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12:27 pm

I hope she suffers.




I dread lunch every day.

At least Monday through Friday.

And it’s not the ‘eating’ part that I dread.

Every day, I sit in my little corner of the cafeteria reading something from the Kindle app on my phone and praying they don’t come over.

They are the cheerleaders. The mean girls. They’re pretty, popular, and they have a vendetta against me. Why? I don’t know. But my stepsister, Cassie, is the leader.

Cassie has hated me from the time my dad and her mom got married four years ago. Since they said “I do,” she has made it her goal in life to torture me.

At this point, it would truly be easier to tell you what she hasn’t done to me. She’s cut my hair, she’s poured her hot soup on my lap, she’s pushed me down the stairs which caused me to break my arm in three places, and most recently, she tried to run me over with her car. I had to jump into the ditch to avoid her, which was full of muddy water from a recent rainstorm. She drove away laughing, not even attempting to check on me.

I’ve tried telling her mom, but I swear her mom hates me almost as much as Cassie. She always claims I’m being ‘dramatic.’ Even my own father sides with his wife over me. And you know Cassie and the step monster make it all seem like an accident.

Yeah… because her shoving me down the stairs was an ‘accident.’

School is just as bad as home. Cassie pushes me and trips me all the time. Once, she even got her jock boyfriend to shove me into the school dumpster by the cafeteria. I had to wash my hair three times to get the soured milk smell out.

I’m hoping today I’ll be ignored. That’s all I want. I just want to sit down peacefully and eat my lunch without fearing what she’ll do next. I want to read this book, and I want to pretend like I’m living the life of a fictional character instead of me.

I should have known that would be too much though. As I take a bite of my food, something rains down on my head. It’s wet and soggy. I look up in time to see that a couple of the football players are pouring trash over my head. And not just any trash—they’re pouring trash with everybody’s uneaten food over my head. I cover my face to keep it out of my eyes, nose, and mouth, but there’s only so much I can do.

Once the trash is empty, I sit there with goulash dripping down my hair and onto the floor. The sound of Cassie and her friends laughing assaults my ears and, for a moment, I wonder what it would be like to murder somebody. It would be easy. I could just slip into her room and smother her with a pillow. I could even pretend to be sad at her funeral.

But then I realize—I can’t murder somebody. I wouldn’t last a day in prison.

“Oh, wow, Riley.” Cassie sets her mouth in a pout, putting a hand to her chest. “I didn’t see you there. I’m so sorry. I seemed to have dumped my food on you.”

She then proceeds to dump her food over my head too, then she tips over her chocolate milk.

I’ve had it with her.

“Oh, she’s getting mad. Look how red her face is,” one of Cassie’s friends say.

I go to get up off my chair to do something. I’m not sure what—maybe punch Cassie. Or wipe some of this food on her. When I try to get up, I end up slipping on the food that's covering the floor and I fall down.

Laughter rings throughout the cafeteria.

I hold my head up as much as I can from the floor, not letting Cassie see how much it bothers me. I’ll save my tears for later. Thankfully, the bell rings and I don’t have to endure any more of Cassie’s abuse.

Cassie never gets in trouble. Her aunt, my step monster’s sister, is the principal of the school. Cassie always plays the ‘it was an accident’ card. One time, she even convinced her aunt that I was the one who started it and I got detention for a week—a week.

My life is so unfair, but I refuse to let it get me down.

I wait until everybody is out of the cafeteria before attempting to get up again. I can see the cafeteria ladies frowning, but they’re probably frowning at the mess, not at the abuse that I just experienced.

Everybody loves Cassie. She is beautiful—5’9”, long blonde hair, blue eyes, and a killer smile. I don’t think the girl has ever had a pimple in her life. She’s charismatic and outgoing. And she is nice to everybody, except me.

It takes me a few attempts to stand. I grab my phone and bag from the table, holding them with my clean hand as far away from my messy body as possible, and I head toward the nurse’s station.

The school nurse always takes pity on me. I think it’s because she feels bad for me.

I can barely see through the smudges on my glasses, but know it would be worse if I took them off. I'm nearly blind without them. The nurse’s station isn’t far from the cafeteria and I walk inside.

“Oh, dear. Cassie again?” she asks.

I nod.

“Go use the shower and I’ll find something for you to wear and set it in there for you,” she says.

I give her a grateful smile, sitting my bag and phone down, and then head to take a shower.

Something has to change. I can’t keep living like this. I miss class at least once a week because I’m dealing with Cassie drama. I’m lucky my grades haven’t suffered. I can’t go to the principal, I can’t go to my dad, and my teachers just turn a blind eye to everything. I think that’s why I’m still passing all my classes—because it’s their way of trying to help me in this horrible situation.

It’s not right.

When I get out of the shower, I spot a shirt on the counter that is a double xl. Thankfully my bra and underwear were spared from damage today. I slip the shirt over my head, and it literally goes past my knees. Well, good thing, because there is no way I was going to put my pants back on.

I stuff my clothes inside a plastic bag and walk out of the bathroom.

“You feeling better?” Ms. Nancy, the nurse, asks.

“Much.”

“Come sit.” She pats a stool, so I walk over and take a seat.

Ms. Nancy might be the only kind person in my life right now. She starts brushing my hair and puts it into two French braids for me.

Since Cassie cut my hair when we were thirteen, it’s grown out. I looked horrible with short hair. Part of me is worried Cassie will try it again, but we’re too old for her lie of “we were playing hairdresser and I accidentally cut it” to work. We weren’t playing hairdresser. I wouldn’t let Cassie within fifty feet of my hair if I could help it. Or of me in general.

“Why don’t you go home?” Ms. Nancy asks, when she finishes my hair. “I’ll say you were running a fever.”

But how would I get home?

I smile, thinking of how I have the spare key to the car in my bag.

Cassie has a bad habit of locking her keys in the car, so Dad gave me the spare, despite Cassie’s protests.

Cassie is three months older than me, so she’s the only one allowed to drive the car. Let’s just forget the fact that Cassie can’t drive—she failed her written test five times, failed the driving part seven times, and she’s gotten into three accidents since we got the car—all of them were her fault too. And yet I’m the bad driver? I passed all my tests the first time.

“That’s a good idea. Thank you, Ms. Nancy.” I smile at her, hoping that someday I can repay her kindness to me.

I leave the nurse’s office and head to the parking lot, searching for the BMW my dad bought for Cassie and me. The white car shines in the sunlight, and I shake my head as I’m greeted with the mar on the otherwise perfect car—the huge dent in the bumper from when Cassie backed into a red pole. Some of the red paint is still on the car. I let out a laugh and climb into the driver’s seat.

Cassie has left me at school many times and I was forced to walk two miles home. She has friends, so she won’t have to walk, but I wouldn’t care if she did. I am sick to death of her. I hope she suffers.




6:30 pm

A little dramatic?




I’m still wearing the oversize t-shirt that Ms. Nancy got me and I lie in my bed, staring at the ceiling.

My homework is done and I’m just waiting for drama to go down.

Cassie hasn’t come back from school yet. I know she’ll be here soon. She always goes to a friends house after school and only shows up in time for dinner because her mom makes her. She forced me to walk home a few times—once from school and once from her friend’s house. But my dad put his foot down and told her if she didn’t bring me home, she wouldn’t get to drive the car anymore. Now she drives me home, and barely gives me time to get out of the car before she tears out of the driveway, throwing gravel behind her.

When the front door opens, I tense up, waiting to hear it slam. I’m waiting for yelling and screaming.

There is no slam. The door shuts normally.

“Cassie,” my step monster yells up the stairs.

Yikes.

She is going to be really mad when she realizes what I did today, but I couldn’t care less.

The step monster doesn’t call Cassie’s name again, which I expected. Cassie ignores her mom unless she wants something. It’s almost kind of sad, really.

It isn’t until five minutes later that the drama really begins. Dad shows up only moments before Cassie. And Cassie… she comes into the house screaming and throwing a fit. She slams doors and stomps her feet like a three year old. And I just stay in my room until I’m summoned. I know I’ll be called eventually, but right now I want to delay the inevitable.

There is a knock on my door and I tense. I listen carefully. Cassie is still downstairs, yelling at her mom, so I open the door cautiously and see Dad on the other side. I open the door wider so he can enter.

“You took the car and left Cassie at school?” Dad asks as he walks inside my room.

I shut the door behind him, trying to lessen the sound of yelling from downstairs and turn to face him.

“Did she tell you that she dumped garbage on me in the cafeteria today? I had to shower in the nurse’s station. Ms. Nancy gave me this shirt to wear.” I pull at the shirt. “I didn’t want to go back to class after that—it was humiliating. So Ms. Nancy wrote down that I was running a fever and sent me home.”

Dad sighs. “You know you have to start getting along with your sister at some point.”

“Stepsister.” I shake my head. “That girl is not blood related to me, Dad. She’s… pure evil.”

“Pure evil is a little dramatic, don’t you think?” Dad gives me a pointed look.

“If she came face to face with the devil, he would tremble in her presence.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Come on, Riley. You have to at least try.”

I throw my hands up. “I have tried. So many times. You know I have. I just wish you’d take my side for once in your life. I’m your daughter.”

“But she’s my daughter too,” Dad says.

I sigh, knowing that is all I will get out of him. “If I treated her half as bad as she treats me, I would have been shipped off to some boarding school in Europe.”

