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The sky was shot with streaks of crimson, running from the blue like blood 

draining from a fatal wound. Just above the horizon it appeared as though the 

Gates of Heaven themselves had opened briefly. Eternity stretched out in 

golden topaz, ever retreating before the onslaught of night. 

As Kalina's gaze descended from the sky to the roses, she considered the 

dark purple specimen she had just cut. Its aubergine petals seemed a perfect 

match for the rapidly darkening sky. Before arriving in Rowan, Montana a little 

over a year ago, Kali's favorite roses had been pink. Living in the north had 

changed more than just her favorite color though. The stolid winter had stolen 

all hints of her Phoenix tan. Her Russian heritage was much more easily 

identified now that her ivory skin showed through. 

Kali couldn't help it; she glanced at the sky again. She really needed to 

finish pruning the bush before full dark, but after a seemingly endless winter of 

gray clouded skies, the sunset was such a treat. She slowly took a deep breath 

of the crisp early spring air. Her senses were overcrowded with the sweet smell 

of sleeping flowers, the night bird's singing (was that a new tune?) and the 

swish of the breeze through the darkening trees. 
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Above, the first stars came out of their hiding, no longer fearing to be 

upstaged by the sun. Wanting so much to be able to take it all in, Kali opened 

her senses as best she could. Not in a thousand years, if she could be granted 

such, would it be possible to realize the full effect of the evening. 

Feeling more relaxed than she had imagined possible in the last year, Kali 

began to hum quietly to herself, an old Scottish lullaby her mother had taught 

her. She smiled, remembering the way her father had narrowed his eyes 

whenever he heard the tune. The only Scot he had ever trusted was her 

mother. 

The troubles came back with such a rush, Kali was surprised she didn't 

actually hear a whoosh. She had not seen her parents since the accident…or 

incident. It really depended on your point of view, Kali supposed. But it had 

been an accident. And now, more than a year later, it still governed her life just 

as ruthlessly as the day it had happened. 

Enough, she said to herself. That time was past. This was her new life. She 

would be happy in Rowan. She was happy in Rowan. 

With the loss of her tan she looked more like the townspeople now. They 

had finally begun to accept her quiet ways. The older women didn't stare at her 

from behind the grocery store shelves anymore, whispering the latest gossip 

about her past. The children didn't hide in the bushes spying on her anymore. 

Even the boys her age had stopped trying to figure her out. 

If Kali could just manage to live out the remainder of her life in this safe, 

quiet manner, perhaps nothing else terrible would happen because of her. 

At only twenty-one years old, she saw the rest of her life stretching out 

ceaselessly. How could she manage such a feat? 

Goosebumps rose on her arms suddenly. At first, Kali believed they were 

simply a response to the chilly night air. She had been loosely following the 

movements of the squirrel about fifty yards away in the forest. Now, she 

noticed he was no longer moving. In fact, none of the wild life could be heard. It 

took a moment for the breeze to shift. When it did, the scent carried to her 

sensitive nose was more than roses, pine and the weathered paint on the fence. 
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She could smell cotton now, and denim…and was that soap?  

She wasn't alone. 

Someone was watching her. The thought of being watched always made Kali 

nervous. When people paid too much attention, that was when they found out 

the truth. Trying to tether her pounding heart, she turned slowly to face the 

path leading from the town to the cottage. Her lips parted and she had trouble 

deciding whether to gasp or choke. 

Strolling down the path with all the nonchalance of a panther was a man 

she had never seen before. She knew everyone in Rowan by sight, if not by 

name, and never could she have forgotten such a figure as this. Dressed in 

black jeans and a plain light gray t-shirt, the man walked as if he wore a three 

thousand dollar Armani suit. His hands were stuffed in the pockets of his jeans 

and, while his spine was perfectly straight, he seemed to lean back--as if 

reclining on air alone. 

As he drew nearer, she saw his shaggy hair was a rich dark brown…like 

double chocolate cake. 

Unconsciously, Kali licked her lips. 

His face was drawn in a slight frown which rested square on her face. His 

features followed the traditional Russian heritage that showed on most faces in 

Rowan: a slightly round face, eyes tilted a bit down at the corners, prominent 

cheekbones and a strong nose. Still, Kali was certain she had never seen him 

in the town before. 

When the man stopped just outside the garden gate, only five feet from her, 

she had to look up to meet his eyes. In a town where even the men didn't reach 

much over five and a half feet tall, this man had to be nearly six feet. As he 

opened his mouth to speak she noticed the straight, perfect white of his teeth. 

He definitely was not from Rowan. 

