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AUTHOR’S NOTE: 


What was supposed to be 8,000 words turned into more than 14,500. That happens every now and then, especially when a character grows on me. Emma did just that. Yeah, her name changes later in the story, but I won’t spoil why ahead of time. This story needed the leg-room to make it what I wanted. 

It looks like a couple of people noticed all those The Big Lebowski references I dropped in part one, too. That makes me grin, so good eye my fellow dudes. I’ll still have a few sprinkled here and there going forward. 

Once this book is uploaded, I’m diving right into part three. The first draft should be at least halfway done before you’re even reading this.


HAREM MASTER 2

“If you wanna run, now’s the time.” Before hitting the elevator button, I tilted my head the way we’d come from.

Emma bunched her mouth to one side and pushed herself against my arm. Even in pajama bottoms and a long sleeved t-shirt, she was still cute as fuck. “No. I’ve got my own reasons for showing up.”

Putting an arm around her felt natural. Still, I didn’t think she belonged here.

The ring around the arrow lit up as the cables groaned. She curled her fingers around my arm instead until the doors slid open.

“Come on, then.” It’s your funeral. Because I’d warned the girl.

“Yeah.” She didn’t hesitate, following me into the lift.

I was about to punch that button for the fifteenth floor.

“Eddie, can I ask you something?”

Better late than never. “Shoot.”

“Nobody told me you’d be here. Was this all a blind date?” It wasn’t what I expected Emma to bring up.

“Not gonna lie, I’m still pissed about it.” I winced as soon as I closed my mouth. “Sorry, but hooking up with someone isn’t in the cards for me right now.”

Her grip loosened, telling me I hadn’t walked it back far enough. “Oh...”

The first dozen floors rang past us. Awkward silences had always been torture for me. “If I was in the market, I mean,” we rose up another story as I swallowed my pride, “I’d take a chance on you.”

“Because of your Huntington’s, right?”

At least she paid attention. “Pretty much. It’s hard to watch someone go out that way.”

Emma pressed herself against my arm again. I guessed she wasn’t packing anything more than modest C-cups, but they piled around my bicep anyway. “That’s actually kind of—”

Static crackled over the speakers. Then Mona’s voice butted in. “Both of you made it. Congratulations.”

I looked up, seeing we were passing the fourteenth floor. “Nice of you to let me up without a test this time.”

As I waited for some smartass remark, the bell tolled and both doors parted. Mona was right in front of us, dressed in the most red-carpet-worthy getup I’d ever seen. Like a black tiger striped in gold sequins from neck to toes.

Compared to Emma, the woman who’d fucked me into a stupor the day before was like a Lamborghini parked by a Honda Civic. Both would get you where you wanted as well as the other, but one looked a hell of a lot more fun.

But Mona rolled her eyes at us. “Really, that’s what you two wore here?”

I wasn’t dressed any better than Emma. “Hey, we’re in the campgrounds. And you’re lucky I’m even wearing pants on a day off.”

She grabbed Emma by the wrist. “I can fix you, but Lev will have to deal with him.”

Emma looked back at me, but I was still trying to figure out what the fuck had just happened. The door at the far end slammed. At that point, all I could do was hope my ‘date’ wouldn’t get devoured alive.

A man’s voice to my right almost made me jump out of my skin. “She bragged on you all night.”

My first instinct was to run, but I had nowhere to go. “What?”

“Ramona. She told me you were the kind of person we’re looking for.” I picked up on the tiniest hint of cologne, like he’d sprayed a mist and walked through it hours ago.

It didn’t sound like he wanted to kill me. Trying to play it cool, my voice still wavered more than I wanted it to. “It was her idea.”

He stepped out from the corner of the hall, less douchey than I imagined. Hair down to his shoulders, a thin beard trimmed to perfection, and those same piercing eyes Mona had. “Lev Firenze.”

I didn’t know what to do with the hand held out in front of me. “Eddie...”

“You’re nervous. Stop that.”

My asshole unclenched enough to free up room to clear my throat. “You’ve got one hell of a wife, but I don’t think that’s news to you.”

He pulled at the sleeve of his immaculately tailored blazer. “She is fun. I’m glad you enjoyed her.”

At least he didn’t want me dead. “Yesterday was the craziest day of my life.”

Like he’d been holding the smirk in, it came out in full-force. “Let’s get you dressed properly. I promise you won’t say that for much longer, Edward.”

What the hell is it with these people changing their names?

Lev eased his palm against it what looked like a seamless wall. Dark lines appeared out of nowhere, showing a door barely wide enough for either of us to fit through.

He gestured at the opening that slid in front of him. “You’re my guest, so the honor goes to you.”

For what, exactly? The Firenze’s were either swingers to the bone, or the best serial-killers around. “Is it too late to grab Emma and run?”

“If that’s what you wish, fine.” He looked over to the door Mona and Emma had disappeared behind. “Ramona won’t show mercy this time, just so you know.”

Not hearing any screams, I gave in easier than I thought I would. “I’ll play along, but let’s drop the bullshit. How does she know I’ve got Huntington’s?”

“You don’t fear death, but you’re not racing to meet it either. For people like us, it’s almost magnetic.”

Which didn’t explain shit. “Is she like one of those dogs that sniffs out cancer?”

“Ramona can see what’s in a person’s heart.” Lev slid his way through the passage. “I’m sure she’s already told you what we are.”

“Psychic vampires… Whatever that’s supposed to mean.”

He rolled his eyes. “That’s not the full story, but it’s good enough for now. Come on.”

“For what, exactly?”

“Don’t be the first man who takes longer to get dressed than my wife’s charge, okay?”


The loaned suit didn’t fit exactly, but I didn’t look like a total slob either. Pulling the knot on the silver tie, one of the cuff links glittered at me in the mirror. A dragon?

I kept staring at the detail, barely noticing the door open behind me.

“Are you ready?” Lev approached with a black cloak draped over his arm, showing up in the reflection despite the legends.

“Pretty much.” Turning around, I reached out for the robe. “What’s this?”

He grinned like I’d done well the Windsor knot. “Until the ceremony begins, all family members are to remain covered.”

“So this ceremony, what’s it all about?”

“You two will become like us. Edward and Emmalina Firenze.”

I felt my brow wrinkle up. “Calling a vampire Edward sounds a little on-the-nose. It’s gonna have to be Eddie.”

“Edgar suits you as well. Our people aren’t accepting of immature names.”

My dad had insisted on the name, after his own father. “I’m not changing it. They can call me Eddie and get over themselves.”

“Then let’s head down to the chamber. I think they’ll admire your conviction about that more than they’ll hold a name against you, anyway.” Lev stopped before losing me in the maze of dark hallways.

I didn’t like the sound of a chamber, like Emma and I were about to be tortured, or maybe sacrificed like voodoo hens. “You still haven’t explained what you and Mona really are.” I caught up as I pulled the robe over my shoulders.

Lev put his own on. With the first step to wherever he was taking me, the light of his eyes almost left a trail behind him. “My wife already explained the basics, but she didn’t explain why we are this way.”

“My ears are open. Go ahead and tell me what I’m getting myself into here.” Rounding the corner, another fancy elevator capped the far end of the passage. “It’s only fair.”

He kept going. “Blood is only a symbol of the will for our people. If the public believes in some ridiculous tale of vampires feeding on it, our real activities will go unnoticed.”

“And the turning into bats, going up in flames in daylight, and fear of garlic are all a load of bullshit too. Am I right?”

Lev tapped the button and leaned against the door’s golden frame. “No shape-shifting, we’re merely sensitive to sunlight, and the worst we have to fear from garlic is the breath. Making the public believe we couldn’t blend in with them is how we’ve remained a legend hiding in plain sight.”

“So this original resort,” I squirmed in place thinking about it, “what’s my role with it?” The cables strummed and rattled just as much as this other elevator rose up.

“You have a talent for hand-carving stone, right?”

“Talent is putting it too generously, but yeah, I’m damn good at my job.”

Both sides of the door slid apart as the same kind of bell rang out. Lev stepped in behind me and pulled the emergency panel open. “The good news is, you can keep doing it.”

It didn’t make sense. “I engrave upscale tombstones, but aren’t you people immortal?”

Another set of buttons had been hiding under the metal cover. Lev pressed the furthest one down. “If we’re to set up luxury accommodations to recruit from the top of society, the original resort needs a full restoration.”

My stomach lurched into my throat as we descended. “So where do I come in?”

“Almost the entire building is made of the same stone as these mountains, older than life itself. If it requires adornment to meet our standards, it deserves a skilled craftsman.”

I didn’t get the odd reverence for slabs of rock. “For a whole resort, it’ll take more than just one person, depending on how much you want done.”

“Become one of us, and time will no longer be an issue for you.”

Since my diagnosis, it had felt like too precious a resource to waste on anything I didn’t want to do. “It’s the one thing I never thought I’d get enough of.”

Lev smirked and pulled the hood of his robe up. “After one-hundred forty-seven years, it seems trivial.”

“And your wife’s age?”

“One-hundred forty-two.”