“I would never send you to boarding school.”

I huff, and merely stare at him.

“Riley, you are my daughter and I love you. But Cassie is also my daughter. You shouldn’t have taken the car,” he says.

Tears press against the back of my eyes as I look at him. “You realize that when I leave for college, I am not coming back, right? I won’t come for Thanksgiving or Christmas or Easter or anything. I hate them, Dad.”

“Don’t say that.” His voice is tight and he looks sick at my words.

“You’re making me hate you too.” A tear falls from my eye. “And I don’t want to hate you.”

“Riley…” His voice trails off and I can see the fight in his eyes. But I can also see the defeat. “You’re grounded. No going out for the next two weeks.”

“Where would I go anyway?” I shout. “Nobody likes me because they’re scared of Cassie.”

Dad’s face turns red. And I know I shouldn’t keep going, but I just can’t help myself.

“You know what, screw this.” I grab my phone from my nightstand and slip on a pair of tennis shoes.

“What are you doing?” Dad asks.

“I’m leaving.” I stand in front of him, crossing my arms over my chest. I’m daring him to stop me.

“Where are you going this time of night?”

“I don’t care. Anywhere is better than here. I’d rather die than be here.”

I storm past him and out the door of my room. My feet thump hard against the stairs as I run down them, and when I see Cassie smirking at the bottom, I walk right up to her and slap her across the face. She screams, holding her face in shock. I keep walking, vaguely aware that the step monster is yelling at me, but I don’t care. I simply walk out the front door, slamming it behind me.

Dang.

That felt good.




10:30 pm

Too young to die.




I have no idea what I’m doing. I’ve just been walking around the park for the last four hours, ignoring all the calls from my dad. I do take the time to listen to the voicemails as they come through. At first, he was yelling at me for storming out like that and for slapping Cassie. Then his voicemails got calm, telling me if I came home I wouldn’t be in trouble. He said we could talk about it as a family. That’s laughable. We haven’t been a family for four years. Now, his voicemails are getting more frantic. He’s worried about me. That alone almost makes me go back, but I can’t bring myself to do it just yet. I don’t want to go back into that toxic household tonight. I… I need a break.

It’s a little creepy to be walking around the park at night. There are lights around, but it’s still pretty dark. I hold my pepper spray in my hand, just in case. I do feel safer with it in my hand.

I need this walk. I need time to myself to think.

I don’t know what I’m going to do. There isn’t really anybody I could call. My grandmother on my dad’s side passed away early last year. She would have taken me in. There is always my mom’s parents, but I don’t even know how to get ahold of them. I suppose I could ask my dad.

My mom passed away when I was three. My dad raised me from then on. It was us against the world for ten years. And then he met Katheryn, who I refer to as step monster. I actually haven’t had a conversation with her in the past fours years. Not one conversation.

Yes, she’s yelled at me.

Yes, she’s demanded I do things.

But not once has she ever asked how my day was. Not once has she taken care of me when I was sick. I remember this one time, Cassie and I were both home with the flu. And the step monster brought Cassie water and soup and medicine. I was too sick to get out of bed, so I didn’t eat or drink anything for over forty-eight hours—not until my dad got back from his business trip. He had to take me to the hospital for dehydration where I had to stay for two nights.

Just thinking about that makes my blood boil.

I’m not going back. I’d rather sleep on a park bench than spend another night in that house.

The sound of shouting draws my attention and I’m worried my dad found me, so I look up and see that it’s not my dad. Two guys are fighting beneath a tree. Their faces aren’t visible from here, I can only see shadows. My hand grasps the pepper spray in a tight grip and I keep walking. I hope it isn’t some kind of drug deal that went south. That’s the last thing I want to deal with tonight. If the cops show up, they’d force me to go back home. Or maybe I could convince them to let me sleep in a cell overnight.

Am I seriously thinking that? That I’d rather stay overnight in jail than go back home? Have things really gotten that bad?

The answer is yes. I know it has. I just didn’t want to admit it to myself. I still don’t.

I’m so lost in my thoughts, that I don’t hear footsteps coming up behind me. I don’t see anything until it’s too late. Somebody grabs me and…

Bites me?

It feels like they’re stinging me almost.

I’m too young to die. I can’t go like this.

But the pain… it disappears almost as quick as it came and I’m left with an overwhelming feeling of satisfaction. The desire to fight whoever is holding me from behind is non-existent. I just let them bite me. I am vaguely aware that something is pressed against my mouth and there is some kind of liquid going down my throat.

Everything starts to dim and my bad night disappears. All I’m left with is this feeling of euphoria that I never want to end.

If this truly is the end of my life, maybe dying isn’t so bad after all.


Tuesday, November 12

One week later…

12:00 am

The full moon.




I gasp for air as my eyes open, and I try to sit up but I can’t. My head hits against something soft.

What the heck?

I feel around the small, dark area, my eyes adjusting to the lack of light.

Actually, I can see well, which surprises me. There isn’t an ounce of light coming into this room.

Is the electricity out?

Did I fall off my bed and somehow end up with my head stuck under a piece of furniture.

But once I start feeling around and really look, I start to realize…

Am I…

I kick my feet.

Dear God.

I’m in a coffin.

I remember one time I was watching this silly documentary online and I specifically remember them saying that if you’re ever buried alive, the first thing you do is remain calm. They say if you panic, you’ll run out of oxygen sooner. But how can you do anything but panic when you wake up inside a coffin?

Am I dead?

I think back to see if I can remember the last thing I did. I got into a fight with my dad. I told him…

My throat tightens.

I told him that I’d rather die than be there.

Something hot and sticky runs down my face and I realize I’m crying, but my tears are thick. I wipe my thumbs under them and when I pull my hand back, blood coats my thumbs.

I’m crying blood. That means there’s definitely something wrong with me, right? But how do I call for help?

I hear something crunch.

Is that somebody?

I start screaming.

“Help me!” I bang on the lid of the coffin, but it doesn’t make a lot of noise, solidifying the fact that I really am buried alive.

Oh my gosh. This is my literal worst nightmare.

But then I hear the sound again. It almost makes a shing sound. And then I hear the sound of something hitting the ground. Is that a shovel? Is somebody digging me out? I listen closer and the noise becomes clearer now. Somebody is definitely digging me out! My heart soars until I realize—whoever is digging me out must be the person who buried me, right? What if this is a serial killer? Oh gosh. What if this was some kind of mind game he was playing on me to mess with me and now the ‘real’ torture begins.

The lid of the coffin pulls back, making a loud creak.

This is it. I’m about to die.

“You okay?” a voice asks.

It’s a male voice.

“Are you going to kill me now?” My voice sounds weak, even to my own ears.

He laughs. It’s a deep, gravely laugh. “First thing you should know, you’re already dead.”

I sit up in my coffin. He holds out a hand to help me up and I accept it. I mean, he might be crazy and he might be a serial killer, but this coffin is really giving me the creeps and I want out now.

Once I’m standing, the guy jumps. He jumps eight feet into the air like it’s nothing and lands above.

“You coming?” he asks.

That’s when I notice there is another guy standing beside him. I know that I should be studying the way they look right now, just in case I get away. I should explain what they look like to the FBI, right? But I can’t bring myself to do it just yet.

“Can you help me?” I ask, holding up my hand.

The other guy—not the one who dug me out—rolls his eyes. “Just jump.”

Jump?

Is he insane?

I do it only to prove to him that he’s an idiot, and I somehow end up jumping really freaking high and landing…

On top of the cranky one.

Of course.

He catches me, stumbling back, but he steadies us. As soon as he knows I’m not going to fall down, he backs away from me like he can’t wait to stop touching me.

“Nice dress,” the cranky one says.

I tilt my head to the side, wondering what he means, then I realize.

Oh my gosh!

I’m in that dress.

When I was thirteen, my dad married the step monster and she picked out the ugliest dress for me to wear, while she had Cassie wear a gorgeous dress. I complained about it the whole weekend and I hated it. I haven’t worn it since I was thirteen.

“I’m really dead, aren’t I?” I ask, then laugh. “Of course she would put me in this dress. It’s one last way to tell me she hates me, even in death.”

I grab the dress, wanting to pull it from my body. I’m amazed at how easy it is to rip. I pull the fluffy, pink dress off me, tossing it onto the ground. I grin when I notice the black Converse. That I know was my dad.

One guy laughs and the other one chokes.

That’s when I realize I’m standing in nothing but my bra and panties in front of these strangers who I have decided are definitely not serial killers. I know I should be embarrassed, but I honestly don’t care. I’m dead. What does it matter?

“Am I a ghost?” I ask.

Neither of them say anything. They just continue to stare at me.

The one who helped me out of the ground is just grinning. He has a nice smile, I decide. I think him and I will be friends. The cranky one, on the other hand, is scowling at me, and I get the feeling he hasn’t decided if he likes me or not.

“I’m Riley Green.” I hold out my hand to be polite. It’s probably weird to shake hands with people my own age, but I’m going with it.

“Hi, I’m Asa Ferreira,” the nice boy says, shaking my hand. “It’s very nice to meet you, Riley Green.”

I look at the cranky boy.

“Cayson Ingram,” he offers, but he doesn’t reach out to shake my hand.

I drop my own hand to my side. “Well, it’s lovely to meet you both.”

Cayson huffs, pulling his shirt over his head. He holds it out to me, so I look at him.