Her eyes then met his. It was at that moment she knew, deep down in her 

subconscious, that she was a lost cause. His eyes were an unblinking 

turquoise, slightly more blue than green. Nothing could be compared to such a 

color. They were neither the depths of the ocean nor the deepest reach of a 
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gemstone. Instead, his eyes rested somewhere in between and they seemed to 

pry all the way to her very soul as she stared.  

Who the hell was this guy? 
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The forest fell quiet around Zane as he walked. It had been happening for the 

last twelve years and he had thought he was used to it. In Rowan though, such 

a thing had never happened to him. It was a stark reminder of the stain forced 

upon his soul. The animals could smell him and immediately went into hiding. 

Grandma Ivana’s cottage was about a ten minute walk out of the town, but 

Zane wasn’t coming from town. He joined the path to her cottage by cutting 

through the forest. As he stepped onto the well-traveled path, he was abruptly 

thrown into a memory from before the change.  

The first time he could remember walking down the path he had been a very 

young boy. His mother was holding his hand as he pelted her with questions. 

“But momma, she’s not my Grandma! I already have two!” 

His mother smiled, her eyes were only a shade or two lighter than his, 

“Grandma Ivana’s grandchildren have all grown up. She takes care of everyone 

now.”  

His eyes grew wide, “So she is everyone’s Grandma? She must be really old!” 

She laughed, “I suspect so, my love. Do you mind staying with her while I run 

my errands today?” 

Zane thought about it quite seriously for a moment and then shook his head 

emphatically, “I like her! Do you think she will have cookies? Like last time?” 

“Perhaps.” 

“And will she tell stories like last time?” 

His mother’s hand squeezed his, “Definitely. You should ask her about how a 

Rowan tree ended up in a Russian village, okay?” 

“Okay!” 

Zane opened his eyes again to the path and the present day. His mother’s 
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beloved face still lingered in his vision. Twelve years since he had seen her. He 

shook away the memories. It wasn’t safe to visit his family. He could not risk 

their lives. Besides, better that they think he was dead than know what he had 

become. 

He did allow himself to think of Grandma Ivana though. The woman had 

become dearer to him than his actual grandparents. Her house was probably the 

only house so far from Rowan that was still considered part of the town. 

According to Grandma Ivana, it had been the first house built in Rowan. Her 

ancestor, Ivan Demidov, had valued his family's privacy. It was a trait that did 

not seem to have been passed down to Grandma Ivana. 

The building was a small affair, only boasting three rooms on the ground floor 

and one on the second. Despite its diminutive size, it had always been the coziest, 

most welcoming house in town. The elderly woman's door was always open, 

releasing the sweet aroma of fresh baking.  

While other children had visited only for the Russian teacakes and cookies 

though, Zane found his way to Grandma Ivana's house for another reason. She 

was his confidant. As a small child, up through his teenage years, he told 

Grandma Ivana all of his secrets, dreams and hopes. To his knowledge, she had 

never betrayed the trust he put in her. 

She was the reason that he returned to Rowan after going missing twelve 

years prior. Zane would not place the burden of his strange existence on his 

family, but he had to have the advice of his old confidant. Someone like Grandma 

Ivana would not ask questions until the whole story was told. 

Breathing deeply, he took in the sweet smell of the forest. The evening was 

crisp, but the sun's warmth still lingered on the plants…it was the closest he 

could get to the sun these days. It was of perpetual annoyance to Zane that his 

traveling was confined to the night. The path to her cottage dipped into the woods 

briefly then made an abrupt turn to the right. The trees were left behind after 

another few paces. The cottage was another twenty yards ahead. 

Even after twelve years, it was precisely as he remembered it. Ivy still crawled 

up the walls, framing the windows. The rose garden was already blooming.  
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How did that clever old woman coax the roses to bloom so early? 

Zane’s enhanced senses brought him two impressions at once. First, leaves 

were cracking as if underfoot in the rose garden. And with those snaps and 

crunches, he could suddenly smell human. Nostrils flaring out of instinct, he 

could easily detect it…blood. The heartbeat that pumped behind it was about 

the right speed for a human, if just a bit too fast. The pumping life within was 

barely overshadowed by a lavender musk. 

It was a scent sweeter and more potent than any food or flower. Just one 

lungful of it and the predator mindset almost overtook him. Instantaneously his 

eyes narrowed and focused, seeking the source of the scent. His ears 

communicated with his nose to pinpoint the exact position of the human. The 

rose garden. There, in between the bushes, was a human girl. His eyes narrowed. 

Did he know her? Should he leave? 

 Zane always walked quietly these days, but now he concentrated on it to be 

sure he had as much time as possible to assess the situation. Continuing his 

examination of the girl, he had to admit to himself that he had never met her.  