When you realized you’ve fucked a woman older than the automobile, it throws your mind for a loop. “She doesn’t even look like she’s hit thirty yet.”

“That was my age when she and I became what we are.” Which meant she was twenty-five or so back then. “Since 1902, we haven’t aged a day, and she keeps proving why I’ve worshiped her for so long.”

Damn… I’d been living under the assumption living to forty would take a miracle. “At this point, I don’t have anything to lose but a slow, miserable death.”

The ground floor’s light dimmed as we kept going down. Whatever the hell I was agreeing to, this kind of chance wasn’t coming again. Compared to eternal oblivion after a few more years, eternal life was a no-brainer.

Slowing down, the elevator shaft groaned above us. Lev tied the sash of his cloak and looked at me with more smile than I expected. “Ramona knows that you won’t let us down. If your friend passes the same test, she will be your own eternal bride.”

I didn’t want so much as a date with Emma, but here I was, about to get hitched. “We only met the day before last...”

Judging by the way Lev stared back, he knew I couldn’t turn it down. “If she were in Ramona’s place all those years ago, I would have taken Emma just as quickly.”

When the bell tolled and the door opened, I knew taking one step further would cross the final point of no return. “Let’s do this.”


Around fifty cloaked figures stood below me, half on each side of the room. Red on the left, black on the right. Nobody said a word, even Lev as he kept staring at the massive wooden doors we’d come through. And something like that drain I’d felt when first speaking to Mona wouldn’t go away, like every eye was a hand stealing a piece of my thoughts.

Lit by hundreds of dripping candles, the stone walls and vaulted ceilings made it feel like a blasphemous cathedral. Stuck behind the pulpit, I wondered what might happen next, and when. It felt like an hour had passed already.

The robes really tie the room together. Because I had nothing else to keep my mind from seeping out my ears as well.

One of the doors groaned as everyone else kept bolt-still. Waiting until two more figures dressed in red slid through, Lev leaned in my ear. “Congratulations, she’s passed.”

Which didn’t bring any comfort. Still, it told me that the red cloaks were for the women. The sound of Mona’s heels and that tell-tale strut couldn’t hide under a smock.

Emma trailed behind her, looking in every direction until she focused on Lev and myself. I could tell she was freaked out as I was.

The harsh noise of four stilettos against the floor was almost deafening by the time they were next to us. Mona smirked at me like she was ready for another round, right in front of Lev and everyone else.

Stepping to the dais, Mona and Lev dropped their hoods. The crowd lining the walls did the same. And every fucking one of them had those eerie, luminous blue eyes.

When Lev cleared his throat, I swear Emma nearly jumped out of her own robe. But we kept our hoods up, unsure of what to do. Moving closer together felt like just as bad an idea.

“Nostris sempiterna mansiones, alia duo occurrunt.”

Latin? What is this, a Catholic mass?

“Comederunt alieni in vita, sociis nostris.”

Lev kept droning things I couldn’t understand, but it looked like every person below hung on his every word. And the women were all on par with Mona, based on what I could see of them from the neck up.

After endless lines, Lev and Mona turned back to us. He put both hands on my shoulders and uttered, “Drop your robe.”

I fumbled with the sash. When I finally had it loose, I let the whole thing drop from my head and arms.

He was smiling too much again. “When you turn to face her, you’ll see why I’m so jealous right now.”

Out of the corner of my eye, Mona was still hotter than a two-dollar pistol.

His mouth didn’t move, but I heard the command plain as day. Now, don’t panic.

Both of our ‘hosts’ returned to the podium and reached below. Lev’s instruction rang hollow as they each pulled out a narrow, wicked-looking dagger.

They came back to us. Lev pulled on my shoulder, nudging me to face Emma.

Dressed in her own black dress and dolled up with the same effort Mona had put into herself, my ‘bride’ was beyond harvest-moon lovely. Lev hadn’t been joking or just trying to make me feel better.

Tawny curls framed Emma’s porcelain face and cleavage barely peeked through the dark mesh up to her neck. In awe, I couldn’t pay anymore attention to those knives.

Lev carried on, “Hic est mortis...”

Then I saw Mona grip her blade and aim it for Emma’s throat, about to stab her clean-through.

Wait! Fuck… No!

“...Autem genuit veritatem.”

Unspeakable pain entered the side of my neck. I tried to scream or reach out to Emma.

She was already limp in Mona’s arms, only the handle of the dagger sticking out of her.

My own body gave out. As the world faded to nothing, I cursed myself for believing them. I hadn’t only lost my own life.

I’d gotten an innocent girl killed right alongside me. Even my soul felt a chill as I felt hands move my useless body and rest it on a hard slab.

This didn’t just feel like dying. I knew that I was.


My heart pulsed. The echo bounced around the inside of my head.

Then my chest filled with air. The stench of too much cologne almost made me gag.

Another gasp shocked me out of what I assumed would be endless nothing. My eyes shot open as I pushed my back off whatever I’d been resting on.

The last face I wanted to see gazed back. Lev still had his robe on, and that stink was coming from him. “Welcome, brother.”

Still in the chamber, I looked around the room and saw nobody else. Just more light that didn’t have a source. I focused back on him, ready to start throwing punches. “You son of a bitch!”

“Relax and take a deep breath. Not that you have to anymore.”

I felt at the dull pain on the side of my neck. There was no wound, and when I looked at my hand, no blood. Worse, the stone block next to the one I sat on was empty. “Emma… What the fuck did you people do to her?”

The sound of heels on stone rang out again. Tilting my head, I knew it came from some place I shouldn’t have been able to hear.

Lev put a hand out to me. “Your new senses will take getting used to. Vision, hearing, scent, and even taste. It can be a little overwhelming at first.”

I still wanted to break every one of his teeth with my fist. “I asked you a question. Where is she?”

“You can already hear them. She woke up minutes before you did.”

Looking at where the sound came from, I understood what he was talking about. Even from dozens of feet, the details and facets in the stone wall were crisp, like my eyes were inches away. And somehow, I could hear through it.

Whispers joined the footsteps, traveling closer until I knew they were just behind the smaller door in the room.

Mona’s voice was unmistakable and sounded like she was right next to us. “I told you he’d be fine.”

My fingers snatched through the robe and grabbed the collar of Lev’s shirt. “What the hell have you done to us?”

“Only what you asked.” He squeezed my wrist hard enough that it should have broken bones. “Ramona, bring her out so this fool will stop panicking.”

Hinges creaked in my ear. I turned my head as both of us eased our grips.

The noise picked up as the door finished opening, hurting far more than Lev’s crushing fingers.

He let go completely. “Your senses will adapt, but until then, try to avoid loud noises, bright lights, and anything with a strong flavor or aroma.”

Not looking away from whatever was going on elsewhere, I asked the important question. “So what the hell do I eat?”

“Find a place that only has white people eating there. Seasoning is like poison to them, even more than for our kind.” We were both lily-white as a golf tournament to begin with, but I got what he was digging at.

Sounds of fabric shifting and a couple of people breathing came from the doorway. I kept staring, but had to let it be known. “No wonder you reek of cologne, like you’ve showered in it.”

But the two heavenly figures stepping into the light stole my attention back. Next to Mona’s flashy beauty, Emma possessed the more innocent, subdued kind in spades. But now her eyes matched our hosts’ in color and glow.

I tilted my head to Lev. “Now that I can see her this clearly, she’s absolutely stunning...”

Mona patted the small of Emma’s back as they kept approaching. “He’s talking about you.” The fact that she said it in an obvious whisper forced me to blush as hard as Emma.

She winced less than I did at the jarring crack of each step. But even through the pain, we couldn’t take our eyes off each other. I heard her ask Mona, “Are my eyes glowing like his now?”

I didn’t have a mirror, but it told me that I wasn’t so normal-looking myself anymore. Nudging Lev with my elbow, I asked, “I guess we’re like you, so what now?”

Mona kept smiling harder until she was right in front of me. “It will be dusk soon. Should we give the tour of the old resort?”


As the Land Rover veered onto the gravel road, I was thankful my senses had gotten used to everyday stimuli, if only a little. But every look at the pink and orange sky felt like was staring right at the sun that had already drifted behind the mountains.

Lev kept going as the path narrowed. Brambles scraped the doors like nails on a chalkboard. At least it wasn’t as bad as the stench of gas, oil, and exhaust before we’d started moving.

I gripped Emma’s hand tighter as it started looking too overgrown to keep going, especially at night. But every minute of fading daylight made it hurt less to look around us. Far into the surrounding forest, deer, squirrels, and even insects caught my attention with the slightest movement.

A hard bend in the road almost put us on two wheels. The last cluster of trees passed, and I had the first glimpse of my new home.

My neck tightened and my lips thinned as I traded glances with Emma. “No offense, Lev, but this place looks like the forest took over decades ago.”

“Because that’s what happened.” Creeping the vehicle forward, he stopped feet away from the edge of whatever pool steamed across the whole front of the place. “Luckily, our security teams have kept out drifters and vandals.”