And, okay, maybe I check out his chest and his biceps. Maybe I count his abs.

2.

4.

6.

Dude’s ripped.

“Put it on.” He shakes the shirt at me.

I roll my eyes but grab the shirt, pulling it over my head.

It smells like him.

Casyon Ingram smells good. Really good. Like a mix of sandalwood and salt water. He smells like everything I could ever want in a man, and even I acknowledge that’s the weirdest thing I have ever thought, but I’m going to roll with it.

The shirt is big on me and hangs halfway down my thighs, but for some reason, Cayson looks at me like I’m wearing less clothes now than before.

I study Cayson closer, trying to find a flaw. I need there to be a physical flaw.

Cayson has dark brown hair. It’s cut shorter on the sides and longer on the top, but it’s not long at all—just long enough for me to run my fingers through.

Uhh… stop it, Riley. You can’t think about these kinds of things.

Cayson’s eyebrows are perfect. Like, truly perfect. Maybe he grooms them? But I don’t know about that. He seems too grumpy and cynical to ever care about his looks. But you never know these days. I wouldn’t blame him for wanting to groom his eyebrows. They’re sexy.

I resist the urge to smack myself.

Did I seriously just think that his eyebrows are sexy?

Cayson’s eyes are a deep, emerald green. When I look into them, I feel like I’m looking into his soul. And Cayson has a good soul.

The thought almost makes me snort. There is nothing good about Cayson.

I hope his nose has a flaw. Even if it’s one tiny bump or maybe it’s a little crooked, but nope. I’ve never seen a more perfect nose in my life.

His lips.

He’s frowning at me, but his lips are so inviting. They’re not plump, but they’re definitely not thin. I find myself wanting to lean forward and kiss him, just once, so I can see if his lips feel as soft as they look.

He stands over me by about six inches. I’m 5’8” and have met a lot of guys shorter than me, so I’m glad he’s taller. I could wear heels when I’m with him and he’ll still be taller—not that I’ll ever wear heels.

“What the heck is wrong with me?” I realize I’ve whispered the words out loud, but I don’t care.

Cayson raises an eyebrow. One perfectly groomed eyebrow.

“If you’re done checking each other out, we should probably go,” Asa says.

Oh my gosh.

I was just checking Cayson out very slowly. But he was doing the same to me. He was checking me out too! And I don’t know why that excites me, but it does. I have butterflies in my stomach and my heart is…

Wait a minute.

I put a hand over my chest.

“I have a heartbeat. Does that mean I’m not a ghost?”

Asa laughs his deep laugh, slapping a hand over his stomach.

“You’re not a ghost. You’re a vampire.” Cayson speaks so calmly that I almost believe him.

I open my mouth to protest, to call him crazy, to… something. But I can’t deny the rightness in the word vampire.

But that’s crazy, right?

“Shouldn’t I go home?” I finally ask, looking at Cayson. “My dad is probably worried about me.”

“Your family buried you a week ago. If you show up back there now...” He shakes his head. “Well, you can’t. It’s not allowed. You can’t see anybody from your old life.”

I feel a weight lift off of my shoulders. I’ve never felt such relief in my life.

I never have too see my step monster again?

Or Cassie?

I will miss my dad, but… he hasn’t really been a dad to me in a long time.

“Where will I go?” I ask, now grinning at the prospect.

“Shouldn’t you be sad about not seeing your family? I expected crying and screaming and maybe a little begging.”

“I can beg if you want me to,” I say, hearing the seductive tone of my voice. I slap a hand over my mouth. “I can’t believe I just said that.”

Asa laughs again.

Cayson even cracks a smile. “It’s a vampire thing. When you first turn you feel very liberated and you tend to say whatever you’re thinking.”

“And apparently you’re thinking about sex.” Asa is still laughing.

Cayson glares at Asa.

“I’m a virgin.” I shrug, realizing I’m just going to go with whatever this is. “I don’t know why I just confessed that to two strange men, but nobody in my old life liked me very much. And that includes my family. Seriously, the farther away from this town I am, the better.”

Asa is smirking.

Cayson is frowning.

These two boys are like night and day.

I walk between them, neither of them touching me, as we head toward a car that is parked on the side of the gravel path by my grave.

“Where are we going?” I ask, as Cayson opens the back door for me.

“Mystic Academy,” he answers.

“What is that?” I climb into the back seat and look up at him.

“Vampire school.” He shuts the door and gets in the front passenger seat.

Vampire school?

I have so many questions.

I hope this is a long drive.




1:30 am

The jury is still out on whether you’re crazy.




We end up at an airport which worries me a little bit.

“Dude, you’re not, like, gonna sell me into sex slavery or something, right?” I ask, looking between Asa and Cayson. “I shouldn’t have told you guys I’m a virgin. I heard those guys don’t like brunettes anyway. Dang… I wish my eyes weren’t blue. I bet they like girls with blue eyes.”

Asa laughs.

Cayson just rolls his eyes. “I honestly don’t think I could pay somebody to take you off my hands right now.”

I blink.

Was that an insult?

He and Asa get out of the car and a few seconds later, my door is opened. I get out, but I look at Cayson.

“Seriously, though. I’m not going to end up in Mexico in some dude’s basement, right?” I ask. “My stepsister is much prettier. She even has blonde hair.”

“Seriously,” Cayson emphasizes the word, probably trying to make fun of me again. “I doubt your stepsister is prettier than you. And we’re not selling you. We’re going to Mystic Academy. I’ll tell you all about it on the plane. We need to get out of this town before the recently dead girl is spotted.”

Great.

Fine.

Wait a minute… did Cayson just inadvertently call me pretty?

What is it about this guy that makes my pulse race and my stomach flutter? He doesn’t even act like he can stand the mere sight of me and I’m basically drooling over him. I’m planning out our future in my head.

I’ve had crushes before—that’s nothing new. I crushed on one guy in my school for two years, then he dated Cassie and I got over him real quick. Especially when I heard the two of them going at in in the room next to mine. But this is different than that and I can’t explain it.

I follow the shirtless stranger onto an airplane, hoping that my gut feeling is right and that I can trust him—not my smartest move ever, but hey, I did just die.

Am I really just accepting this vampire story? I mean… I did wake up in a casket. In that ugly dress the step monster most definitely picked out for me. Even in death my father couldn’t side with me and pick out something else. He knew I hated that dress because we fought about it for weeks before the wedding. And then I frowned in every single picture they made me take at the stupid wedding. I think there is even a picture of me flipping off the camera at some point. I was a rebel when I was thirteen.

“So… what date is it?” I ask.

“November twelfth,” Cayson answers.

“November twelfth?” My eyes widen. “The last I remember it was November fifth.”

“We had to wait until the full moon to dig you up.”

I take a seat by the window and Cayson surprises me by sitting next to me.

“How does all this work anyway? I mean… wouldn’t they have embalmed me or whatever they do at the funeral home?” I ask.

This is by far the weirdest conversation I’ve ever had.

“I compelled them not to.” Cayson looks annoyed.

“How did I become like this?” I ask.

Asa, who is sitting behind us, laughs. “Yeah, Cayson. Why don’t you tell her how she’s a vampire now?”

Cayson rolls his eyes.

My mouth falls open. “Wait. You did this to me, didn’t you?”

He shrugs.

“You killed me?” I am now yelling, but I’m sitting next to my murderer right now. I go to get up from my seat to do… something… anything… but Cayson grabs my hand to keep me from walking away.

When Cayson’s skin touches mine, everything else fades away. I can’t even remember why I’m mad at him anymore. All that matters is that he’s touching me. Cayson Ingram is touching me and it’s the best thing I’ve ever felt in my life.

Mine.

Cayson Ingram is mine. And I am his.

He shoves me back into my seat and lets go of my hand.

Ah, now I remember why I’m mad.

He killed me!

“The plane is about to take off.” He reaches over me and grabs the seatbelt, buckling me into my seat. And I just watch as he slowly buckles me in. I’m aware that I’m only wearing his shirt right now. And he’s not wearing a shirt at all. There is something really intimate about this whole thing.

When Cayson is done buckling me up, he looks at me and for a moment, I think he’s going to kiss me. But then the plane moves and I realize… he was just trying to distract me so I wouldn’t get off the plane.

He smirks.

I want to slap that smirk off his face.

“Will you at least tell me why you murdered me?” I ask.

The smile falls from his lips. “You’re not dead, technically. I just gave you immortality.”

Immortality?

Is he serious?

My mouth falls open as I look at him. “But why me? There are a lot of girls in my town who you could’ve turned. Why did you do it to me?”

He sighs, a look of defeat in his eyes. “I didn’t want to turn you. You were just so miserable that your soul literally called out to mine. I followed you around that dark park for three hours hoping you would leave. But you didn’t. You stayed there and I didn’t have a choice. I had to turn you.”

Tears press against the back of my eyes, but I know from experience that it’s not actually tears. It’s blood. So I hold them back.

Cayson must see how miserable I am, so he grabs my hand. “When we get into the air, I’ll get you something to wash away the blood under your eyes.”

I have blood under my eyes and he’s just now telling me?

No wonder he thinks I’m a hot mess. Because I am!

Literally the first time I meet this guy, he’s forced to kill me because I’m so miserable that my soul literally calls out to him, then he digs me up from my grave and the first thing I do is nearly knock him over and then I rip my dress off.