Odd. Newcomers were very rare in Rowan. Even in the time he had been gone 

it seemed unlikely that someone had installed herself into Grandma Ivana's life 

so well that she would be permitted to trim the roses. In all his memories of 

Rowan, Zane could not think of one person other than Grandma Ivana who had 

been permitted to take on the task. 

As he drew nearer it seemed that she must be in her early twenties, about the 

age he had been when he disappeared. She was average height, about five feet 

six inches, he suspected. Her hair was an odd shade of russet he couldn't 

remember ever seeing before. It fell in wild waves down to the middle of her back. 

The purple and red of the fading sunset cast a strange, almost magical glow 

across her hair and bare shoulders.  

The girl's skin was ivory without a freckle or mark of any kind. 

She wore a pair of beat-up light blue jeans. She had to be nearly freezing in 

the casual white spaghetti strap shirt that hung loosely about her slender form. 

The sneakers on her feet looked as though they had been white once, but now 
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they were smudged with dirt and tearing at the seams.  

His hands suddenly itched to touch her and he was shocked at himself. They 

weren't even the same species! At least, not anymore.  

He was only ten yards away when the girl's shoulders suddenly tensed. Zane 

faltered. How could she have possibly heard him? Sure enough though, she 

began to turn toward him. 

Chert voz'mi… 

Zane missed the expression on her face. He was too busy taking in the 

inexplicably simple beauty of her features. The thin oval face had flawless skin. 

Her chin would have seemed sharp in any other face, but on her it was somehow 

softened. Her nose was long, flaring slightly at the end. High cheekbones 

languorously led to delicately carved ears. Her pale skin was beautifully set off 

by her dark brows. She was the type of woman who would never need makeup. 

Even her dark lashes became perfect frames for her hypnotic, oddly colored eyes. 

Their grassy green was warmed by swirls of the same russet as her hair. Her hair 

was tucked behind her ears, exposing the scooped shells. Her lips were full and 

looked as if they were used to smiling. 

There was no one part of her face that carried the whole deal. Instead, each 

feature that would have been ordinary by itself, worked together in a symphony 

of masterful composition. 

 Halting just outside the gate, he tried to open it without taking his eyes from 

the girl. Running his hand distractedly along the inside, he tried to find the latch. 

When the girl realized he was entering she seemed to snap out of a daze, "Who 

are you?" Her voice was deep and husky. 

It flowed across his skin and he almost shivered. 

"I’m an old friend of Grandma Ivana's," he replied slowly. Speaking to humans 

was no longer habit, he wasn’t sure how much had changed in the last decade 

or so. Hopefully their expectations hadn't altered too much. "Is she still awake?" 

The young woman's perfectly curved eyebrows rose. "Oh, you are definitely 

not from around here." Curiously, she sounded relieved.  

Zane found himself annoyed with the cryptic remark. "I grew up here," he 
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said, rather sharply. "I’ve been away for some years. I don't recognize you." 

Her lips curved upward at his remark. The expression was so unexpectedly 

attractive that Zane felt his previous tension disappear. 

"No," the girl said, still smiling a bit sheepishly, "I moved here about a year 

ago." Her eyes flickered to the cottage and she winced. 

Zane watched her expression with curiosity. Was she simply reluctant to wake 

Grandma Ivana? Or was something more serious afoot? Normally, Zane avoided 

the powers that defined him as one of his master's pets, but at this instant he 

wanted very much to understand this girl. She simply was not talking fast 

enough to satisfy the questions he had. 

 As gently as he could, he reached out for her mind and just barely brushed 

it. Luckily, she was worried enough that her main concerns were right there on 

top. Her thoughts were spoken in a softer tone than her voice,  

Oh dear, I hope they were not too close. It could be disastrous. And he is so… 

Her thoughts trailed off as she gazed at him. 

Zane frowned, wanting to know more. Without considering the possible 

backfire, he shot off his own thought, So…? 

Her reaction was immediate and visceral, What the hell?! She glanced around 

wildly and then focused on him with disbelief and suspicion. 

Though Zane had already schooled his expression into mild interest, inwardly 

he cursed. He had avoided using his powers for too long. Time was he never 

would have made such a foolish mistake. To speak directly to a human through 

his thoughts was absolutely idiotic. He was out of practice though…fortunately 

it had not cost him what he wanted. Her cryptic thoughts could still speed up 

the conversation. If he could just ask the right questions… 

Hopefully she would disregard her instincts as a paranoid. 

"Is Grandma Ivana okay?" he said, staring into her rusty green eyes and 

waiting to see if she lied. 

She shifted uneasily, "She passed away eight months ago." 

