, and my arm is trapped beneath me at an odd angle.
I cry out in pain, and struggle to right myself. Achlys’ laughter rings out through the graveyard and, when I look up through the tears, she’s nowhere to be seen. Probably watching and waiting for her next move. She wants to enjoy this before she sets to work destroying the world.
I force myself to my feet. I’m a good thirty yards from where Tara’s still crouched, and she gets up. “Tara, don’t move!” I shout, motioning for her to back up. “Let me handle this.”
The last thing I need is for Tara to get hurt because I can’t protect her.
I grab my knife from its place in the grass. I’ve barely taken three steps when she hits me again, sending me flying a second time. This time, I slam into an iron fence that surrounds a crypt, and the force of the impact bends the metal and snaps a few of my ribs.
When I land, there’s an odd pressure on my left side, and white hot stabs of pain shoot up my entire body. Groaning, I roll over, and one look at my stomach shows my knife buried up to the hilt in my left side. It’s just missed my kidney, but I’m afraid to pull it out and cause more damage than it already has.
The pain is unbearable, but I close my eyes and focus on my breathing. Trying to calm my racing heart is the only thing I can do right now. If I get up, Achlys will just attack me again and cause more damage. At least this way I get a momentary break from fighting.
After a few seconds, I grip the handle of the knife, and take a few deep, steady breaths. Without a second of hesitation, I rip the knife from my side, crying out as it tears through the flesh. It only takes a few seconds for my entire left side to become soaked in blood, and I wonder how much I can afford to lose.
Before I can get to my feet, Achlys is there, standing in front of me. She grabs the front of my shirt, and lifts me up over her head. My blood is dripping down my leg and onto her sandal-clad feet, but she doesn’t seem to mind.
She takes the knife from my hand, and takes aim at my stomach. “I’m gonna enjoy this,” she hisses, inching closer. “When I’m done with you, your friend is next. Then I’m gonna burn that stupid little home of yours. But after all that is done, do you know what I’m going to do? I’m going to torture your soul for all of eternity.”
“Step away from my chosen daughters!”
I know who it is even before I open my eyes. Her voice is so wonderful and hauntingly beautiful that she’d be impossible to ever mistake for anyone else. When I look over, I see the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen; she’s even more beautiful than her daughter, Pandia.
She’s a few inches shorter than Achlys, but she’s not as disgustingly thin. Selene’s eyes are a fierce and bright blue that seems to shine in the darkness of the graveyard. Her hair is long and silvery, and it flows behind her like a halo of light. Tucked into her back are large, beautiful white wings that look perfectly capable of sustaining her in flight.
Selene unfurls her wings, and Tara gasps in amazement. “Unhand my chosen daughter. I will not tell you again, Achlys.”
I can feel the goddess’ hesitation. Achlys is perfectly capable of taking me on in a fight, but she’s not sure of her ability to best Selene. She looks back at me, and I can already see the decision in her eyes. I take a deep breath as she plunges the knife into my stomach.
Tara screams, and Selene rushes forward. Achlys drops me, and I land in an unmoving heap on the ground. Tara crawls over on her stomach. When she reaches me, at first she just stares at all the blood with a helpless expression on her face. She then pulls me into her lap, and applies pressure to the wounds in my stomach. “Oh, goddess, Kylie. There’s so much blood!”
She strips off her jacket, balls it up, and presses it tightly against my stomach. I gasp, and grit my teeth against the pain. It flares up each time my heart beats but, thankfully, I can feel my heartbeat slowing, which means less pain.
“Tara, I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be,” she cries, pulling me closer. “This is all my fault. If I hadn’t been so stupid while following Andrea–”
“Don’t blame yourself, Tara. This is not your fault. I’m just sorry I couldn’t protect you from all of this. It was my duty to keep you safe, and I let you follow a suspected killer. If you wanna blame anyone, blame me.”
She starts to object, but cuts off when I turn my head and cough up a mouthful of blood. She takes her sleeve and wipes the corner of my mouth. “Kylie, don’t speak.”
“Is it that bad?”
She doesn’t answer, and I can see the pain on her face. Thankfully I can’t feel anything anymore, just the cold. It’s spreading throughout my entire body, and it numbs everything else. It’s getting hard to breathe, to think, and to speak.
I force myself to lean forward, and I see Achlys and Selene locked in battle with one another. I can’t be sure, but it looks like Selene has the upper hand. She’s using her wings to keep Achlys at arms length, while using a silver spear to inflict damage. As I’m watching, Selene lunges with the spear, and stabs Achlys right through the chest.