My eyes widen. “Oh my gosh. Are you taking me to a psych ward? I swear, if my step monster made me go crazy, I will murder her.”

Asa laughs again, so I flip him off.

Cayson shakes his head. “You’re not going to a psych ward. However, the jury is still out on whether you’re crazy.”

I can’t argue that.




2:00 am

Capri Sun… er… blood?




Once we’re in the air, Cayson and I go into a private room in the back of the plane and he grabs a washcloth and cleans the blood from my face. He does it so gently, which confuses me. Which Cayson is the real one? The one who is kind of cruel or the one who does sweet things, like hold my hand when I’m about to cry, give me the literal shirt off his back, and cleans my face so softly? His personality is confusing.

“Are you hungry?” He throws the washcloth into the sink.

Now that he mentions it, I’m more hungry than I’ve ever been in my life.

I nod. “I feel like I haven’t eaten in a week.”

He smiles and I realize that’s probably the closest I’m going to get to a laugh from the guy.

The facts are, I haven’t eaten in a week. Because I’ve been dead. Or ‘in transition’ as Cayson explained. I also learned that when somebody is turned into a vampire, their transition isn’t complete until the full moon, which is why they dug me up tonight.

When I told Cayson it was terrifying to wake up in a coffin, he said he knew the feeling. He also said nobody was there to dig him out and I’m wondering how he got out. I feel bad for him. I can’t even imagine how scary it must have been.

Cayson walks over to the mini fridge and bends down to open it. I can’t help but notice Cayson has a very nice butt. His jeans aren’t super loose and I’m glad about that. He grabs something from the fridge and turns around.

“Were you just checking me out?” He raises and eyebrow.

I nod. “Most definitely.”

He rolls his eyes and shoves something cold in my hand.

I look down and see a literal bag of blood. Like the kind they have in hospitals for transfusions. I nearly drop the thing, but he catches it.

“What the heck?” My eyes are wide as I look at him. “You can’t be serious.”

“What else do you think a vampire eats?” Cayson looks at me, waiting for an answer. He’s still holding out the blood bag. He pulls on something and stabs a straw into it like it’s some kind of Capri Sun.

Actually… it does kind of smell good.

What is wrong with me? Blood smells good?

I look at Cayson, almost like I’m trying to get his approval. He nods at me and that’s all it takes. I put my mouth to the straw and I take a sip. The second the taste hits my tongue, I realize this is exactly what I want. Before I even comprehend what I’m doing—drinking blood—I finish the bag and am literally slurping up whatever drops remain like some kind of heathen.

I go to push my glasses up my nose out of habit and I realize they’re not there.

But I can see perfectly fine.

“You look confused,” Cayson says.

“I’m not wearing my glasses.”

He nods. “Vampirism heals everything, even poor eyesight.”

Well, that’s nice. I didn’t mind my glasses, but it’s nice to not need them anymore.

Cassie always referred to them as nerd goggles.

But Cassie doesn’t matter anymore because I’m dead.

“Do you think my dad is okay?” I ask, frowning. “Whenever I left the house that night, I said something really mean to him.”

Cayson takes the empty bag from me and tosses it into the trash. “What did you say?”

“We were just fighting. My stepsister had a bunch of jocks dump the cafeteria trashcans over my head during lunch, so I drove our car home early from school. She wasn’t stranded. She has friends. But my dad was pissed off because the step monster was pissed. He always took their side. And I told him I’d rather be dead than be in their house a minute longer.” I look at Cayson. His eyes are narrowed as he listens to my story.

“Your dad knew your stepsister was bullying you and he didn’t put a stop to it?”

I nod.

“Your funeral makes so much more sense now.” He shakes his head. “There was this blonde woman who was crying over the top. I’m talking mascara running down her face. But it was hard to notice anything over the fact that her fake tits were hanging out of her dress.”

“That’s the stepmom, or as I like to call her, the step monster.”

“Then there was a slightly younger version of her who didn’t look sad at all unless one of her friends was there consoling her.”

“That’s the evil stepsister.”

“Your dad looked genuinely sad though. I almost felt bad for him, but after what you said…” Cayson shakes his head.

It feels really good to have somebody take my side for once in my life. I haven’t had that since before my dad got married.

“Why do you look like you’re about to cry again?”

I swallow hard. “I just… nobody has taken my side in a long time.”

I throw my arms around Cayson. He stiffens when I first do it, but then he hugs me back after a few moments. He strokes my hair, which is kind of sweet.

“I’ll always take your side.” His voice is tight and gruff.

His words nearly make me cry, but I really don’t want blood running down my face again, especially not in front of Cayson.

“Let’s go back and sit in our seats,” he says, once we pull apart.

Cayson walks out of the backroom first and I follow him. Asa is doing something on his phone and doesn’t even look up when we walk past him.

I guess now I get to hear all about this mysterious academy he keeps talking about.




2:30 am

Do you want to make out until we get there?




“We’re flying to Mystic Academy,” Cayson tells me, once we sit down.

“Vampire school.”

He nods.

“How come the world doesn’t know that vampires exist?”

Cayson reaches out and grabs a piece of my hair. I don’t know if he does it on purpose or absentmindedly, but I like it. “Vampires aren’t the only supernatural beings that exist. There’s is an entire society. Vampires tend to stick to themselves more.”

“What? Like werewolves?”

“Wolf shifters,” he corrects.

My mouth falls open.

No way. There are really freaking werewolves!

“Are they our enemy?”

He laughs. “No. Wolf shifters are nice.”

“What other kind of creatures are there?” I can’t stop myself from smiling because this is exciting—probably the most exciting thing I’ve ever heard.

Cayson is still playing with a piece of my hair. “There are fae… fairies… umm… there are succubi and witches and… dragon shifters… You’ll learn more about them all at Mystic Academy.”

My eyes widen when he says dragons.

I mean… witches and fairies are cool too. But dragons are… well, they’re huge. How have the managed to stay hidden?

“Are succubi super seductive?” I raise an eyebrow.

He shrugs. “I’ve met a few, but they’ve never tempted me.”

“Can confirm that,” Asa pipes up from behind us. “Can also confirm succubi are very seductive and they definitely live up to their hype if you know what I’m saying.”

I glance behind me and see Asa wiggle his eyebrows.

Gross.

I turn back around and look at Cayson, who also appears disgusted by what Asa said.

“The incubi will love Riley,” Asa says.

I look at Cayson. “Why will they love me?”

“They like virgins.” Cayson rolls his eyes. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep incubi away from you.”

That’s sweet.

“So where is this mystic school at?” I ask, changing the subject away from succubi.

“Mystic Academy,” Cayson corrects. “It’s in St. Petersburg, Florida.”

“Florida?” I gasp. “Wait… the sun…”

He laughs.

Well, it’s more of a chuckle.

But still! I made him laugh!

“That’s a myth. Yes, vampires are nocturnal by nature, but we don’t burn in the sun.”

I let out a breath.

Oh, thank God. I really didn’t want to say goodbye to the sun.

“I’m already a night owl.” I wave a hand. “So… are people in the school nice? Cause I’ve got to be honest, I’ve been stuffed into enough trashcans to last a lifetime and I’d rather my afterlife not be the same.”

Cayson’s jaw flexes. “You will not be stuffed into any trashcans and if anybody tries, I will rip their head off.”

Rip off their head? Isn’t that a little dramatic? I raise my eyebrow to let him know, but he doesn’t seem affected. He just grabs onto the end of my hair again and starts playing with it, like he didn’t just promise to murder anybody who tries to bully me.

“Anything else I need to know?” I ask.

He shakes his head.

“Do you want to make out until we get there?” I lower my head as I realize what I just said.

Geez, does my mouth have no filter whatsoever?

Asa snickers behind me.

I wonder what Cayson must think of me. I’m literally wearing his shirt because I ripped my dress off when we first met. And I don’t think this is the first time I’ve propositioned the guy. Like, seriously, what has gotten into me?

“Honestly, I wouldn’t want to kiss me either. I’m probably not very good at it.” I bite the side of my lip, finally getting the nerve up to look at him.

He doesn’t look disgusted, so that’s a good sign.

Asa laughs again, so I flip him off again.

“You know what… I think I’m just going to nap until we get to school.” Asa gets up from his chair and goes back to one of the back rooms in the plane. I think there’s a bed back there somewhere. This plane is legit.

I don’t say anything until I hear the door shut.

“He’s not taking a nap, is he?”

Cayson shakes his head. “Why do you even want to kiss me? I killed you.”

“As you pointed out, I’m very much undead,” I say. “Really, I should be thanking you for rescuing me from my dad’s house. Unless I’m actually crazy and you’ve changed your mind about taking me to a psych ward.”

He grins. “No. I’m not doing that, I promise.”

“I feel a little crazy,” I admit. “I mean… vampires. I’m still not convinced I’m not dreaming.”

And it does feel like a dream. How else would I be okay with all of this? Shouldn’t I be having some sort of a breakdown? I just found out that I’m dead… or undead? And I’ll never get to see my family again. Okay, that last part isn’t bad. But I’m on a private jet with two boys I just met. I should be scared and crying… I should have run when they dug up my grave. But instead, I’m here. And everything just makes so much sense.

“I feel really connected with you.” I peer up at him through my lashes. “Like… I don’t… but I feel like meeting you was fate or something. Is that silly?”