Zane was silent. It couldn’t be true. Sure, Grandma Ivana was old, but not 

that old! She was the kind of woman who would outlast everyone who knew her. 
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She couldn’t possibly be dead. 

Recovering his faculties, Zane started unlatching and pushing through the 

gate, in one solid movement. As he walked toward the cottage, the girl lifted a 

hand and was about to protest when he turned his icy glare on her. She did not 

shrink as most had in the past, but her hand went down. 

Throwing open the door to the cottage, he barged right in. If Grandma Ivana 

was there she would scold him, but he would welcome it…just to know she was 

alive. As he looked about the room though, his hopes began to bottom out. Little 

changes were the herald of new occupancy. The blanket that had always been 

thrown over the back of the left chair, now hung about the right one. There were 

plenty of logs for the fire inside, something Grandma Ivana’s fragile frame had 

never been able to accomplish on her own. Most telling of all though, was the 

scent of the air. Instead of fresh cookies and dust, the air that met his nostrils 

was scented with lavender and cherry blossoms. 

Still, he could not quite believe it. Zane started up the staircase. His pace 

slowed with every step though, as his senses informed him that there was no 

one up there but himself. A single glance again confirmed the girl’s statement. 

Ownership of the cottage had certainly passed on. He walked to the large 

windows and stared down upon the front garden. 

The girl stood patiently at the gate. In her hands was a dark purple rose. Her 

fingers caressed the petals as her eyes took in the night sky 

As Zane stared down at her he had to wonder how she had come to live in the 

cottage. Could Grandma Ivana really have left it to this stranger? What was so 

special about her? 

After descending the stairs, Zane left the cottage and walked back to the gate. 

What would he do now? He had been relying on the promise of Grandma Ivana’s 

wisdom. Zane had no Plan B.  

The girl still had her face tilted toward the now dark sky. Suddenly, she 

gasped. 

“A shooting star!” Her face was lit with surprise and pleasure. 

Without even realizing it, Zane opened his mind again to hers. 
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Wish I may, wish I might, have this wish, I wish tonight. 

It was nearly impossible for him to keep a straight face. She still wished on 

shooting stars? Someone her age should have given that up years before. 

Please, don’t let it ever happen again. 

Zane blinked. The pain in the girl’s mind voice was such a contrast to her 

enraptured expression. The horror behind her thought held an agony that he 

hadn’t been able to sense in her at first. 

She shook her head and then looked at him, “Grandma Ivana passed away in 

her sleep. I found her birth certificate a month ago. Did you know she was one 

hundred and three?” 

He had never imagined she could be a day beyond eighty-five. 

“At first, I didn’t believe she was gone either. I would always expect her to be 

just around a doorway. I tried baking a few times, to keep the cottage smelling 

right,” the girl grimaced, “I’m a terrible cook.” 

Zane closed his eyes, feeling as though he might be overcome with grief and 

confusion. “Thank you for your patience, but I must be going. I hope you’ll accept 

my apology for my rudeness.”  

He opened the gate and, stepping through, locked it behind him. Pausing a 

moment, he looked at the girl again. Her strange eyes held his with an answering 

sadness. It seemed like she knew too much in that moment. She looked too deep. 

Wrenching away from her gaze, he said quietly, “If you could keep our meeting 

secret, I would appreciate it. I do not wish to have family informed of my visit.” 

“Oh.” She frowned, searching his face, “Okay.” 

Obviously he was confusing her, but he did not have the time or will to fix 

that. He nodded curtly and left the garden. Treading the path back to Rowan, 

Zane did not look back…but he was sorely tempted. 
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Kali had gone over the bizarre meeting the night before at least a hundred 

times in her head. Who was that strange man? Who was he related to in town? 

Why didn’t he want anyone to know he had been there? 

She had gone into Rowan in the early evening to pick up a few essentials from 

the store. When she left, the sun was setting once again. The purple hues made 

her think of the night before for the hundred and first time. She was so distracted 

that she didn’t see the man walking in front of her on the road. 

Walking headlong into his back, she dropped the bag of bread and jar of 

peanut butter that had been balancing in her right arm. “Damn!” She hissed and 

tried to bend over to retrieve the items, without dropping the box of tea leaves, 

pack of sugar and milk carton in her left arm. 

“Kalina!” The man she had walked into exclaimed. 

Looking up through her bangs, the man seemed fuzzy. She puffed a breath 

up, sending her bangs flying and briefly clearing her vision, “Oh, hey Nik. Sorry.” 

Nikolas Petrov grinned and bent down to help her, “If there is anyone in this 

town I would let run me down, it’s you.” He rescued the peanut butter before it 

rolled too far away. 