Which had to be a good thing. Scanning around, I realized it was more of a moat. “Any nasty critters to worry about in that water?” I mean, it’d handle druggies and vandals as well as guards. But who the hell wants to tangle with man-eating meth-gators? I couldn’t put it past these freaks.

The front doors opened first. After they shut, I asked Emma, “Well, care to humor them?”

“I’d rather keep living with my parents.” Who I’m sure would notice the change in her eyes. But the change I felt in her thoughts at the mention of them even made me feel worthless.

Pulling the handle, I undid my seat belt and jumped out. As I caught up with Lev and Mona, Emma finally started heading over.

Surveying the damage years of neglect had done, the architecture looked similar enough to a Roman bathhouse, and seemed to be have been abandoned around the same time. But in eastern Tennessee, nature invades everything the moment you so much as look away.

Lev tested the wooden bridge with his foot. “Still holding up, but it needs replacing. Come on.”

At least I smelled flora, and not much fauna wafting from inside. The weirdest thing was the faintly sweet aroma coming off the water.


Even in the deepest rooms, I still didn’t have trouble seeing my way around. Lev hadn’t been joking about the place being made straight out of rock. Every slab had to weigh dozens of tons.

It wasn’t the granite I was used to working with, but the feldspar and quartz grain shone like a field of stars. And the texture was smooth as butter. “You said you needed a stone cutter, but this place is already built. What’s the deal?”

“Our kind have a sacred codex passed down from the time of the pharaohs, but nobody has committed it to something that will last for millions of years. That’s where you come in.”

The size of the place would provide enough wall to carve even Moby Dick in large print, but that wasn’t the issue. “Unless it’s as long as a pamphlet, do you realize how many years that would take?”

Mona looked totally out of place among all the dust, dead weeds, and leaves. She leaned against the wall next to Lev. “Time is the one thing the four of us have an unlimited amount of. Ten words a day for the next century or so would do it.”

Even in the hardest granite, I could chisel double that before lunchtime, hungover. I felt the surface again. “You’re lucky it’s not as hard as what I’m used to working with. And if it’s protected from the elements like this, yeah, it’ll last damn near forever.”

Lev paced around me to the other side. I watched as he stood a little too close in front of Emma. “As for you, there’s a reason we brought you into our family as well.”

I could almost taste the fear coming off of her. Emma stammered for a moment before asking, “Which is?”

“Eddie received my knack for instilling loyalty, and you inherited Ramona’s gift for understanding the hearts and minds of others. All of our kind has them to some degree, but whoever converted you passes their greatest strength.” He turned back to me. “With minor differences between each person.”

“Anyone ever get a sense of smell even stronger than what I’ve got now? Because I feel for the bastard.”

“Suicide is almost impossible for us, but the one person who did hold that power found a way after decades of trying.”

“Which is?”

Lev giggled at the memory. “Back when the United States government was performing nuclear tests, Brother Gabriel snuck into one of the mock towns full of mannequins. As far as we know, he was vaporized too quickly to regenerate.”

I couldn’t help smiling myself. “That’ll do it.”

Mona butted in. “His last attempt before that was chucking himself over the rim of an active volcano. It took Gabriel weeks to crawl out, and the locals swore up and down that he was some poor soul clawing his way from the depths of Hell.”

If he could have smelled things at least as well as I could, the thought of it almost made me hurl. “I get it, that’s enough. Jesus!”

Lev cackled out of nowhere. “I think they were more right about where he’d come from than they knew. Scented candles and cigarettes still make me gag from several rooms over.”

Emma didn’t look so amused. “That poor man was so desperate to end his suffering, but you think it’s something to poke fun at?”

It shot my ego into the ground hard enough to dig a well. When she put it that way, it truly did seem miles past fucked up.

Lev quieted himself down. “When you’re immortal, seeking out your own death is like the punchline of a joke. You’ll come to understand why before too much longer.”

But from that point forward, Emma always seemed to hold a tiny grudge against him. Even though she owed him everything, as I’d find out.


How long we’d been away from camp didn’t hit me until Scooter threw a tantrum. “You two have been missing for over a day! What the fuck?”

Thankfully, Lev had given us contact lenses that blocked our new eye color, and we’d changed back into our own clothes.

I still had some explaining to do.  “Hey, we’re safe. Don’t stress about it anymore.” And so did Lev, about that missing day.

The campfire was roaring, which meant it wasn’t blasting smoke. Still, my old buddy reeked like a skunk that had toked itself into orbit, even more so than usual. I couldn’t have imagined it until then.

Emma snuck away, probably thankful that Lina had turned in early, as usual. That fine difference between the zipper of her tent and mine didn’t happen, meaning she was spending the night with me. But I still had a pothead who’d been through a day of actually justified paranoia to deal with.

“So where the hell were you two? We contacted security and everything.”

“Not the real cops too, I hope.”

It brought that goofy smile back to his face. “With as much stuff as I pack around, a trafficking charge is guaranteed.”

Which was a fair point. Scooter had to carry enough of his ten favorite strains to smoke out Hendrix everywhere he went. The guy kept them sorted in their own travel bag and everything.

“You and Lina still heading out tomorrow?”

“That’s the plan. Why?”

I motioned at Emma’s empty tent. “I think we’re gonna stay a while longer.”

He reached an arm around me, giggling as he whispered, “So you went and hit that after all… I knew you would.”

Even though I hadn’t, playing along felt like the safest option.

I was on the verge of saying whatever would make him happy when Emma poked her head out of my tent. “Actually, we’ve been gone because we were out getting married.”

Scooter let go and shot looks between us. “Now I know you’re fucking with me. I’m nowhere near high enough to fall for that.”

An excuse to bolt probably wasn’t coming twice. “We haven’t bought rings yet, but look at her makeup.”

Emma winced, knowing the beam was coming. But she nodded.

I gave Scooter enough time for the gears to cough back to life. “Ho-lee shit!”

“See? I wasn’t pulling your leg.”

Scooter frogged me in the shoulder. “Well fuck dude, you just got married. Get in there and get you some!”

As much as I loved the guy like a brother, I was just happy to get away from his smell. Halfway to my tent, I was already pushing my contacts out, which made night look like day again. Vision was the one sense I didn’t want to turn down right then.

Crawling in, I heard Scooter cough by the fire. “And we didn’t have to tell him a single lie.” Which felt like the most screwed up part.

Emma sat cross-legged on top of my sleeping bag, already stripped down to plain, white panties and a tank-top that was just as boring. Her eyes glowed too, like she couldn’t get her own contacts out fast enough. “Well, you’re not getting lucky, if that’s what you’re after.”

“Who said I was?”

She did her best to raise only one eyebrow. “Mona sure had plenty to say about that. While Lev and I just talked, you two were up on the top floor, banging like teenagers.”

In the space of three days, we’d gone from just meeting, to getting ‘hitched’ in a way, to having our first argument. “We weren’t even a thing when it happened.”

Emma grinned enough to drop my blood pressure back to safe levels. “Relax. We both had our own reasons for going through with it. I’m still as freaked out as you are.”

Before dropping my pants, I had to offer. “You want me to pull your sleeping bag in here?”

All she did was shake her head, faintly.

“Well, I hope you know what the only other option is.”

“It’s fine.” She pulled the corner of my bag open. “Just no funny business, okay?”

Of all the fates worse than death, I had to roll the dice and get blue-balls as my punishment. “Don’t get mad if something keeps poking you. If we’re snuggled that close, it’s gonna happen.”

“Grow up already.” Emma dove herself in and turned away from me. “You turning in yet or not?”

Technically, we didn’t need to sleep or even breath. But that didn’t stop my body from aching after all the shit I’d been through. “Yeah, guess so.”

No sooner than I’d crammed in with her, Emma backed her ass into me. Like the true power she’d inherited from Mona was an even more ungodly knack for being a cock-tease.

But it didn’t take long for her to pass out. That’s when the truly disturbing part of this trip started.

Under her breath but still clear enough to make out, I started to know why she though throwing her old life away on this crazy gamble seemed like a good idea. The poor girl had been through some deep shit in her life, and going back home would guarantee even more of it.

At that point, what can you do but just hold a person? The evil fragment in the rear of my brain that wanted to get handsy shut itself up, real damn quick.


Too many hours later, I’d finally drifted off to sleep.

Until that same goddamned bird started chirping again. This time, it was a quarter mile away, and its friends had joined somewhere further off in the distance. The little bastards still rang through like they were all perched by my tent though.

I noticed I’d rolled onto my back. Emma had moved as well, draping an arm across my chest and a leg over both of my own.

What she’d been whimpering still haunted me. If even one percent of it was true, her parents were walking arguments for bringing back torture. Lord knows the girl had been through enough of it herself.

Pulling my ‘wife’ a little tighter roused her out of the peace she’d dozed into. As soon as her eyes opened, she knew what I’d heard.

I nestled her even closer. Before she could get a word in edgewise, I shut my eyes again and whispered, “Don’t worry, I won’t judge you for it.”

My shirt dampened just below the neck. The whole marriage thing wasn’t out of pity at all, but I couldn’t help thinking that if I could give her a person to feel safe around, she deserved exactly that from me.