He shakes his head. “No. It makes sense. We’re soulmates. It’s how I found you. You were so heartbroken that your soul called out to mine.”

“Soulmates?” Why is this the first time I’m hearing this.

“It doesn’t mean you have to be with me.”

My chest aches as he says that. “But what if I want to be?”

I look at Cayson who is staring at me so intensely that I want to look away, but I don’t think I could even if I tried.

I’m not sure who moves toward whom first, but Cayson’s lips crash into mine and he kisses me. I mean… he really kisses me. And forget the fact that this is my first kiss… it just comes so naturally. I feel like I know exactly what to do, but really it’s all him. He’s taken the lead and I’m letting him.

I want to be closer to Cayson while we’re kissing, so I crawl into his lap and straddle him. He seems shocked, but he doesn’t break away. I run my fingers through his hair and Cayson puts his hands on my bare thighs. In my head, I’m still thinking about the fact that he is shirtless and I’m not wearing any pants, but I don’t even care. I just want to keep kissing him. I know nothing will happen while we’re on a plane with Asa in the back, who is probably listening to everything that is going on out here.

In my whole life, I have never felt like this before. Not even when I’ve read romance novels or watched romance movies. Like, yes cute scenes would give me butterflies, but this is butterflies on a whole new level.

Cayson’s hands slip farther up my thighs and I feel like this is the point where I should push his hands away, but I don’t. I trust him not to cross that line. And he doesn’t. His hands eventually end up on my hips, which is kind of annoying actually. I’m torn between wanting him to touch me and remembering the fact that we’re on a plane with somebody else who could walk out from the back any second.

Cayson pulls his lips away from mine and rests his forehead against mine. “Riley, we have to stop.”

I pout. “Why?”

He chuckles. “Because we’re going to be landing soon. And there’s still a lot I have to tell you before we take things further.”

I feel like I should be embarrassed. I just climbed onto the lap of a boy I just met and basically dry humped him on an airplane. But I don’t feel embarrassed. I’m just… excited about what there could possibly be between us.

But then I remember… I’m about to go to Mystic Academy.

Vampire school.

“Are you okay?” Cayson asks as I climb off his lap and move back into my seat.

I nod. “I’m just a little nervous.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll be there with you. Nobody will bully you.” He puts his arm around me and pulls me closer, kissing the top of my head.

And I trust him. Fully.




4:00 am

Welcome to Mystic Academy.




Mystic Academy is smaller than I thought. It actually surprises me. I don’t know, I guess I expected it to be this huge campus considering it’s not just a school, it’s a boarding school. But it’s seriously about the size of my old public high school in Colorado. The building is three stories high, but at least this school looks less like a prison and more like a tropical hotel. Even palm trees line the driveway. I look out the glass to get a better look.

I’ve always been fascinated with palm trees. I’ve never seen one in real life, but they’re just as pretty as I imagined them to be.

All the plants here look so different than they do in Colorado. Probably because these plants don’t have to survive a cold winter.

“You’re smudging the glass with your nose,” Asa says, glancing at me through the rearview mirror.

“Sorry.” I sit back a little. “It’s just… I’ve never seen a palm tree before.”

His mouth falls open. Cayson whips his head around to look at me and raises an eyebrow.

“Are you serious?”

I nod. “I’ve never been out of Colorado before. Well… once. But we went skiing in Utah. Which I don’t get cause there are plenty of places to ski in Colorado.”

“So, you’ve never seen the ocean?” Cayson’s voice is softer.

I shake my head.

“Tomorrow night, I will take you to see the ocean.”

I grin, liking the idea of that.

I’ve always wanted to see the ocean. I thought about applying at colleges on the West Coast or maybe the East Coast. All I’d known was that I didn’t want to go to college in Colorado. Don’t get me wrong, there is nothing wrong with the state, it’s beautiful. I just wanted to get as far away from my crazy family as possible. Far enough away that I couldn’t just drive there on a random weekend.

Actually… I planned that once I went to college, I’d never go back home. Cayson and Asa helped me move my timeline up by about nine months. I will forever be grateful for that, even though maybe I should be horrified. I don’t know. I’m a vampire. I’m still letting that information sink in.

Asa stops the car by the front door. Cayson and I get out and he goes to park. I’m a little nervous about going inside. I have no idea what to expect. At least it’s four in the morning—everybody will be in bed.

Cayson grabs my hand and pulls me toward the door with him. I find his touch very comforting right now.

“Doesn’t it seem unfair that I still have to go to high school when I’m dead?”

He smirks. “Ironic, maybe. And you’re not dead. You’re just… immortal.”

I stop him right at the door, wanting to stall. “When you say immortal, what do you mean?”

“I mean… you’ll never die.” He shrugs. “Well, there are ways… a stake to the heart, beheading, fire… but unless you break the law, it’s not going to happen.”

Never die?

I let that information sink in.

It’s insane, right?

“Let’s go inside.” Cayson tugs my hand. “Everybody will be nice, I promise.”

I nod and follow him through the front doors.

The inside doesn’t really look like a school. I don’t know what I expected—the musky smell that my old high school smelled like? I expected to feel dread in my stomach, but I don’t. This is nothing like what I’m used to.

There is a spiral staircase that goes up. I can only guess the bedrooms are on the upper parts of the school. There are hallways to the right, left, and toward the back. The floor is a pretty black tile, which I like.

But the school that I expected to be empty is very much not empty. People are standing around, gawking at us. Like… they expected us to be here.

This is going to be my classmates first impression of me. Me, wearing an oversize t-shirt, standing next to a shirtless Cayson.

Cayson isn’t fazed at all. He just tugs at my hand and pulls me toward the staircase. I want to ask questions, but I’m also scared to do so with all these people around. I’ll wait until we’re alone.

As Cayson and I head up the stairs, I look down and see that everybody is still staring in stunned silence.

“Do you not get many new students?” I ask Cayson as we reach the top of the second story.

“No,” he answers.

No?

Just… no?

“All those kids that you saw are the only students.”

Only students?

There are probably only thirty kids in total down there. How are there just thirty kids in this school?

Cayson pulls me toward another staircase. My dorm must be on the third floor, which really isn’t so bad. Usually I would be huffing and puffing by this point, but I’m not. Maybe being dead is good for me.

Not dead, I guess. But also… dead, right? I don’t know. I have a lot of questions still about what all of this means. But being immortal isn’t so bad, right?

We eventually walk into a room at the end of a long hallway. I’m surprised by how big the room is. It’s huge. There is a couch in the corner of the room with a massive TV. There is also a desk, a dresser, and a king size bed. I’m actually surprised that I’m not sharing my room with somebody else. Isn’t that usually how boarding schools work? But then again, I guess vampire school isn’t a normal boarding school.

Upon further investigation of the room, I also find that I have my own bathroom connected to my room.

This is insane.

And nice. Very nice.

Honestly, I should have died sooner. Back home, I had to share a bathroom with Cassie. I had to get up at six o’clock in the morning if I wanted to shower. I actually ended up just showering at night instead, just to avoid drama.

Cassie likes to look good. She gets up early every single morning so she can take a long shower, fix her hair, and do her makeup. I also happen to know she sets her clothes out the night before to ‘ease the stress’ of getting ready in the mornings.

I roll my eyes just thinking about it.

Thank God I don’t have to deal with her anymore.

“So… what do you think?” Cayson leans against the doorframe leading into the bathroom and crosses his arms over his chest.

“I’m thinking it’ll be nice to get a shower every morning without fighting my stepsister over the bathroom.” I look around the room again. “Why do I feel like this room is missing something?”

He raises and eyebrow. “Maybe a toilet?”

I nod and look around. “Wait… where is the toilet?”

He grins. “Have you not noticed yet that you haven’t needed the bathroom?”

My mouth falls open. “Ever?”

He shakes his head.

“Wow.” This is actually crazy, but also convenient. “I can’t wait to go on a road trip.”

“What?” Cayson gives me a confused look.

“You know… you won’t have to stop every couple of hours to pee.”

He laughs. “That’s what you’re excited for?”

I nod. “I’ve never actually been on a road trip though. I will… someday.”

“I prefer flying.” One side of his lip curves upward. “But if you really want to go on a road trip, we will.”

We?

I like the sound of that.

“Come on.” He motions me with his finger. “We have a lot to talk about.”

And he’s right. We do. I guess I was just hoping to put this conversation off a little longer.




4:30 am

It links our souls together.




Cayson and I walk over to the couch and take a seat. I glance at a clock on the wall and see that it’s after four in the morning. I can’t believe I’m not tired yet, not even a little bit. I’m a night owl, but I’m usually asleep by one every morning.

“So, this is your school,” I say.

He shakes his head. “I graduated a long time ago.”

I raise an eyebrow. “How long ago?”

Cayson shifts in his seat. “Uh, quite a long while.”

“I need a timeline.”

“Uh…” He clears his throat. “Like… a couple hundred years ago. Whenever I graduated from Mystic Academy, it was in Europe. Technically, my brother, sister, and I were the first students there.”

My mouth falls open. “A couple hundred?”

“I told you that we’re immortal.”

“I made out with an old dude.” I laugh, rubbing my forehead with my hand. “So how old are you?”

“I was turned when I was nineteen.”

I nod. “Okay.”

“It was two hundred and thirty years ago.”

I choke on my own saliva.