“Thank you.” Kali smiled. 

Nikolas was the one guy in Rowan who still hadn’t given up on her. With his 

blonde, blue-eyed good looks, he wasn’t used to being turned down. 

Unfortunately, that made him sit up and pay extra attention to the one girl who 

wasn’t willing to give him a shot. 

Just as Kali feared, he wasn’t volunteering the peanut butter back into her 

full arms. Instead, he was about to volunteer for something much different. 

Kali tried to hold back a wince. The last thing she needed was for him to offer 
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to help her home…and then invite himself in for the night. 

“Here,” he said, confirming her fears, “Hand me some of that and I’ll walk with 

you.” 

She sighed, out loud and extensively, and then winced. Apparently, he could 

take a hint. Nikolas’ head went back a few inches and he stared at her, slightly 

incredulous. 

Kali couldn’t blame him for his surprise. She wasn’t usually so rude. “I’m 

sorry Nik. I’m just really tired, and I would feel bad making you walk all that way 

when I’m planning on going to sleep as soon as I get home.” 

His face relaxed, “Oh, that’s alright you know. I would still like to help you.” 

Into bed? She thought and almost shuddered. “Really Nik, I’m-“ 

“Nikki!” The shout was nearly a shriek. 

Nikolas rolled his eyes, “What mother?!” 

The redheaded Mrs. Petrov was peeking out from her house, “Nikki, your 

father wants to talk to you.” 

Kalina couldn’t suppress her smirk. Mrs. Petrov didn’t want her Nikolas 

anywhere near the peculiar outsider. Kali took Nikolas’ distraction as an 

opportunity to escape. 

Slipping around the back of Rowan Grange, Kali wove between a few of the 

houses. She finally emerged at the Rowan tree. As always, she stopped to look 

at the tree. 

Grandma Ivana had told Kali that the tree was the same one planted in Rowan 

the year the town was founded. The townspeople, being superstitious immigrants 

from the old country, had believed in the power of the rowan tree to keep evil 

spirits at bay. That was why, according to Grandma Ivana, the fae people had 

always remained in the forest. 

Kali could feel a small smile lift her mouth as she stared at the tree. It 

certainly looked majestic, but whatever superstition had been in Kali’s heritage 

had been well bred out. 

Shouldering her load, Kali turned away from the Rowan tree and headed for 

the road to Grandma Ivana’s. Dark was setting in rapidly, and she didn’t like to 
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be on the road very late. 

“Need some help?”  

The light voice was so unexpected that Kali jumped. With a yelp, this time the 

sugar and the peanut butter went flying. 

Faster than her eyes could follow, the man from the night before caught the 

peanut butter and jumped for the sugar as well. Both landed square in his hands 

and he came to stand in front of her. His lips were curved in a very slight smile 

and his turquoise eyes were bright. 

“Hello.” 

Kali took a shuddering breath, trying to force her heart to start beating again, 

“You scared me!” 

“Yes,” he said succinctly, “I gathered that.” 

Glaring at him, Kali held out her hands for her groceries, “I thought you didn’t 

want to be seen in town?” 

He ignored her hands and shrugged, “Do you see any but yourself out?” 

She unwillingly took a look about the town and had to admit he was correct. 

They were the only ones out at the moment. 

Reaching over, he took the milk from her and began to walk down the road. 

“What are you doing?!” Kali hurried after him. 

“Helping you get home, before the faeries get you.” He smiled now, but didn’t 

look at her. 

“Look, whoever you are, I can get home just fine.” She tried to take her food 

back from him, but he kept the groceries just out of her reach. 

“Yes, that is why you keep dropping these. You dispatched the young pup just 

fine, I’ll grant you that.” He looked at her now, his eyes so intensely blue it made 

her blink, “But I am much harder to get rid of.” 

She swallowed nervously and stopped walking, “Are you spying on me?” 

“I don’t spy. It’s undignified.” He seemed as if he was trying to look offended 

for a moment, until he gave up and grinned slightly, “Well, maybe a little.” 

“Who are you?” 

“Zane.” He bowed a bit at the waist, “And the insolent pup referred to you as 
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Kalina. A beautiful name, I quite like it. I assume you are Russian, by your name 

and looks. Rowan is certainly a good place for you then.” 

Kali could not help but stare at the strange man as he made his speech. She 

was absolutely certain she had never met anyone so odd. 

“Come along then, Kalina. Remember what I said about faeries.” 

“It’s Kali.” She said impulsively and jogged to catch up with him. “Why are 

you here Zane?” 

He sighed, finally appearing serious, “I was coming to seek the advice of a 

beloved friend. Regrettably, you have informed me that she has passed away.” 