Her voice cracked before she even started talking. “When you woke up after the change, you were more worried about me than yourself.” A hard sob from her shut the birds up, somehow. “No one’s ever cared about me like that.”

It was the natural thing to do. Or at least, I assumed it was.

But I hadn’t been raised by abusive psychopaths either. I wanted to ask why she still lived with them, but I didn’t even have to say a word.

“I’ve always been afraid. When I was little, Dad told me he’d hurt Mom too if I didn’t keep my mouth shut. Even though Mom would do the same things to me.”

Holding the words nearly burned a hole in my throat, but it was Emma’s time to let it all out.

“When I was old enough to live on my own, they both promised they’d kill me and whoever I ran away with.”

The tears had saturated a giant spot on my shoulder already.

“You probably think I’m an idiot, but even if it was crazy, taking any shot at immortality meant I had some hope that they couldn’t hurt me anymore.”

“Well, do I think you’re one?”

Her arm pulled even harder around my chest. “You don’t even think I’m a coward for living with it for so long. Why?”

Taking a shortcut out of this world instead of facing the nightmare Huntington’s entailed had been in my mind for a couple of years. “You managed to survive through all of that. Isn’t that enough to prove you’re not weak?”

“So now you know why I dressed like that all the time. Bruises and cigarette burns make people ask questions. I figured that out before I even started school.”

Jesus fuck… ‘People’ like Emma’s parents roamed free, instead of being locked away behind a fence somewhere, far away from the rest of polite society. No matter how thin you try spread it, it made the idea of justice in the world feel like total bullshit.

“But when I woke up after seeing you get stabbed, every burn, bruise, and scar was gone. That’s when I knew they weren’t lying to us.”

I still felt like I owed Lev a hard slug in the jaw over it.

Emma kept going as I started getting pissed all over again. “Mona suggested I start calling myself Emmalina, but I don’t want my old name, or a new one that reminds me of it.”

I couldn’t blame her. “Lev caved when I told him I was going by ‘Eddie,’ like it or not. Surely they won’t throw a fit if you come up with something different.”

“When I was little and things were really bad, I had an imaginary friend. I know she wasn’t real, and always did, but Lily helped me through a lot. Like I had someone to talk to, who’d understand.”

It’s not like I had grounds to overrule her there. “Outside of Lev, Mona, and myself, nobody will know your real name. If they don’t like it, too bad. I can call you that.”

“If I come across someone in my position, she’s who I’d want to be for them.” Another tear fell down her cheek and wet my shirt. “You’re a lot like her that way, yourself.”

Which watered up my eyes.  “As far as I’m concerned, that’s your name from here on out.”

Cuddling tight as she could, Lily didn’t speak another word. Not that she had to.

This girl had an excuse to hate everyone and everything. Yet she didn’t. How she managed that still fries my brain.

But it earned her my respect. Remember when I said Emma has the kind of smile that makes you want to be a better person, just to deserve seeing it? That still held true as Lily.

When your wife knows you think of her that way, without having to say as much, things move fast. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves just yet.


Scooter and Lina had just drove off. It reminded me that I had a job to get back to a few days later. Staring at my phone, I wondered if I’d be better off just calling my boss and telling him the news, or giving him the two weeks I felt I owed him.

Lily scooted next to me at the picnic table, wearing short sleeves in public for once. “If it doesn’t screw up what Lev wants us to do, I think you should. You think highly of Darrell.”

“How did you know my boss’ name?”

She giggled like something had gone whistling over my head. “I can tell you’re feeling guilty about your job,” Lily poked me in the side, “and you keep staring at his name in your contacts.”

“Fair enough.” So maybe she couldn’t read minds any better than I could. “The whole place did give me a chance, even though they knew I’d end up too disabled to work far younger than anyone else.”

“Knoxville isn’t that far. Maybe you could work something about between him and Lev.”

It’s only thirty miles as the crow flies between the two places, but even during the off-season, it would take at least an hour each way. “I know we’ve got infinite time now, but it’s one bitch of a commute.”

She gave a half shrug. “From what Lev tells me, I’m supposed to be that place’s Ramona.”

I almost shat a cinder block as I looked at her. “And her job is what, fucking guests?”

“Actually, she’s the hospitality manager, on paper.” Lily giggled and pressed her hands to her cheeks. “But I’m glad you felt so jealous about it.”

“So you worked in the hotel industry or something? That’s a big position for a place like this.”

Memories of home leaked through what I felt coming off her again. “I’ve been working at the same grocery store ever since I was sixteen. Quitting that place makes me feel just as bad as you do over it.”

“Then why not give them a notice?” And I wasn’t rude enough to ask why Lev thought she was qualified. “I can tell you care about the place.”

“It’s the only one in my town, and word would spread quick. I want my parents to think I’ve just disappeared off the face of the earth, like I was murdered or something. Maybe then, they won’t even bother looking for me.”

Why she’d stayed in that hell for so long, I kinda gathered from the traces of thoughts I picked up. Like tuning into a radio station with bad signal. “So where is this town, anyway?”

“Would you be mad if I didn’t want to tell you? If this is my chance at starting over, I’d rather leave everything behind.”

“Of course not.” I was still curious, but if she didn’t want to share it, that was her right.

Lily stared up, flinching at how bright a clear sky was to us. “It’s some little hole in the road in Georgia, way south of Atlanta. I think it’s got more people in the cemetery than living in the town itself.”

“And all that stuff you packed...” I shifted to get up. “You shoved everything you own in your car, because you didn’t plan on going back.”

She darted her eyes back to me as I stood. “How did you know? Something tells me you figured it out before we even turned into whatever we are now.”

“Nobody needs that much clothing or a giant cardboard box of books to go camping.” I turned for the campground’s bathrooms, because even after the turn, you still gotta piss. “I didn’t know what to make of it when I first met you, but it all makes sense now.”

Threading a hand through her hair, Lily stuck her legs out and crossed her ankles. “I didn’t know where I was going from here. Any place but home was fine.”

“I think you already found where you were headed.”

Lily smiled and put both hands on her knees. “You’re here too. That’s why I know it’ll turn out fine.”

The pure energy of her thoughts had me walking high all the way to the john. But once I got far enough away that I couldn’t feel her presence, I forced myself to think about the whole situation.

She was beyond a train wreck, mentally and emotionally. It’s not that I wanted to slink away and never come back, at all.

What this girl needed was more than just a shoulder to lean on and a new start in life. Therapists had always come across as paid friends in my dealings with them after my diagnosis, so that wasn’t the answer.

The only person I knew who could read a soul like a book was already here. But I already knew dealing with Mona would bring its own set of problems.


I almost got in a fight with the security goon as he told us to pack our shit hours before check-out time. As it turned out, Lev and Mona had new accommodations ready for us. Telling us that outright would have saved the guy one hell of a dog-cussing.

What I didn’t expect was the location…

That dilapidated bathhouse.

Lily kept up behind me as I followed his truck down the same path. Each new scrape in my car’s paint and big rock in the road gritted my teeth a little harder. My RX-8 wasn’t the newest car around, but I always figured it was the closest thing I’d ever have to a kid. At the very least, I’d need to get the wheels realigned and give it a deep buffing after this shit.

Rounding the last corner, I saw the Land Rover already parked next to the bridge. Lev and Mona were standing just on the other side of the moat. At least this time, they were dressed to go into the place like we were.

Before I could slam my door and chew the guy out, he sped away. The trail of dust pissed me off even more.

Lev didn’t raise his voice, but I knew he was pissed. “Over here, idiot. Don’t take it out on our staff.”

I still had pressure I wanted to relieve on his pompous ass. “What’s this about?”

“Unless you want a better place to sleep than a tent, I’d advise you to calm down.”

Lily walked up from behind, reminding me that I wasn’t the only one at stake here.

Mona looked at her husband. “I told you they’d get along. Quit swinging your dick around and get to the point. He won’t give us any trouble.”

Lev snapped his fingers as he turned for the ruins. “Emmalina needs a place to live, but I’m sure you have a place to go back to. Either way, you’re both welcome to stay here.”

My fists balled as I stood on the first plank of the bridge. “She’s not going by the name you picked, either.”

The first hint of warmth I’d seen in Mona came pouring in a smile before she stared at Lev. “You should listen to Eddie.”

“What now?” Lev pivoted where he stopped. “I gave him credit for standing firm on what he believes in, but I can’t give the boy free reign to ignore everything I ask.”

Mona curled a fingers at us in her khaki shorts and halter top. “I could tell him, or you two can explain it for yourselves.”

Lev curled his nose at me, but addressed his wife. “This had better be good.”

You fucker… “I’m still pissed at you, but I’m willing to play along. Lily is on board too.”

He stared at Mona again. “What’s this?”

She walked like those hiking boots were heels with both hands clasped behind her back. Closing half the distance between us and her husband, stopping just short of the other side of the bridge, Mona kept her eyes on Lily. “After all these years, did you forget what you did for me? There’s a lot of us from back then in these two.”

I could tell Lev wanted to keep being a dick, but knew better. “Then tell me, what has he done that’s equal to when I saved your life?” He looked at me and almost snorted. “Or when I saved his, for that matter?”