“But it’s not that big of a deal,” he says.

“So you won’t even be going to school with me.” I frown. “What if those other kids don’t like me?”

It’s a very real possibility. I mean, nobody at my last school liked me either. I don’t know if it was because of me or because of Cassie. I remember having friends before my dad married her mom, but those are distant memories. Those so-called friends ditched me the second Cassie arrived.

“I’m going to be here with you.” He grabs my hand, holding onto it. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“You promise?” I look up at him through my lashes.

“I promise.”

His words relieve me. I can’t do this without him. I don’t want to do it without him.

“Are you sure I need to finish high school?” I ask, offering up a smile.

“Yes.” His answer leaves no room for argument.

I suppose he’s right. Being a high school dropout would be bad.

“So what does this whole soulmate thing mean?” I ask. “And what were you even doing in Colorado?”

“Asa and I were in Colorado for work,” Cayson explains. He traces my fingers with his thumb. “We get called in for cleanup duty sometimes when a vampire goes feral.”

“Feral.” I pause. “Like a dog?”

He nods. “Kind of like that, yeah.”

I swallow hard. “Am I going to…”

“No. No, never,” he assures me quickly. “It’s just… sometimes when a vampire loses their mate, they tend to lose their mind too. This guy… he was a friend. But he lost his mate last year. I saw the signs, I just… I hoped I could help him. In the end, we had to take care of him.”

I want to ask what ‘take care of him’ means, but I can’t do it. Cayson looks so sad and I don’t want to bring up any painful memories for him.

“Okay. And you were there when my soul called out to you,” I say. “Does that happen a lot? Like… somebody’s soul calling out to yours.”

“It’s never happened to me before.” He looks down at our intertwined hands. “Finding a soulmate is a once in a lifetime thing. Really, I’m lucky I was there and found you. Or else… you may have lived your entire life and I might have never met you.”

The thought of that makes my chest feel heavy. “Does being your soulmate mean I’m your girlfriend?”

He grins, looking up again. “It means a lot more than that, but we can say you’re my girlfriend for now.”

I like that.

A lot.

More than I probably should considering I just met the guy. But then again, he is my soulmate, so things are different. This is probably normal for soulmates.

“You said you followed me for three hours in the park.” I look at him and he nods. “Well… I remember something. Before you… bit me?” I pause reliving the moment. “Um… I heard two people fighting.”

“Me and Asa.” Cayson sighs. “I didn’t want to turn you. I was fighting against my own nature not to do it. I was going to follow you home and find out who you are. I was going to find a way to be a part of your life, but I didn’t want to turn you. Asa said if I didn’t turn you, he would. And that’s why we fought.”

“What made you change your mind?”

“Asa said that he wouldn’t watch me go through what our friend did.” Cayson shakes his head, like he’s shaking away a bad memory. “So… I decided to change you. I know I should have asked your permission—”

I cut him off. “No. I’m glad you did it. I probably would’ve thought you were nuts if you asked me anyway. I didn’t believe in the supernatural when I was human. And my life… it was miserable. I was counting down the days until I left for college and never had to see my family again. You just… helped me move up my timeline.”

He frowns. “I’m sorry things were so bad.”

I shrug. “It’s okay.”

Cayson takes a deep breath. “I do have one more thing to tell you.”

I raise an eyebrow.

“Um… well…” He rubs a hand at the back of his neck. “This room is ours, not just yours.”

My mouth falls open. “Seriously? The school allows that?”

“We’re mates… soulmates. They couldn’t keep me away from you if they tried,” Cayson says. “But they wouldn’t try.”

“Oh,” I say. “Okay.”

“Are you okay with it? I mean… I can sleep on the floor or whatever.”

“You can sleep with me,” I say quickly. Too quickly. “I mean… cuddling would be nice.”

He smirks. “Cuddling?”

“I don’t know exactly what this whole ‘soulmates’ thing means, but I can feel it.” I put a hand to my heart. “It’s stronger than anything I’ve ever felt before. And it’s not just a feeling… it’s also a physical thing. Like… I want to do a lot more than just cuddle.”

“There is something you need to know before we take that step.”

I look at him, waiting for him to elaborate.

“Whenever soulmates are intimate for the first time, it completes the mate bond.” He seems scared as he waits for my reaction.

“What does it mean to complete the mate bond?”

He purses his lips. “I forgot that you’re new to all this for a second. Um…” he pauses. “Completing a mate bond is… kind of like a marriage, except stronger. The bonds between soulmates can never be broken.”

My jaw goes lax. “Ever?”

“No.”

I wait for panic.

I’ve been asked out on a date one time in my life. One time. I was in another town, shopping for some back to school clothes. Dad let me take his car and it was nice to just get away from our small town for a little while. While I was there, I stopped by a bookstore to look around and I ran into this guy. He was really good looking and we had a lot in common. After a short conversation, he asked me if I wanted to go out on a date. I completely panicked. Instead of answering, I just turned and ran from the store.

But now, there is no panic.

No anxiety.

Only… excitement?

“Tell me more about the mate bond,” I say, after a few breaths. “I feel like there is more to it.”

He nods. “It links our souls together. Not just our souls, but our minds and our thoughts and our feelings. We will be able to hear each other’s thoughts and feel what the other feels. But I’ll teach you how to block your thoughts from me. It’s really easy. You only have to share the thoughts you want to share.”

It links our souls together?

That sounds big.

But… don’t I already feel like my soul is attached to his? I feel so much for this boy I just met.

“I know I probably should be freaking out, but I’m not.”

Cayson smiles. “Good. I don’t want you to be freaked out.”

The two of us just sit there and talk until the sun begins to rise.

I start to get a little sleepy as it peeks over the trees, so we go to bed. And we just cuddle, but I don’t think I’ll want to wait much longer to complete our mate bond.




8:00 pm

Mean girl.




One of the weird but cool things about vampire school is that it happens at night.

Cayson tried to explain it to me, but I’m still figuring it all out. Vampires don’t burn in the sun, but they’re naturally nocturnal. So, we have a harder time being awake during the day, where a human is opposite. I kind of like it. Especially since I know I can still enjoy the sun.

Before going to class, Cayson got me more blood. It’s weird, because I love the taste of it, but when I think about it, it’s so gross. I guess that’s another thing I’ll get used to over time. I also asked where the blood bags come from and he explained they’re from different blood drives and such. He also told me that when he was first turned, he had to drink directly from a human and compel them to forget. I’m glad that’s not the case anymore.

After eating breakfast, I went to take a shower and realized that I literally don’t have clothes. I was still wearing Cayson’s shirt and I don’t have anything to wear. Cayson seemed to forget about that fact too. He found a girl similar in size to me and borrowed a pair of jeans for the day and he’s letting me wear his shirt again. He got my sizes and is going to the store to grab a few clothing items for me to wear and promised we will wake up early Saturday evening to go shopping. I feel kind of weird having him buy me clothes, but it’s not like I have another choice. I can’t go naked. And I also can’t go to my house and just steal clothes from my closet. This is my only option. But I’ll find a way to pay him back.

My first class of the day is history. Nothing exciting, until I look at the book and realize it’s ‘History of Vampirism.’ That’s actually pretty cool and I’m excited to learn more.

When I walk into my first class, I realize all thirty students are here. And every single one of them is staring at me. Even the teacher is staring, which makes me very nervous. I walk up to his desk.

“Um, hi.” I push a piece of hair behind my ear. “I’m Riley Green. I’m new.”

Obviously I’m new.

Why do I have to be so awkward?

“Hi, Riley. I’m John.” His smile is friendly enough. “Do you want to introduce yourself to the class?”

I swallow hard and look behind me.

Yep, everybody is still looking. Great. Perfect. Just what I wanted.

I clear my throat. “I’m Riley. I’m from Colorado. And I died, like, a week ago. And then I woke up in a coffin and the last almost twenty-four hours have been crazy.”

Yep.

Great introduction.

Clearly everybody is going to want to be my new BFF.

I walk over to the one empty spot in the room. It’s directly in the center, which makes me feel really awkward, but I sit and try not to look at anybody. They’re definitely all still staring.

‘John’ gets up to teach the class. I let out a breath in relief when he does because most people turn away from me. Not all of them. But enough that I feel like I don’t have to sit up so straight.

I wonder why he has us call him John. I’ve never called a teacher by their first name in my life. It feels so… disrespectful. I make a note to ask Cayson about it when we get our break.

I found out that we don’t have ‘lunch.’ I guess vampires only need to eat once a day, so our thirty minute ‘lunch’ break is just a break. People can use their time to study or socialize. I also find out that school doesn’t last for seven hours like it does for humans. We only have four hours worth of classes. I’m glad about that.

During the middle of class, a folded up piece of paper lands on my desk. It has my name on the outside, so I open it. I’m a little nervous to see what it says. Anytime I got notes at my old school, they were usually people being mean to me.




Hi, new girl. I’m Ashley. I saw you come in with Cayson yesterday.




I want to roll my eyes. Like, no kidding. Everybody saw me come in with Cayson yesterday. But I refrain.

I do want to make friends here and clearly Ashley is trying to start a conversation with me.




Hi. It’s nice to meet you, Ashley. I’m Riley.

Yeah, I came in with Cayson.




I don’t feel comfortable telling Ashley that Cayson turned me into a vampire, so I keep that bit of information to myself. I’m not exactly sure what the rules are about turning somebody, but I think there is an exception because he’s my ‘mate.’