Kali watched him closely, “What will you do now?” 

Zane shook his head and his thick dark brows drew together, “I haven’t the 

faintest…” 
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The sunset was fading again and  in the forest it was nearing full dark. The 

scent of trod upon moss, damp bark and wild flowers rose all around.  

Somewhere far above, a pair of squirrels were arguing loudly, thrashing about 

and screaming through the branches. The mallards could be heard calling flight 

signals several miles off. A cold breeze sifted through the leaves both above and 

below.  

Next to Zane, Kalina shivered and drew her light sweater down to cover her 

knuckles and palms. The path weaved through the forest, only about three feet 

wide and sometimes lost under the brush and leaves. It must have been a deer 

path originally; its twisting route could only be attributed to fleeing prey. The air 

was sweet, though cold. More like buttercups than sugarcane. 

It must have been the twelve years. Something must have happened to 

humans in that time. Or, perhaps Zane had just forgotten what they were like. 

Now, he met this girl, Kalina, and he was thunderstruck. How could humans 

have changed so much though? Or how could his memory be so far off? 

Why was he still in Rowan? 

The only purpose of his stop there had been to speak with Grandma Ivana. 

Upon hearing of her death he should have left the town immediately. He needed 

time to think. To acquire that luxury he had to find a safe place, a place where 

his master could not find him. Returning to Rowan had been a stupid idea. He 

could easily be tracked there. Staying in Rowan was suicidal.  

He had to leave. Soon. Tonight. 

His eyes flickered to the girl walking quietly beside him. 

Yes, tonight. After he got her home safely. 

Against his will, Zane’s eyes traced the curve of her neck and the smooth, 
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pale skin there. Was it as soft as it appeared? What would it feel like under his 

lips? He closed his eyes slowly as his tongue pressed against his teeth. Hungry. 

He needed to find sustenance, and soon. 

Opening his eyes again, Zane studied Kalina again, for at least the twentieth 

time that evening. It seemed she was doing the same for him. She tried not to be 

obvious, but her eyes kept darting over to him. 

He had to turn his head to the side to try and hide the lazy grin that overtook 

him. Perhaps then, it was even ground. Perhaps she was just as off kilter with 

him as he was with her. Zane could not look away for too long. The walk to 

Grandma Ivana’s cottage was waning, and he was determined to know as much 

about Kalina as he could before he left that night. 

With a frown, Zane had to ponder that thought a moment. Was it really 

necessary to leave so soon? Could his master have tracked him here so quickly? 

The answer was a resounding yes. Zane had to wince. Yes, he had to leave. 

Tonight. 

The finality of it rang in his head. 

Kalina slipped another surreptitious glance at him. Zane could feel his spirits 

lift for a second. What was she thinking? Did he dare? No, perhaps not. He had 

never wanted into someone’s head so much before. Now he had to remind himself 

of her privacy. What would he do if she could feel his every thought? 

His mouth pulled to the side in amusement. She would think he was insane. 

Her stray thought drifted to his ears as clear as words, Either psycho killer, or 

just woke up from a six year coma.  

“Twelve.” Zane said it without a moment of hesitation. Then, he blinked. Then, 

Oh shit. His thought came right on time, as Kalina was suddenly staring at him 

in bewilderment. 

“What?” 

Der’mo! He thought. Think fast! “It’s been twelve years since I’ve been here, 

Rowan.” 

“Oh…’kay.” Kalina eyed him still with confusion, “That was a little, random.” 

He shrugged. He really had to remember to discern thoughts from reality. For 
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so long the two had meshed so completely, it seemed impossible to separate them 

now. His odd remark left him feeling more awkward than before. Tonight was 

certainly the right time to leave. Any human that could make him as 

uncomfortable as Kalina did was worth avoiding. 

Her low, husky voice asked, “Why did you leave?” 

Zane closed his eyes and inhaled the night deeply. Sometimes he forgot to 

breathe, it didn’t matter anymore…but to taste the night was something he still 

felt he could not live without. When he opened his eyes again, the smell of 

lavender still lingered in the back of his throat. 

He meant only to glance at Kalina, but when he looked she trapped his eyes 

there and he could not free himself. “I was given no choice.” 

Something odd passed over her face, a shadow. Her gaze darkened and she 

looked away, releasing him all at once. “I’m sorry.” Her voice seemed to reflect 

the depth and sincerity of her words. This was not pity, somehow she 

understood. 

Zane narrowed his eyes on her, interested despite himself, “What has brought 

you to Rowan?” 

“I needed a change of scenery.” She said it too fast. The explanation was too 

readily available. 