Achlys rips herself away, clutching at the gaping hold in her chest, and glares at Selene. She bares her teeth in a snarl, then howls in anger at the moon, and disappears in a flash of silver light. Selene snaps her fingers, and the spear fades. When she turns toward us, she has a sad frown on her face, and I already know that there is no hope for me.
Hurried footsteps race for us, and I can hear Jillian’s gasp. I look up, and notice Carlos holding her tightly to his chest, as if protecting her from the sight of my bleeding body.
Selene leans down and touches my heart. “Kylie, it’s time.”
“Can you heal her?” Tara asks, staring at the goddess that is so close to us. “You can make her all better, right? After everything she did for you, you have too!”
“I’m afraid it doesn’t work that way, my daughter. It’s Kylie’s time, and she knows it. I can do nothing but help her along. Don’t worry; her passing will not be painful any longer.”
I grab Tara’s hand with my own. “You’re my sister, remember that. No matter what happens, I’ll always be watching over you. It’s what I was born to do, and nothing will keep me from doing it. Not this life or the next.”
She hiccups once, and wipes her eyes with the back of her free hand. She’s crying so hard there’s snot and her breathing comes in quick little gasps. “Kylie, please don’t leave me,” she begs.
I struggle to breathe. “I’m sorry, Tara. You know I would stay if I could. Don’t forget I love you, and that you’re the most important person in my life. Always have been, and always will.”
I close my eyes, just wanting to relax. Slowly, the strength leaves my body, and my hand goes limp in hers.
“Kylie!”
Epilogue
“Tara,” Jillian says gently. “You have to let her go. She’s not there anymore. Her soul has departed to the Eternal Gardens in Selene’s realm. She’ll be at peace there. Selene will take good care of her.”
Tara looks up at her. “I c-cant. I d-don’t know how to live without h-her.”
Jillian kneels and places her hand on Tara’s back. “I will help you, I promise. I know that things seem pointless and hard now, but it won’t stay that way. You have friends up at Daray that will be glad to know you’re alright.”
“But–”
“Tara, who else but you can set the record straight? Nobody else knows what truly happened these last few days. You won’t let everyone besmirch Kylie’s good name, will you?”
Tara glares. “They won’t dare!”
It takes a few more minutes, but Jillian finally convinces Tara to let go. When she does, Selene takes my body, and stands. “Tara, I promise you that I will take the utmost care of Kylie’s soul. She will be at peace in my Gardens, home to all of my children that die in my service.”
Tara nods, and wipes her face. “Will I ever see her again?”
“I know you will. Someday, when it’s your time to return to my Gardens, you will be reunited. Until then, you’ll just have to learn to put your grief and pain aside enough to carry on with day-to-day life. It is important very that you recover from tonight’s happenings.”
“Why? That other goddess is gone now.”
“But she won’t stay that way for long. She’ll return, probably more powerful than before. You’ll need to make sure that you’re ready for the upcoming war that I have no doubt will happen.”
“War?” Carlos asks, taking a step forward. He bows respectfully, trying not to stare at my body in Selene’s arms. “What would you have me do, my goddess? Increase the training regimen?”
Selene nods. “That will do for now, my son. Just be as prepared as possible for the inevitable fight. And fear not, I will be around when you need me. I’m always just a prayer away.”
Selene holds my body tightly and, with one last sad look at Tara, vanishes in a burst of silver light.
I close my eyes, not wanting to watch Tara’s pain any longer. I recline further back against a willow tree, feeling the green tendrils brush gently across my skin. It’s amazing to think how beautiful a place for dead people can be, but this place is truly wondrous.
Everywhere I look there are gardens full of beautiful flowers and trees. Rivers run through the grounds, meeting up and ending at a large waterfall that’s just to my left. The sound of the water crashing over the rocks causes my mind to ease, and I can feel myself relaxing.
And why shouldn’t I be able to relax?
Even though I’m no longer among Tara and my friends, I’ve done my duty. I managed to save the life of the girl that’s always been like a sister to me. It doesn’t matter that I’ll never be with her again; I can watch over her from Selene’s Eternal Gardens now.
Tara will never be without my protection.
I take a deep breath, inhaling the scent of jasmine and honeysuckle, feeling completely at peace with myself. I know in my heart that it’ll be a very long time before meeting Tara again, but this place is so beautiful that I don’t mind waiting.
For a few minutes, I just lounge against the tree, listening to the sounds of nature.
“Enjoying yourself?”