I look around for the Ashley girl to pass the note back to her, but a hand reaches out and grabs the note. I can only assume she’s Ashley.

The girl kind of reminds me a little bit of Cassie. Not her personality. Obviously I don’t know the girl yet, but definitely her looks. She has the same shade of blonde hair and big blue eyes.

I wonder what everybody’s story is here. Like… how they got turned. Or maybe they were born? I don’t know a lot about vampirism yet. In books and movies vampires can never have children of their own, but I wonder how realistic that is. I add that to my mental list of questions to ask Cayson later.

The girl beside me slips the note back on my desk.




You know Cayson has a girlfriend, right? I’m just telling you as a friend. I don’t want you to get your hopes up.




I try not to react to the note.

I mean… what she’s saying stings, but I don’t know if I really believe her. I’ve been around enough mean girls in my life to recognize that she might not be telling me the truth. It’s something I’ll have to ask Cayson myself.

I don’t bother responding to her note because I don’t have time for girls like her. I literally just died and got away from a girl just like her, so I don’t want to voluntarily let another mean girl into my life.

The girl doesn’t give up though. A few minutes later, another note lands on my desk.




You should hang out with me and my friends during free period.




I would literally rather eat dirt than hang out with this girl, but I can’t say that because it’s rude.

Instead, I tell her the truth.




Thank you. That’s sweet. But I already have plans.




The second I fold the note up, Ashley snatches it from my desk and frowns when she reads it. She turns and glares at me, her blue eyes darkening a shade.

Well… I think I’ve just pissed off the queen bee.

I grin.

Bring it on, Ashley.




10:00 pm

A theory.




The thing about vampire school, or Mystic Academy, is that we stay in the same classroom the entire day. At ten, we go on our thirty minute ‘break,’ or ‘free period,’ as Ashley called it. On the way out the door, she bumps her shoulder hard against mine. I just roll my eyes at her immaturity, but I don’t give her the satisfaction of reacting. I can tell by the look on her face that she really wanted me to react.

Cayson is waiting for me outside the classroom. He sees what happens with Ashley, so he steps in front of her.

“Are you causing a problem for my mate?” Cayson asks her. I can see his jaw flexing as he speaks. He’s really pissed at her.

Ashley’s mouth opens wide as she glances over at me, then back at Cayson. “She’s your mate?”

Cayson nods.

Ashely gets over her shock very quickly. She stands up straight and crosses her arms over her chest. “Does your girlfriend know that?”

“What girlfriend?”

“That redhead I always see you with.”

Cayson laughs. “That’s my sister.”

Ashley narrows her eyes. “Whatever.”

She stomps away leaving me there with Cayson.

He turns to me. “Did she cause you any trouble?”

“Nah.” I wave a hand. “She just did her standard mean girl duties. She tried to warn me to stay away from you because you have a girlfriend, which I didn’t believe. And then she tried to invite me to hang out with her during free period.”

“If she bothers you again, let me know.” He grabs my hand. “I got you some clothes that should fit if you want to change.”

I grin.

I would very much like clothes that fit. I’ve been wearing Cayson’s shirt since we met, which is nice for when I’m sleeping, but it would be nicer to wear something my own size. And these jeans that I borrowed are just a little too big, so I have to keep pulling them up. I’m scared they’re going to fall and I’m going to moon the entire class.

We make our way up to our room so I can get dressed, and I see quite a few Target bags. They were probably the only store open this late, but that works for me. Probably fifty percent of what I own are Target clothes anyway.

When I start pulling out clothes, I’m amazed that Cayson knows my style even though he’s never seen how I dress. The only thing he’s seen me wear, other than his t-shirt, is that stupid dress that my step monster had me buried in. Just thinking about that makes my blood boil.

I was going to be forced to wear the ugliest dress for the rest of eternity, a dress that I hated, just so my dad could please my step monster. Even in death he took her side. It’s… annoying.

“Is everything good?” Cayson asks. “I didn’t know what to get. I just grabbed a bunch of random stuff.”

“Graphic t-shirts are my favorite,” I say, holding up one of them. It’s a Pac-Man shirt. “How did you know I like Pac-Man?”

“Aren’t you a little young for Pac-Man?”

I shrug. “When I was really little, my dad bought a Pac-Man machine for our living room. I was too short to even reach the controls so my dad had to buy a stool for me to use.” I smile at the memory. “I actually forgot about that. My dad… he and I used to be close before he got remarried.”

“What happened to your mom?” Cayson asks.

“She died when I was three years old.” I take off Cayson’s shirt and slip on the Pac-Man one. He looks away when I do, which is cute. But also, I’ve decided he doesn’t have to look away. He’s my soulmate.

“I’m sorry about your mom.” He clears his throat. “My mom died too. The girl who changed my brother, my sister, and me… she killed both my parents.”

“I’m sorry.” I frown, thinking how horrible that must have been.

“It was a long time ago.”

It doesn’t change the fact that it must have been awful to go through.

“I still wish I could have been there for you.” I step closer to him, putting a hand on his arm.

He grins at me. “The more time we spend together, the more I realize just how much fate got it right. You really are my soulmate.”

“Did you think fate made a mistake at first?”

Cayson laughs. “When I saw your dress… maybe.”

“That stupid dress.” I take off the jeans I borrowed for the day, trying not to think about that dress anymore. I grab a pair of jeans from the bed. “I have a question, though. Is this all the vampires there are that are my age?”

“Uh, no,” he answers. “Mystic Academy used to be a school for all vampires when they’re teenagers. But about ten years ago, there was a big divide. So only the vampires who are turned go here and the vampires who are born go to another school.”

“Vampires can have babies?” I raise an eyebrow. I was curious about that.

“Of course,” he says. “You can’t believe everything you see in movies. Certainly you realize that by now.”

I do realize that. I’m learning vampires are nothing like they are on TV. I can see myself in mirrors, I don’t burn, or sparkle, in the sun. I don’t feel like running around and biting people. And I definitely don’t have the urge to kill. I mostly feel the same, except I don’t think about food anymore. A cheeseburger doesn’t even appeal to me.

“Does that mean vampires age?” I ask.

“Yes and no,” he answers. “When a vampire is turned, they age until they hit their early to mid twenties and then they stop.

I tilt my head to the side. “But you look… maybe nineteen.”

“I have a theory.”

I pick my dirty clothes up off the floor, tossing them into the hamper. “What’s your theory?”

“My brother found his mate right away. So… he aged fairly normally. And my sister… found her mate a few years later. She aged normally, too,” he explains. “But I always stayed the same. I think that now that I’ve met you, we will age together. It’s like… fate knew what it was doing. I mean, it would be weird if I looked twenty-something and you looked like a teenager. At least to humans who see us.”

That’s actually kind of cool. “I like the idea that we’ll be growing up together. Even though you’re technically two hundred and something years older.”

He grins and takes a step closer to me. He slides his arms around me, pulling me into his embrace. “I’ve been waiting for you for so long.”

I feel his lips in my hair and I sigh, leaning into him. “I hope I’m not a disappointment.”

“Never,” he whispers.


Wednesday, November 13

12:30 am

Friends?




After class is over, I’m approached by a couple of girls.

The first girl has a huge smile on her face, dimples on both sides of her cheeks. She’s got her long, blonde hair pulled up into a ponytail with a ribbon in it and she has the biggest blue eyes I have ever seen. If she wasn’t smiling so big at me, I’d be terrified that she was coming up to bully me. But then again… the jury is still out on that one.

The girl beside her isn’t smiling quite as big, but she still has a pleasant look on her face. She has black hair that is cut into a bob, and big brown eyes. She almost reminds me of some kind of girl I’ve seen in an anime. She’s adorable.

“Hi,” the blonde girl says, her smile growing even wider. “I’m Hannah, and this is Abigail, but everybody calls her Abi.” She holds her arm out toward her friend.

“Hi, I’m Riley.” I smile, but wait for the other shoe to drop. I tense a little, expecting a joke at my expense or for somebody to throw something at me. But none of that happens. The two girls just smile.

“It’s nice to meet you, Riley,” Hannah says. “I saw Ashley passing you notes earlier and just wanted to make sure you’re okay.”

I nod, gripping onto my books tighter. “I’m fine.”

“Don’t be put off by her,” Abi offers me a smile. “She’s part of the elitists. Which would mean something if we went to the other school, but it doesn’t mean anything here.”

“What does that mean? The elitists?” I shift my weight from one foot to the other. I know Cayson is standing outside the classroom, but he can wait a moment. I want to make friends here and these two girls seem kind of nice.

“You’ll learn more soon, but basically there is a huge divide between the born vampires and the bitten vampires,” Abi explains. “Ashley thinks she’s special because her dad was a vampire and her mom was human. But she ended up being just human. Her dad had to change her, which is why she’s here. But she thinks she’s better because it’s in her blood.”

I roll my eyes. I truly hate that kind of mentality. “She was trying to warn me to stay away from Cayson.”

“Ashley has had her eye on him for a long time.” Hannah shakes her head, giving me a sympathetic look.

“She knows he was changed too, not born,” I say.

“But he’s different. His older brother is the king,” Abi says. “And they’re different because they’re the first vampires.”

I raise an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

“You’ll find out more in history, but Cayson and his two siblings are the first vampires,” Hannah answers.