It was a lie. 

Zane snorted, “Is that what you told the townspeople?” 

Her immediate icy glare only served to confirm his suspicions, “It is the truth. 

And they were kind enough not to question me much farther.” 

He had to smile. Between the look on her face and the tone of her voice, he 

felt sure that a few had tried, “And if they did you scared them off with that look. 

I believe it could wilt even the hardiest of the spring flowers.” 

“You, sir, are annoying.” She sped up, promptly forgetting the fact that he still 

held half of her groceries.  

Around the next bend, the trees fell back and the cottage was visible just 

ahead. Kalina had long legs (lovely legs, if Zane were to tell the truth) and she 

was almost there when he finally made up his mind to do something about it. 
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He sighed and jogged after her, very careful not too go to fast. Despite his caution, 

he was able to slip through the gate just behind her and was around her, 

blocking the door to the cottage in an instant. 

Kalina drew to an abrupt halt and stared up at him incredulously, “How did 

you do that?” 

“Do what?” Zane said, once again feigning ignorance. 

“I left you so far behind…” She trailed off, shaking her head and frowning. 

He tilted his head, giving her a quizzical smile, “Kalina, I was right behind you 

the whole time.” 

“No, you-” She stopped and looked behind her at the path “You were?” 

Zane smiled, “Of course.” 

Her own eyes narrowed and she began to ascend the front steps until she 

stood directly in front of him. It was disconcerting at best, to have her stand so 

close, staring directly into his eyes. Even at half a foot shorter, she seemed to 

take up all the space near him and he couldn’t look away. What was she doing 

to him? How did she capture him thus?  

For the love of God, how? 

“I don’t believe you.” She said suddenly, “I have no way to prove you wrong, 

but I don’t believe you.” 

The imp of mischief resided ever present in Zane’s mind, “Well, how about I 

tell you the truth when you tell me how you came to Rowan?” 

Her glare returned, “And now I have decided I don’t care. Keep your secret, 

I’ll keep mine.” 

Though Zane had not expected Kalina to take the deal, indeed he had not 

planned on delivering on his end of the bargain anyway, he was disappointed. 

Something odd was going on with this human, and he had always been too 

curious for his own good. He really had to leave tonight. This was too dangerous 

and Kalina was too interesting. He would not only be endangering his life by 

staying, but hers too. 

He sighed regretfully, “How unfortunate.” He held her gaze steady in his a 

moment, memorizing every color in her eyes and committing to memory the 
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nuances of her expression. She would be a memory he would want to dredge up 

a hundred years from now, if he managed to live that long. 

Tonight. He had to leave tonight. 

Stepping out of her way, Zane reached a hand to open the cottage door. Then, 

as Kalina stepped toward the entrance, he held out the groceries he had retrieved 

earlier.  

She took them, and looked up at him seriously, “You should tell your family 

that you are here.” 

He smiled, her ignorance was refreshing, “Trust me, they would rather think 

I was dead.” Not this monstrosity. 

“I can’t believe that.” She said with a shake of her head. 

“You said it yourself, I’m annoying.” His amusement by this was underscored 

by the slight blush that rose to her cheeks. 

Still though, she stayed firm. “Well, you are.” 

“Absolutely.” He winked at her then, ruining the solemnity with which he had 

stated the word. “Goodnight, Kalina.” He turned to remove himself. 

“Kali.” She corrected with a smile. “Are you going to pop up tomorrow too?” 

Tonight. He had to leave tonight. He could not return. He could not put her 

in danger. His master could have found him already. 

“Maybe.” He turned and clenched his hands into bone breaking fists as he 

walked away. He had to leave. 

Not tonight. Now. 

  



  SHANNON A. HINER 

© 2011 Shannon A. Hiner  

All Rights Reserved 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tanner Covington had worked for Ignatius for more years than he cared to 

give a number to. His was one of the few minds around that Ignatius could not 

read. That was good. Very good. If Ignatius could have seen into his mind just 

now it would have been fatal. 

The arcane hall was lit by a giant chandelier set in the dome directly above 

the center of the ceiling. Smaller alcoves around the room had torches burning 

steadily, throwing shadows and concealing the strange figures that lurked there. 

The cobbled stones that made up the floor were like sandpaper under Tanner’s 

thin shoes. A musty smell, like warmed water over stones, filled the entire hall. 

The perfume that some used to cover their rotting was too strong, too sweet…it 

cloyed at his throat. 

As was typical of his elevated opinion of himself, Ignatius was seated on the 

dais in the center of the hall. Tanner felt his own disgust rise as his master’s 

eyes turned to him. He kept all signs of hatred off of his face. It wouldn’t do to 

ruin his plans now. Besides, tonight was going to be a good night. There was 

news, news that would make Ignatius blow his top. 