Mona traipsed across the bridge, still holding her hands close to her ass. “If you’d ask Lily, she could tell you herself.”

“Fine, that’s her name. Can we get on with it?”

Bending over at the hips, Mona started looking up at me. “And if you’d have gotten to know Eddie at all, this wouldn’t be a problem.”

“It’s not a problem. I’ve already ceded the point.”

Mona whipped around and straightened herself. “You still don’t get it, do you, love?”

His breath almost changed the direction of the wind. “I’m done asking questions. Tell me what you’re getting at.”

“They’re exactly who the other needed.” Mona started back toward Lev. “I had my doubts until now, but I can feel it them. These two realized they need each other.”

“And your point is?”

Mona’s arms swung back to her front. “It took us years to get to that point. You remember, I’m sure.”

Lev’s back heaved. Then he devolved into full laughter. As Lev keeled over, he tried looking our way.

What the fuck?

He turned his whole body around with the fattest grin I’d ever seen. “Ramona chose well.” Lev eased his shoulders and put his arm around his wife’s hip. “But I still don’t have all day. Let’s hurry up. I don’t know how much work our old suite needs after all these years.”

Mona’s voice flashed in my head, loud and clear. I told him he’d like you as much as he liked her. The fool didn’t believe me at first.


My last hour at Westlake Monuments had been a farewell party. It sucked to leave the place after all they’d done for me, but everyone got it. Darrell couldn’t pay what Lev would put in my account each week.

And to his credit, my old boss was genuinely happy for me. If he wasn’t, I could have read it on the guy like a billboard. Even before getting these new powers.

Swerving my car around the path as the last bit of daylight faded, I was thankful Lev had ordered a load of fresh gravel. Paving the damn thing would call for it anyway. But I’d paid a friend a case of beer to fix holes busted in my car’s exhaust system twice in as many weeks.

The last of my stuff was piled in the back seat. Hitting the brakes around that final turn, everything lurched forward as I skidded to a halt.

I guess this is home now.

Lily had been staying here for the two weeks I’d worked out between Lev and Darrell. I came back as much as I could, but it kept getting harder to spend time away from her.

At that point, Lily wasn’t just some girl I’d let spill her soul out on me. She wasn’t just my ‘wife’ either.

Maybe it was the new powers we had, or even something Mona had put in our heads. But after sneaking as many nights as I could with her, Lily’s hold on me kept getting tighter.

And no, we still hadn’t gone that far together.

Before you laugh, I didn’t know the extent of what she’d gone through. Hell, even Mona couldn’t bust through the damage of her past.

Lily had walled off so much trauma, it was probably for the better that she recoiled at the idea of remembering some parts of her childhood. Mona and I weren’t about to press the issue.

But if it would happen, it’d be on Lily’s terms. Lev had pretty well dropped the issue, impatient as he was to get his new project rolling

I got out and crossed the bridge. The smell of must, wet earth, and rotting leaves that lingered around the place had disappeared. Lily and a few of the grounds staff had cleared the inside of the place up while I was off giving Darrell the time I owed him. But it was still a dusty shell, more fit for Europe than Tennessee.

Every step I took echoed through the empty courtyard. The old suite was on the far side, back in the maze of halls and empty rooms. But I knew Lily had to have picked up on my arrival before I even got halfway down the stretch of unpaved road.

Rounding the first of the columns, I picked up on someone breathing across the open gallery. The water’s sweet aroma wafting from the pool in the middle kept me from sniffing out who it was.

“Someone there?” My voice bounced against the walls a few times. “Hello?”

While it didn’t feel wrong, I knew something was off. Then the breathing stopped.

Whoever it was, they didn’t want me to find them.

Even a girl as slight as Lily could take down of a hulking cage fighter with our powers, but it still put the metallic taste of adrenaline in my mouth.

“Hey, answer me!” I got up to what used to be a sprint, but now it was more of a light jog.

I stopped and put my back against the last column. The breathing had come from the side of the courtyard just around that thing.

“Last chance.”

And still nothing.

I waited, knowing anyone but our kind would have to breath at some point.

But then I caught a whiff of the rosewater shampoo Lily found tolerable.

As I peeked around the shaft of gray rock, she was sitting by the column in front of the hall that snaked back to our room. With her legs and ass on the floor, leaning forward on both hands, she asked, “Who did you think it was?”

It wasn’t the cheap kind of jump scare, but it had my heart pounding. Almost as much as that low-cut, legless getup she was barely wearing. “Until now, I had no idea. I didn’t know if someone had tried to sneak in or what the hell was going on.”

Lily shifted to one side and lifted her chin up as I walked closer. “You worry too much about me. I’m fine here.”

I wanted to be pissed, but I picked up on something different than usual going through her mind. “I know it’s my first night living here, but that’s not the ‘welcome home’ I thought you’d give.”

Her lips parted a tad. Leaning forward, Lily kept her rear planted on the ground. “You’ve never tried to sleep with me, or even got handsy yet. Why?”

Secrets weren’t really possible between our sort. “You already know.”

“That’s sweet of you and all, but Mona told me what we’re really supposed to do with this place.”

“We’ve known the reason for putting it back in commission for weeks now.” To bring in a more upscale crowd, compared to what the main resort had started drawing. Or at least, that’s what I thought.

“No,” Lily turned her head but kept her eyes on me, “we’re supposed to start our own family.”

Boy, did I have some bad news… “I already told you, I had a vasectomy a few years ago. Besides, our kind can’t have children anyway.”

“No, like the people who watched our ceremony. Each family can only have fifty. Technically, we’re the last two they could add to their own.”

I’d have to take it up with either Lev or Mona later. But I still didn’t have an answer for what Lily was up to. “You’re starting to act like him, being all cagey like this. What’s up with you tonight?”

“Haven’t you figured it out yet?” She closed her mouth and started grinning. “Since you’ve finally moved in, you need a homecoming present.”

My legs moved on their own. “It’s not like you’re obligated to do this. Yeah, we’re married in all but the legal sense, but I get why you haven’t wanted to.”

By the time I was standing over her, Lily couldn’t hide the grin anymore. “How long are you gonna keep saying that? I’m starting to think you like saving me for later.”

“It’s up to you when and if it happens, same as before.”

Lily twisted in place, leaning her shoulders against the column. But that eye-contact never broke. “If I tell you I’m ready, will you drop the gallant act and do what I know you’ve been thinking about?”

Oh…

“I’m glad you waited to make the first time special, though.”

She was hot as Mona, and almost too devoted. Some part of me hated to cross that last boundary we’d kept intact, like it was my way of proving she could trust me. “Hey, I’ve thought about it since the first night we met, but with what’s already happened to you and those things you won’t talk about, I figured—”

“Fine, I’ll quit dancing around it…” Her cheeks burned red, even in the cool light. “I’ve never even been with a guy!”

Lily had the innocence thing down as well as a basket of kittens, but I didn’t see that coming. “You’re twenty-two years old. How did you make it this long without it happening?”

“Parents who track every move you make throws a wrench in the process. Even getting a job put them on edge, so a home-schooled kid like me never had a chance to meet anyone.”

After six years ringing up groceries, surely Lily would have had the chance to get flirted with at some point. That is, if her town wasn’t all of one grocery store and a gas station that didn’t open on Sundays. “So how did you even meet Lina?”

“The computer in the manager’s office let me get away with social media. She invited me on a trip, so I saw it as my chance to learn how to camp before heading off on my own.”

Her plan was awful, but after a life that sheltered, it was kinda impressive. “You just knew camping needed a tent and a sleeping bag. No wonder yours were still in the packaging when you showed up.”

“Out of everything my parents did to me, that’s the one line they didn’t cross. Religious nutcases are weird like that.”

I had too many questions, but each one felt more invasive than giving Lily what she wanted. Judging by that look on her face as she glared up at me, she didn’t know what to do next. Not that I did either. I wasn’t a stranger to getting laid by any stretch of the imagination, but a virgin was the one kind of girl I hadn’t been with.

Her voice stammered, but Lily braved through it. “So what now? Do we go to the bedroom, or do I make the next move?” As if she had any idea what that might be.

“Give me your hands.”

Like she was captivated, Lily did exactly what I told her to. “I get the basics, but I’ll follow your lead, okay?”

I could have been the boring, nice guy. But if she was supposed to be my main squeeze for centuries, I wanted her to think a great fuck was the norm. Grabbing both of her wrists and pressing them against the flat stone behind her, I felt that instinctive twinge of fight in her arms.

“Eddie,” she trembled just enough, “what are you doing?”

A hint of Lev creeped into my head. “What you asked me to.”

My pants weren’t coming down if both of us had our hands trapped. But there wasn’t any need to rush. “Stand up.”

Lily clambered onto to her bare feet. With both arms still trapped high above her head, that tiny amount of fear was downright captivating.

I pushed my face into the side of her neck. Plucking her skin between my lips, I kept working my way up until I was behind her jaw. “Do you trust me?”

She moaned and writhed against the weight I was pressing into her. “You’re the first person I ever have.”