I open an eye, and smile. “Selene, what are you doing here?”
She smiles, and motions for me to join her. “These are my gardens. Don’t you think it makes sense that I would frequent them?”
I stand and dust off my pants. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to sound disrespectful.”
“There’s no need to apologize, Kylie. I know that you could never be disrespectful on purpose.”
I join her by the main river that connects to the waterfall, and she puts her arm around my shoulder. “So, um, did you need something?”
“Yes, I did. I wanted you to know that Tara will be protected, even if I have to return to Earth and do it myself. It’s the least I can offer after the sacrifice you were willing to make.”
“Thank you,” I say, touched she would offer. “I’m glad Tara’s as important to you as she is to me.”
Selene smiles. “Yes, Tara is quite special, isn’t she?”
I nod. “She always has been.”
“Kylie, there is a war coming.”
I stop, and she turns to face me. “What? What war, what are you talking about?”
“A war involving Earth. I have tried to reason with Achlys, but she is insatiable. Nothing I offer her has any affect. She means to have control of the moon and those that worship it, and she isn’t willing to share.”
“You just beat her. Can’t you just do it again?”
“It will not be just Achlys. She also roped in Artemis, who is young and impressionable compared to the rest of the gods. Also on her side are Bendis and Achelois, two other minor moon goddesses. With the four of them banded together, Pandia and I are not a match.”
“Aren’t there other gods or goddesses that could help you? Surely you can’t be the only goddesses there are!”
“We’re not, but few are willing to get involved. I may have convinced Hecate, the crone goddess, to join our cause, but I’m not sure yet. She may very well back out, or even join Achlys and Artemis. Nothing is certain yet, but for the fight to come. I fear that Achlys will stop at nothing until those on Earth are under her control.”
“She’s crazy.”
“Yes, she is. She is also one of the oldest being alive. Older even than Chaos. She is not the most powerful, but when she speaks, people listen to her. I just hope I can persuade Zeus to intervene on my behalf. While I wait for his judgment though, Tara will be my most valuable asset.”
“Why?”
“I have gifted her with the ability to read minds. She is the only person that can truly tell if someone is a friend or an enemy. It will be up to her to decide if someone is capable of being trusted. She might be able to help me keep watch for others that have turned away from me.”
I clench my hands at my sides, and Selene gives me an amused look. “Don’t you think she’s been through enough for now? Doesn’t she deserve a little time to–”
“To what? Mourn your passing? Once Tara calms down, she’ll realize that she hasn’t truly lost you, and the pain will become manageable. Don’t worry, Kylie, I will not burden her with more than she can handle. You have my word on that.”
I sigh. “I’m sorry, I’m just–”
“Trying to protect her. I know. That’s why I chose you.”
“Can you read my mind or what?”
She laughs. “No, my daughter, you are just an incredibly simple person to understand.”
I gape at her. “You’re joking, right? I’m bisexual. I’m unsure of whether or not I’m Protector material. I let what others say get to me, and I have a temper problem that leads me to challenge others to fights, like when I shoved Travis, or beat up McKenzie. I almost killed Guy that day in the park, and I didn’t see that Andrea was evil until it was too late. You call that simple to understand?”
Selene smiles. “Is that what you truly think? Kylie, the fact that you are attracted to both men and women says nothing about your character. It’s simply a part of you. One that you can’t change, no matter how hard you may want to.
“You’re unsure of yourself because nobody other than Tara has ever believed in you before arriving at Daray. Your temper stems from the life you were raised in, and with time it can be tamed. Your bloodlust will fall under control with time as well, and it’s in your nature to believe the best of your friends.
“That’s why you didn’t know about Andrea. You want to think that the people you get to know are all good, even if they’re not.”
“I don’t have to worry about taming my temper or bloodlust anymore, do I? If I had just figured out sooner that Andrea was evil, I might have a future as Tara’s Protector. Now she’s going to have to spend the rest of her life without me. I know Tara better than anyone else. No amount of time is going to stop her from blaming herself.”
“I think she might surprise you.”
I cross my arms stubbornly over my chest. “She won’t. I know Tara better than she does.”
“I’m sure you do.”
We both stand in silence, just staring at the beautiful landscape around us. This place is lovely, and everything I ever imagined heaven to be. But, as wonderful as it is, I can’t help but feel that it would be better if Tara were here with me.
“All in time, Kylie. I promise the two of you will find each other again someday.”
“I’ll hold you to it.”
She chuckles. “I’m sure you will.”
The End.