Tanner stopped before the dais and bowed his head respectfully, “May I 

approach?” 

Ignatius’ hard, dark eyes narrowed on him, “What do you want?” His voice 

was always smooth, like the devil with a deal. 

Barely resisting the urge to roll his eyes, Tanner raised his head, “Permission 

to speak privately.” He said it calmly, but let just a bit of edge creep in. He knew 

Ignatius very well; this would present a challenge to the powerful vampire. 

Ignatius would believe that Tanner was trying to be discreet for his own sake, 
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and this he would delight in exposing. 

Sure enough, Ignatius smiled maliciously, “Denied. Speak here and now.” 

Tanner was born for political machinations. He didn’t even have to work to 

keep the smirk off of his face. Making his eyes dart around the room nervously, 

he shuffled his feet, “Ignatius, I really don’t think-“ 

“I am not asking you to think. I am asking you to speak.” Ignatius glared at 

him menacingly, “Speak!” He shot the command as if he spoke to a dog. 

Tanner gritted his teeth, torn between growling and smiling. He settled for a 

shrug, “As you command. Zane did not return from his last assignment. I have 

received word that he has defected to the north.” 

Ignatius stared at Tanner silently. The entire room was now focused on the 

dais and the words just spoken. It was well-known that Zane was Ignatius’ 

favorite pet. Years of training had gone into him, and he had never failed a 

mission. He was always the first back, the pride and joy of his master. It was an 

accepted fact that he was the strongest of the pets, always winning practice 

bouts. He didn’t gloat though, so there was very little resentment among the 

others. He also kept to himself for the most part. 

The young vampire also had a bad habit of holding too tightly to whatever 

was left of his humanity. He had become Ignatius’ most favorite project. He was 

given the most disturbing assignments, forced both to witness and enact the 

most depraved missions. He had proved immune to it all, becoming more and 

more prized by Ignatius for his sheer stubbornness.  

Had any other resident of the Ignatius’ castle tried the same sorts of things, 

they would have been put down, but somehow when Zane did them Ignatius 

found it amusing. 

It was harder now to hold back the smile. Tanner had always suspected that 

Zane was not as loyal as he appeared. Keeping those suspicions to himself had 

paid off. The look of disbelief upon Ignatius’ face was precious payback for years 

of mental and physical abuse. 

The embarrassment that Ignatius was guaranteed to feel did not show 

though. That was too bad. Centuries of practice kept his face blank as his pets 
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slowly converged on the dais to know better what was happening. 

It was only a minute before, suddenly, Ignatius seemed to snap back to life, 

“Melchior?” 

Melchior had been Zane’s partner for twelve years. They had trained together, 

shared the same room and attended to the same missions. Among Ignatius’ pets 

Melchior was second only to Zane. They had been paired for a very specific 

reason. Melchior lacked so severely in morals he seemed to be the exact opposite 

of Zane.  

This, what one might have expected Ignatius to prize was actually considered 

his greatest fault. In Ignatius’ reasoning; Melchior could not be trusted so 

completely, as he was lacking the moral compass that might have provided him 

with loyalty. 

The pairing was to be to the benefit of both vampires. Making Zane a bit less 

pious, and making Melchior a little more. No one could tell if it had worked, but 

the two worked well together so they were not separated. 

Tanner tried not to show his impulsive distaste. Melchior’s lack of loyalty to 

his partner in this instance just might prove the theory of their pairing quite 

wrong, “He returned only a few hours late. It was he who informed me of Zane’s 

defection.” 

Ignatius sneered, “No loyalty.” 

It was unclear if he meant Zane or Melchior. 

“Melchior!” He yelled at the top of his lungs. 

From the wing that Tanner had just entered from, a tall blonde man walked 

lazily across the hall. He presented an imposing figure, but moved with cobra-

like ease. One could never know when he would strike. His face was broad and 

expressive, but at that moment held nothing but boredom. 

When he stood in front of Ignatius he bowed his head and said, “Master?” 

“What has happened to Zane?” Ignatius’ tone made some of his pets step 

back. 

Melchior looked at those who feared their master’s wrath with disgust. His 

eyes were a striking peridot that seemed to sear through a person. He faced 
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Ignatius and said loudly, “Zane deserted me halfway through the assignment. 

He said he no longer wished to serve you and was leaving. I am not sure where 

he went, but I suspect he returned to his previous home.” 

Tanner winced. Apparently Melchior had not heard that messengers of bad 

news are often shot or, in the case of their kind, ripped limb from limb and left 

for the dawn. 
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