The need to plunge right in woke from that dumber brain downstairs. But with a little more teasing and gentleness, Lily was bound to warp easier than putty between my fingers.

Easing my head back, I saw the gleam on top of the light in her eyes. Even with all the strength her body had, the perfect amount of vulnerability Lily showed begged me to push her trust, if only a little.

The fingers of my left hand intertwined with all ten of hers. As I slid the right down her arm, Lily wasn’t making any play at escape.

I was about to ask, ‘Right here?’ But I couldn’t think of a better time or place. “You’re absolutely positive about this?”

Lily jerked her head when the fingers running up her neck brushed her cheek. “Stop asking for permission before I change my mind.”

Air traffic control had cleared my landing as I crossed the point of no return. I was done talking.

I firmed up my hold over her head, tracing my other hand to the split between her breasts. Then I let one finger curl under the top seam of her outfit.

Lily gasped when I teased at flipping it down. Her legs squirmed in place and her chest filled up when I kept drifting lower. Once I passed the dent of her navel in the fabric, the poor thing couldn’t take a breath without making a sound.

My middle finger joined in, splitting from my pointer as I traced the outside of the bottom seam.

She put a little fight against the hold on her hands. It didn’t take one percent of my power to make her surrender.

Eager warmth told me the anticipation was killing her inside. My fingertips pushed the edges fabric closer, just a sliver of an inch.

Lily’s jaw quivered. Through parted lips, I heard her try to whisper something.

“What’s that?”

Her teeth almost chattered together. “You know what to do?”

I closed some of the gap between my fingers, diving them under the cloth. “You don’t?”

She kept staring back at me, too scared to answer.

Whether she did or not couldn’t matter anymore. Instead of promising the world, I kept drifting my fingers together. By the time the hood over her clit burned against my knuckles, I knew she was in uncharted territory.

Lily jutted her chin up.

Leaning into her ear, I whispered, “You don’t get how it works, but you just shaved.”

Her voice came out louder than she probably intended. “Mona told me to.”

Personally, I’d figured they were doing things between them on the side up until that point. ‘I’ve never been with a guy’ doesn’t rule out another woman, after all.

The skin around her folds was almost too soft. I pressed my fingers in a twirling motion, slow as I could manage.

Lily’s breath turned into a whimper.

“Does it feel good?”

She fought to keep her eyes open, twitching a nod that was barely noticeable.

My grip around her fingers tightened as I pressed a little harder. Going all-out was tempting, like dunking someone’s head to get them used to the water. But that was also a recipe for getting them to scramble out of the pool.

Another ounce of pressure jerked her entire body. Each twist made her gasp a little heavier.

Then I let my ring finger take over for the middle. Her entrance was barely there as I felt the line of her pussy.

Her legs gave out, forcing me to hold Lily up by her hands. Not even halfway up her slit, the light touch slammed her mind like pushing a button with a wrecking ball.

A tremor shot up from Lily’s feet, shaking her all the way to the shoulders. Her fingers gave out, forcing my grip down to her wrists if I didn’t want her to crumple like an empty sack.

The tip of my finger spread her lips apart, gliding up until I felt the bump of her clit. Pressing my mouth against hers, I watched Lily’s eyes shoot open as she moaned into me. I’d never felt a girl offer a complete surrender with her entire body.

I could have forced the bottom strip of her outfit aside and fucked a Lily-shaped dent in that pillar. Her body certainly could have handled it on a physical level.

But even the slightest press on that bean was unraveling her mind like a cheap rug.

She lifted one of her feet, never getting her leg wrapped around mine. A little more play told me that standing still like this was torturing her.

I pulled my lips away. “Come on.”

Lily kept staring up at me, trying to hold it all in.

Letting go of her wrists and slipping my hand out from between her thighs, I was ready to catch her fall.

Dropping her foot back to the stone floor, she leaned against the column instead. “You didn’t have to stop...”

Looking down that end of the covered walkway surrounding the spring’s plaza, one of the blocks between every other pair of columns caught my eye. “If I kept that up, you’d hit floor.”

The soft pat of her steps followed not even a foot away from my own. Lily grabbed one of my hands as I swung it behind me and stopped. “Eddie, you’ve got to quit brushing me off like this.”

I turned around but didn’t try to break my hand away. Walking backwards, I pulled her into the square of moonlight beside the low half-wall. “I’m not.”

“You’ve been here as much as you can, but you’ve never even tried to...” Lily blushed as she wrapped her other hand around mine too, but she didn’t look away. “You know what I mean.”

“Sex.”

That turned her head. “Isn’t it what normal people do when they like each other this way? I thought you felt the same way I do.”

From a possible one-night stand, to the kind of girl I wanted to handle with silk gloves until I put her back on the velvet pillow. But maybe she wasn’t as fragile and damaged as I’d figured.

Lily took another step closer, pressing herself against me. “I mean, I’m glad you don’t see me as some floozy you can get on her back and throw away later. I can feel what you really mean by all the waiting, but you’re driving me insane.”

To say I didn’t pick up on a little fear about it in her mind would be a lie. Yet she wasn’t saying it out of obligation or what was supposed to be ‘normal.’ “After everything you’ve been through, I didn’t want to take advantage of it.”

“And I know you mean that.” Her face rose a couple of inches as she stood on tip-toes, pressing her body harder. “I’m not just some damaged kid you need to coddle, though. It’s kinda insulting, like you don’t trust me to handle it like a grown-ass woman.”

I didn’t know what to say. How I’d handled the morning after our first night together in my tent gave her what she needed at the time.

Her face softened around the edges. “Yes, I needed a shoulder to cry on back then, and someone I could feel safe with.” She gripped my hand tight enough to hurt. “But I know what I am. Everything I went through in the past wouldn’t even faze me now.”

“Physically.” Because apparently the only thing on this earth that can kill us is being at ground-zero when a damn nuke goes off.

“Well, feeling like you don’t trust me to handle myself hurts in a different way.” Lily blinked a couple of times. “I know you’d never do it on purpose, but that’s exactly what you’re doing right now.”

I felt her grip on my hand loosen. Gripping around the narrowest part of Lily’s hips, I lifted her up and spun ninety degrees.

When her ass landed on the solid block of stone, Lily’s expression didn’t change. “Don’t worry, I wasn’t about to run off sobbing or anything dramatic like that.”

“That’s not why I put you here.” With our hips on the same level, I didn’t have to lean down as much to put my mouth next to her ear. “Just relax and go where it takes you.”

As I slid down to my knees, I caught Lily asking, “What does that even mean?”

Forcing that patch of fabric aside, I saw the way her folds gleamed in the cold light. Rushing forward and planting my tongue on her clit, I felt like I was in the presence of something that needed to be worshiped.

One hard gasp emptied her lungs. Lily tensed every part of herself and locked eyes with me again. “You’re not teasing me again, are you?”

It hurt to pull my tongue away. “I wasn’t in the first place.” Another lick twitched her legs like my tongue was packing serious voltage.

She gave up on keeping the stare going, rolling her head back as her breasts lifted. Another taste pushed them even higher as her back arched off the glassy polish of the rock.

Running the tip of my tongue down her slit, I felt the barrier that proved she’d never been abused in that way. But we could regenerate an entire limb in minutes. Is this fucking thing gonna grow back?

It didn’t seem to bother Lily any. The backs of her legs closed around my shoulders. Before I could even dive my face back in, she forced me closer with everything she had.

The sweet, metallic flavor of her overwhelmed my mind. The lingering hint of that rosewater wash made it all the better.

Every jerk of her body felt like a plea to keep going. The back of my shirt lifted, even though Lily’s arms had sprawled across the flat surface.

The first cry I’d ever forced out of her rang out. Wrapping my hands around the tops of her thighs, I wanted to find out if she was that damn sensitive, or if I was just pressing the right button.

When the cotton lifted halfway up my back, I felt the clench of her toes and sole atop my shoulders. The hardest lick I’d given so far jolted Lily’s entire body. Sneaking back, I held my arms straight and let the shirt slide off in the grip of her feet.

It finally dropped to the floor as Lily unwound herself with a moan. She’d get what she wanted, but I didn’t see any reason why I couldn’t tease the first climax out of her.

The bottom of my shaft pushed against the tons of stone. Straightening my knees had it at just the right height.

Lily sighed, but not out of impatience. She pulled her feet up to the edge of the wall and asked, “This is what my parents told me was so evil?”

“Wait,” I pulled my zipper down, “you’ve never even played with yourself down there?”

“I tried a few times, but I got scared.” Even though she kept looking up, I could tell shame was all over her face. “My parents always told me anything that felt so good, while being that easy, has to be evil.”

“And let me guess, they also said, ‘If you start ringing the devil’s doorbell, someday he’ll answer.’”

“How did you know?”

You can’t grow up in Tennessee without hearing it from the local holy-rollers at some point. “If it’s not wrong when someone else does it for you, because you’re married, what makes it so bad in every other situation?”

I didn’t expect her to bust out laughing, but it happened anyway. Lily’s voice kept shooting up and down the valley until she got hold of herself again. “It’s so obvious now, but up until I met you, Lev, and Mona, I couldn’t piece it all together.”

With my cock sticking right out of my pants, I’m not gonna lie… I was about to be a more than little pissed if she decided to back out at that point.

Lily settled down, craning her neck to stare me right in the eyes. “All those years of my parents telling me they wanted what’s best for me… That was a lie from the start.”

Part of me wanted to say, ‘Well, duh.’ But a fucked upbringing isn’t something you can just shake off like water after a shower. “You didn’t know anything else. It’s not like it was your fault.”

“But now I do get that life can be different.” Blue as it was, that light in her eyes felt warm somehow. “That’s why I feel like I need to thank you for it.”

As her ass scooted over the edge of the wall, I felt two impulses lock horns in my head. But rather than letting either one win, I needed an answer. “If you’re doing this because you feel like you owe to me, stop.”

“The fact that you just said that tells me everything I need to know.”

The lips between her legs pushed against my shaft. I was about to start cackling myself.

Lily pushed herself up, resting on her elbows. “What’s wrong now?”

I pinched at the tear ducts on the inside corners of my eyes. “Nothing at all. I just didn’t think it’d play out like this.”

She probably didn’t either, but that didn’t stop Lily. Rocking her hips up, the involuntary jerk of her chin caught the girl off her guard.

Leaning back and inch, I knew I was aimed just right.

“If you say another fucking thing before you man up and do this, I swear, I’ll—”

The slightest bump forward had my tip stretched against the barrier of her opening. “You’ll what?”

Her legs spread and then closed again around my back. “You’ve done this before?”

Plenty. “A time or two.”

“Liar.”

It was too easy to forget how Mona’s ability to read someone like a book had passed on to her like a family’s trademark facial feature. “Fine, six girls before you.”

“But none of them were like me?”

Which I understood for what it was. “I can’t say I’ve ever been someone’s first, but no, they weren’t.”

She pulled me a little tighter. “Good answer.”

And I wasn’t lying. Lily wasn’t just the first virgin I’d gotten hold of. She was the first person I feared losing, now that I knew it would mean regretting it for more than the decade I’d had left before.

Sliding my tip up and down just enough to get her whimpering again, I felt the strain of that barrier near its limit. Jogging a thumb against her clit, I couldn’t stop myself from grinning. “What if you like it?”

But Lily had figured me out already. “What if I don’t?”

There wasn’t shit I could say to that. Which put the spotlight back on me.

A few more ounces of pressure drew her mouth tight. Lily punched her heels against my ribs. There was a shake in her legs, like she wanted to pull me in and force me back at the same.

I cupped her jaw and felt the pulse racing up her neck. “Take a deep breath.”

Her gasp ended at its loudest point.

The sudden break inside her guided me in.

“Oh shit!” Her arms pressed back at first, then settled down when I didn’t force myself any further. “Eddie, it hurts...”

I tried backing out as smoothly as I could.

“No, it’s starting to better.” Her legs curled harder. “Stay right there.”

Even bending down to put my face next to hers had Lily moaning. Feeling the ridges of her hear against my lips, I whispered. “Don’t push yourself too hard. If you need me to stop, I will.”

She bit at the lobe hanging over her mouth. After she had her fill and left a mark, Lily grasped her fingers around the back of my neck. “A little more.”

A fraction of an inch deeper had the girl clamped around me with all four limbs. Not even halfway in, I combed my fingers through her hair, letting it rest between the back of her head and the rock.

Lily tensed around my shaft, but it wasn’t anything compared to what the rest of her body was doing. “Deeper...”

A bit of the side-to-side wiggle pressed me forward more than I intended. I bottomed out with my tip, feeling the grip around me tighten with a shiver like she was about to snap.

When I tried to ease out, she locked on hard enough make it impossible.

“Just…” Her breath stopped for a moment. “… don’t move.”

It had to hurt, but even taking a glancing read of Lily’s thoughts, I didn’t pick up any regret in her head.  Straining against the total lock of her arms and legs, I tried to act like I wasn’t in pain myself as I whispered, “You’re doing fine. Relax.”

Not that she could. Both of her walls twitched, loosening and drawing up at random.

Even moving enough to unbutton my pants made her whimper. Even bending my neck down moved me enough to make Lily flinch. “If you need me to stop, I will.”

Her arms shook and nearly folded my spine in half. But her breath warmed more of me than what it drifted over. “Don’t…”

She was brave, but I had my limits. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

Her knees tried to slam together behind my back. Despite that, Lily knew what she wanted, and what she was. “I’ll get over it.”

After more gasps than I’d have put her through if it were up to me, I got my pants loose enough to fall down my legs. It felt safe enough to draw back, but she was still on the verge of tears

Lily sucked more air and hugged tighter than ever.

I’d had enough. “Stop already… You don’t have to prove a single thing to me.”

“No,” her voice cracked at too low a volume, “it starting to feel too good.”

I bumped myself into her with as little pressure as I could manage.

Her legs tried to pinch me in half. Then I felt her lips part next to my ear again. “If it’s so wrong, why does it feel this good?”

Because it isn’t wrong, and never was. But her brain had been fried enough for one night. “You’re doing great.”

Lily wrapped her mouth around my lips, pulling me back in with all she had. That desperate moan almost made me come on the spot. For a girl who’d never had an arm draped around her in a theater from a fake yawn, she was making up for lost time.

Every part of her cunt let go, save for the vice just past her entrance. It let me back out enough.

Sweeping my hips put her on edge again. I didn’t even have to see her toes to know they were curled, feeling the tension in her calves against my back. The kind of ramming I wanted to give her at first still didn’t seem possible. But then her lips parts against my ear again.

“Fuck me...”

I felt like I had to punch something. With nothing but solid rock and the last person I’d ever want to hurt in reach, you can guess how hard it snapped my mind like a toothpick.

Lily’s voice soothed the pent-up need. “I need more.” The gradual caress of her fingers down my arms ended in another tangle of our fingers on both sides of her head.

Forcing myself up, I looked down at the impeccable girl offering herself up for whatever I wanted. I strained to lunge my cock back in, parting her walls like that broken virginity didn’t matter.

A full-throated moan silenced everything else in the valley. Pulling back with her hands, Lily guided me deeper. Like she wasn’t satisfied with the deepest point her body would let me reach.

Turning the grip around on her, I put all my weight on her hands. Delving every way but out, I caught Lily struggling to trap me in.

“Deeper!”

I had to smile at her enthusiasm. “I’m bottomed out in you. That’s kinda how this works.”

Tender legs dropped from my shoulders, hugging tight until she gave up and planted her soles on my chest. But she didn’t look disappointed.

Absorbed in the rub of her feet against my neck, she was more seductive to me than girls who’d mastered the art of fucking. Innocence is great on its own, but Lily begging me to ruin it like this was the ultimate show of trust.

I tipped back and gave her another shove. The wild thrill in her scream demanded another, which I wasn’t about to hold back. With her ass slipping further up the corner with each thrust, I had to pull with my arms just to keep Lily perched on the edge.

Nerves hit their maximum as her legs seized. Toes pinched the skin on my neck.

But I had to keep going. The urge to use her to the point of failure rushed my dick through.

That is, until her limit snapped.

Her fingers trembled as they let go of mine. Both legs flexed in, and Lily’s cunt snapped tighter until escape was impossible.

There was a pulse of climax seeping out of my core. But if Lily had been so defiant of her own fears, I had to fight that urge with gritted teeth.

Collapsed into a ball, Lily tremored it out and fell to my right.

The wrench of flesh around my dick emptied my lungs. Trying to back out, her walls stuck to me like glue, forcing me to give up until they stopped twitching. Just that motion alone could have ended game sooner rather than later.

Arms and legs settled down. Shivering and spent, Lily kept whimpering through the afterglow of something she’d never experienced.

The vice around my cock relented. Easing myself out with as little shock as I could, it still made her body twitch.

I had to lean closer. Still halfway in, my hand brushed the chaotic mess of hair off Lily’s face. “You did great.”

She tried to look up. Disappointment filled her voice. “Is it over?”

Pulling the rest of the way out, the false hint made me smirk. “That’s up to you. Think you can handle another round like that?”

Lily fought against the tremors, barely getting her shoulders up with both hands. “So you’re not finished...” Her lips curled behind the jungle of curls draped over her face. “I never wanted it to end, but then it kept feeling even better.”

The magic of an orgasm, distilled into its essence. That was all the fuel I needed, renewed and ready to put her through all that again.

I held a hand out. Closing my fingers around Lily’s shaking mitt, I wrapped an arm around her waist and guided her off the wall.

Lily braced herself against me, her legs quaking and about to give out from under her. What I desired, she was absolutely craving. “I want you back inside me. Now.”

My arms squeezed around her. Elegant, even as she wanted me to do the filthiest things to her, Lily had turned into my obsession for a damn good reason. Burying my face against the top of her head, I asked, “Think you can handle more than that?”

Not done quaking in her own skin, Lily managed to squirm herself around until her breasts piled against me. She pushed herself up again, falling into my chest as she planted her lips on my neck. The startling wetness of her kiss dripped almost as much as her answer. “I want you to feel that too.”

Fucking incredible. Even through clothes, our bodies seared against each other. “Turn around.”

Lily pushed herself harder against me, then did what she was told. Giving in as I pulled at the top hem of her outfit, the legless romper peeled down her curves. When I saw her taut ass for the first time in all its glory, the whole shebang slid down her legs.

I ripped the rest of my clothes off, thankful that I only had to worry about it from the waist down.

Perking up at the sound of my belt buckle clattering against the floor, Lily backed herself up, searching blindly for what she wanted.

Naked as the soul she’d bared to me, I took hold of my dick with one hand and guided her back with the other. My head parted the lush, swollen lips, driving in like it knew the way back home. There was no reason to toy or tease anymore.

With a bold sweep, Lily coursed herself against me. Girth that had been too much didn’t matter any longer.

I sank into her depth, watching the skin on Lily’s shoulders blush red. The radiant heat from her thigh seared against my arm as I forced one of her knees up on the wall.

Her body straightened, forcing her back against my chest. Taut and dripping wet already, it made her walls crush against my dick.

My hand pulled against her throat. Barely throwing myself into her, Lily’s voice buzzed my fingers until the start of it echoed back four or five times.

I squeezed a little harder. The brutal slam kept her just as loud, even though it would have choked out your mortal kind of girl in seconds.

She reached back with both hands. Nails dug into my waist as Lily kept trying to force me deeper. For all her weakness, that body packed an untamed storm she’d been hiding for too long.

My breathe seethed through locked jaws. Our bodies slammed together as I felt the a pulse course from the deepest part of her snatch.

Lily’s throat vibrated hard enough to numb my hand. “This time, with me!”

Puncturing hard again, I felt her turn into woman-shaped wreckage. Another crush shivered the one leg she was standing on.

Lily brought it up, punching the heel of her foot against my rib cage.

Trapping her between my hips and tons of stone, I piled in so hard that either her voice or the block would crack.

That grinding fusion inside her broke Lily’s mind. Both of her palms slapped against the polished rock, probably feeling truly alive for the first time in her life.

Her wailing screams caught me off-guard. Drugged with the madness pouring out of her, a hard press of the bottom of my shaft forced what was left out of the poor girl.

A surge of wetness flowed around me. Even as her passage snapped tight, I growled through it. The ridge under my shaft coursed over her g-spot, firing her over the edge.

I grabbed the back of her neck, hammering close to my own maximum.

Each smack drowned in the raw volume of her screams. Another squirt of wetness flowed as her pussy throbbed again.

My hand drifted to the front of her throat again. Ripping her off the wall until Lily’s back pressed straight against me, those impeccable, swollen breasts were the perfect handles to keep her locked tight.

Every vein and artery in my neck stung with every heartbeat. Lily had already come undone. Now it was just a matter of how far I could throw her past the boundary.

After the hardest plow I’d given her yet, time slowed to a crawl. Breathing as hard as I could, my body tensed. Energy crackled through my shaft, rising higher as every inch shattered through.

Caught deep, I felt the eruption well up. My cock surged one last bit of hardness.

A silken texture spread around my tip. Rocking my head forward, I couldn’t even force my teeth apart as I grunted, “Oh fuck!”

Lily blasted one final torrent of shouts. Her ass couldn’t back into me enough. She’d had her wish granted, and now her body was just being greedy.

Bucked over and taking her with me, I tried to inhale through the press of my face against her neck. It was better than oxygen, taking in the pure aroma of that lovely thing I’d let myself become obsessed with.

Her fingers trembled against my jaw and temple. Nuzzling her mouth against my forehead, Lily proved how angelic she could be.

As I fought through the burn in my lungs, another dripping peck merged with my sweat.

Lily’s touch was past hot, but when I had the strength to look at her, the blue of her eyes felt warm too. “Does it always feel this good?”

I didn’t know if it was because of what we’d become, or if it was all because of her. “It’s never felt like this for me, either.” Going flaccid, I tried to pull myself out.

Fingertips graced the line of my jaw. “No, stay right there.” Lily jittered out her final wave. “If we’re supposed to live forever, I need as much of this to remember as I can get.”

A quick gasp of agreement coursed up my throat. “Same.”

From that point forward, I understood what Lev had meant about his wife. When two immortals bond like this, they’re both the other’s one-person cult.
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Wes locked eyes with every one of the dozen or so suits and IT managers. “Something’s come up.” Nodding leftward at his Chief Operating Officer, Wes finally added, “Brett, come on, we’ve got something to talk about. Now.”

Every face stayed locked-on, and he knew it. After Wes closed the door behind them, it was time break the news he knew he should have given months ago, had he known when this would happen. “It’s time to find a new CEO.”

Brett had been competent, and more importantly, loyal from the start. “Why? If it’s legal problems, we can have a squad of attorneys on it before lunch.”

Wes didn’t bother explaining any further. “Follow me.”

The rounded sconces and hanging plants gave way to the raised catwalk in the hangaresque lobby. Why did she have to show up now, of all fucking times?

Pointing down at the reception area, Wes’ finger aimed right at a blonde showing a little too much cleavage in her white cocktail dress. Her red lips and blonde hair, like a priceless ruby set in platinum, would have caught a blind man’s attention. “She’s why.”

Brett razzed Wes’ hair. “Buddy, sexual harassment suits settle for pennies on the dollar. You know that as well as I do.”

“It’d be really bad if that was why she’s here.” Wes feigned a smile as he leaned against the clear barrier and looked at Brett. “Because she’s my mother.”

***

Wes looked out the window at the mid-century modern compound on the edge of the sea bluff. The central building was surrounded on every other side by hillsides covered in green fields, six prairie-style mansions, and a smattering of greenhouses and outbuildings. “Someone realized the oceans would rise. What about it?”

One crooked digit tapped at the camera, like it could touch Wes through the stream. Wes’ benefactor glowed with pride as he responded, “Our whole base of operations is here on the north island of New Zealand now. The first woman your father bred already has your first candidate on her way.”

The fact that Grant had knocked up Dr. Cynthia Clare-Rickard before his own mother never sat right with him. “I get it, Jareth’s my dad’s oldest kid. Stop reminding me.”

“And he’s here to help.” Janus’ twisted grin faded into the look of a man who realized shit was getting close to the fan. “Sorry if that’s a problem.”

If getting his half-brother out of drug charges in Thailand hadn’t been so easy, Wes would have panicked. “I’ll agree, but only if he keeps his nose clean and stays out of our way.” Bribes in the six-digits had saved Jareth from execution or life in prison, under Thailand’s batshit laws.

The way Janus pulled his shawl closer didn’t make it any better. “I know you’ll keep looking after him, but he has to start taking responsibility for himself, someday.”

Elena’s unmistakable voice flooded Wes’ head.

Janus is dying. You know it as well as I do.

***

“So you want me to direct the second generation of your work.” It was an honor Wes had known about for years already, but it still gave him the warm fuzzies. “I’m still up for it, but I need to know everything.”

Halfway across the room, Janus asked, “Did you ever find a girl who meets our criteria?”

For the ninth time in a year, Wes answered, “Yeah, her name’s Holly.”

Not so far gone that a reminder couldn’t get him back on the rails, Janus picked up where he’d left off. “Oh yeah, how could I forget her?”

Fucking Alzheimer’s. Which Janus himself forgot he had, every now and then.

“She’s on her way with Ava. Can’t have you getting too lonely here.”

It was breaking news to Wes. “She doesn’t even know about the arrangement we’ve got. I wish you’d have let me break it to her, myself.”

“So she doesn’t even know her father was one of our Donors?”

Wes didn’t either. “Who?”

“Steve Michaels, one of the first we trialed with Patrem Theta. As a matter of fact, he was the last man your father trained, personally.”

“But I’ve met her dad a few times already, and—” It hit Wes out of nowhere. “Fuck, now I’ve got even more to explain to her.”

***

“Don’t you fucking stop!”

But he wasn’t even going that hard. Succuba Gamma does this too?

Acting like a hysterical firework of moans and trembles, Holly’s voice seethed like she was trying to keep her lips shut. The vibrations from her throat were making it all the way through her body, passing into Wes.

Without a second of warning, her entire frame tried drawing into a knot. Her mind wasn’t the only thing that had changed. She was acting like a bike ride on a bumpy road would get her off.

Not knowing if it was a seizure, or if the meds were working as intended, Wes broke his mouth away. As his fingers stilled against her g-spot, he looked at the thigh to his right. Even that part of her was blushing.

“Think you’ll make it?”

By the time Wes paid attention to her face again, reams of sweat had already started coursing down her forehead. Every one of her pants sounded raw.

“Don’t tell me you already came.”

Holly barely had the wherewithal to shake her head. With both cheeks closing in the color of blood, the denial had to be killing her.

One dance of his finger along Holly’s pussy forced the rest her to shake like a cold chill in human form. “You were always sensitive, but this is insane.”

Finally getting the air to talk, she whimpered, “It’s already hurting not to come.”
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