“Wait…” I look between them, feeling confused. “Ashley told me that Cayson had a girlfriend, which wasn’t true, obviously. But she thought his sister was his girlfriend.”

Abi rolls her eyes. “She was pretending, obviously. I guess she was hoping she’d scare you away.”

“But he’s my mate. I’m not going to let some girl bully me into running him off.”

Abi and Hannah’s eyes grow wide and they look from each other to me.

“That’s incredible. Congratulations.” Hannah smiles, like she genuinely means it. “I don’t envy you. Being mated to a member of the first family is…” She shakes her head, letting out a breath. “It’s a lot.”

I shrug. “I still don’t fully understand what the first family means.”

“Ask Cayson,” Abi suggests.

“I will.” Because I genuinely want to know what all of this means.

“Maybe tomorrow you can hang out with us during free period,” Hannah says. “I know you’ll want to hang out with your mate after school. I understand that. But it might be nice to have some friends too.”

I grin. “I would like that.”

Because I genuinely would.

The door to the classroom opens and Cayson sticks his head inside, looking at me. I wave at him, then glance back at Hannah and Abi. “It was really nice talking to you. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“See you.” Hannah and Abi both wave at me, so I turn and walk to Cayson.

I have a lot of questions for him.




1:00 am

First family.




“Do you still want to go to the beach?” Cayson asks, as soon as I walk from Abi and Hannah toward him.

“Uh, yeah.”

Hearing about the first family can wait.

I have always wanted to go to the beach and I’ve always wanted to see the ocean. My dad always promised me that he would take me someday, but then he married the step monster and that never happened. He actually took her to Hawaii for their honeymoon, which I’m still a little salty about. But whatever. What happened before doesn’t really matter anymore.

Cayson holds my hand as we walk out of the school. People still look at us, even more when he’s holding my hand. They’re probably wondering what’s going on between us. Especially if Cayson is as ‘important’ as Hannah and Abi say he is.

His brother is the freaking king? How crazy is that? But being the first vampire family is huge. Like, really huge.

We walk over to a car that is sitting in the parking lot of the school. I don’t know a whole lot about cars, but this one looks expensive. Which would make sense. If his brother is some kind of king, he’s probably rich.

Suddenly, the private jet makes sense. I had kind of written the whole thing off because I had other things on my mind—like the fact that I’m now an immortal being, which is completely insane.

Cayson opens the door for me and I thank him as I get in.

Nobody has ever opened the door for me before. Like, ever. And the fact that he does it is kind of sweet. I always thought it was cute in movies when a guy would do that for a girl.

He walks around the car and slides in the driver’s side.

“Do you know how to drive a stick shift?” he asks.

I shake my head. “Never tried.”

“I’ll teach you later.” He puts the car in reverse and backs out of the space before we take off toward the beach.

It’s only a few blocks away from the school—within walking distance. We didn’t need to drive at all.

Cayson gets out and runs over to my side, opening my door again. He holds out his hand to help me out of the car and I accept it, my eyes on the view in front of me.

The waves are slowly crashing into the shore. Not huge, crashing waves. It’s all very gentle and peaceful. The smell of the salt water in the air is so strong and I wonder if it’s really that potent or if my sense of smell has improved since becoming a vampire. These are all questions I have for Cayson.

We walk hand in hand to the water, and I take my shoes off and roll up my jeans, wanting to wade in the water. I want to feel the ocean. I’ve never felt it before. And maybe it’s a silly thing to want, but now that I’ve thought about it, I have to do it. I walk out into the water and Cayson follows. He has a huge smile on his face, like it’s also the first time he’s done this too, but that can’t be true.

“This is wonderful,” I say, awe in my voice.

“It really is.”

“Do you live by the ocean?” I want to know. I realize I don’t know a lot about Cayson at all other than the fact that he’s my soulmate and that he’s beautiful. Another wave rolls in, this time high enough to get the bottom of my jeans wet. I just laugh, not caring at all that I’m wet. But then I remember we’re in his car, so I back up a little.

“Come sit with me.” He tugs on my hand, so I go with him.

He sits on the sand, patting beside him.

“But your car…”

“It’s just a car.”

Is it?

I sit beside him and stare out at the ocean. The moon is nearly full and it looks so beautiful over the ocean. If I could paint a perfect picture, this would be it. A couple, holding hands on the beach, looking out over the water. It’s breathtaking.

“I do live in Florida,” Cayson points out. “A lot of the supernatural community lives here, so it’s just easier. I live in Southern Florida, on the east side.”

“Do you live close to the beach?”

He nods. “I own a home on the beach.”

My eyes grow wide. “Do I get to see it someday?”

Cayson grins. “I think that’s a definite possibility. It’s your house now too.”

My house too?

I don’t know about all that.

“That doesn’t seem fair.” I pull my knees up to my chest, hugging them to me. “I mean, I haven’t worked for anything in my life and you have. You’ve obviously worked hard.”

“You’re younger.” He shrugs. “It would be weird if you did have the money to buy a house and car. Your focus is school right now.”

“Yeah, but I don’t feel like I deserve it.”

“I don’t either. Not really.”

“But you do because you’ve worked for it,” I protest.

Cayson gazes into my eyes and it feels like he’s looking directly into my soul. “What good is having stuff if I don’t have somebody to share it with?”

My heart melts.

If Cayson Ingram didn’t already have my heart, he completely has it now.

“I have some questions.” I angle my body toward him so I can look at him better. “Some girls in my class mentioned something about you being part of the first family.”

His entire body tenses up at my question. “I should have told you sooner, but I didn’t want you to think it’s a big deal.”

“Why would I think it’s a big deal? I don’t even know what it means.”

“My older brother, my younger sister, and I were the first vampires.”

“What do you mean the first?” I raise an eyebrow in question.

“I mean… a witch experimented on us. Whatever they did killed our parents, but it changed us into this,” Cayson says. “From us three, the vampire species was born. Well… I’ve never actually turned anybody but you. My sister and brother have.”

“That sounds horrible. I can’t even imagine how awful it was to go through that—being experimented on and watching your family be killed,” I say, putting a hand against my aching chest. “It’s something out of a horror movie.”

He gives a short nod. “Yes, it was.”

“What happened to the witch?”

“My brother killed her,” he says, shrugging. “Actually, after that, witches lost a lot of their powers. The witches used to be really strong—not as strong as the dragons or the fae, but they were pretty kick butt. But a generation or so after it happened, it was almost like nature punished them. It wasn’t just this one witch who did bad things. It was pretty much all of them.”

“I’m glad they got punished, but I’m so sorry you had to go through that.” I reach out my hand and grab onto his.

“It’s okay. We all go through bad stuff. Even you have gone through horrible stuff. It’s how we react that makes us who we are.” He smiles at me and my heart flutters.

“I have more questions.”

“I figured.”

“What is the deal with the elitist?” I ask. “I mean… for there to even be born vampires, there had to first be turned vampires. So… what is up with the snobbish attitude?”

“That is my brother’s doing.” Cayson shifts uncomfortably. “My brother is a good guy. He’s just… misguided. Right now, it’s kind of turned vampires against born vampires. Turned vampires are being treated crappy. Hence why there is a completely separate school for turned vampires. I don’t like it, but I can’t really reason with my brother right now. He’s made up his mind.”

I frown. “I’m sorry. That’s got to be awful for you. You always talk so fondly of him, like you’re close.”

“We used to be.”

His words break my heart, so I get up on my knees and knee-walk closer so I can give him a hug. I can tell he’s not expecting the hug, but he squeezes me back tightly and I know he needs this.

Once we pull apart, I study him.

My heart feels so full.

“I can’t remember ever feeling this happy in my life,” I admit to Cayson. “Is it crazy that I feel like I’m falling in love with you even though we just met? Like, I feel like I’ve known you forever.”

His entire face lights up. “You’re so beautiful, Riley.” He grabs the end of my hair and plays with it, which reminds me of when we were on the plane together. That was back when I thought he didn’t like me. “I am already in love with you. I think I have been from the moment you ripped that dress off.”

I laugh, shaking my head. “You must have thought I was insane.”

“No. Though, I did wonder about your age when I saw you in that dress. I just… you looked like you were seventeen. But that dress…”

“That dress was from my father’s wedding when I was thirteen.” I roll my eyes. “I hated that stupid thing. Just because I could still fit in it doesn’t mean I should’ve been wearing it. That still makes me so mad.”

He smiles but tries to hide it. “I’m sorry that you were so miserable in your human life, but I love how feisty you are. It’s what most attracted me to you.”

“I thought you hated me.”

“I hated myself for turning you,” he counters. “I tried not to. I mean, it should have been your choice. But I couldn’t stop myself. I tried. I really tried.”

“It’s okay,” I say. “I think if you would’ve asked permission, I probably wouldn’t have believed you. I mean… vampires. That’s crazy.”

He looks at me, awe on his face. “You’re so perfect for me. Like, fate chose perfectly.”

I couldn’t agree with him more.

“Hey, Cayson. Do you think…” I pause, letting my voice trail off.

No. I’m not going to finish that statement.

“What is it?” he asks, squeezing my hand.

I shake my head, not wanting to finish my sentence.

“You know you can trust me, right? I would never judge you for anything. And you can trust me with anything.”

I nod, biting my lip.

I do know that. I’m just…

Scared.

I take a deep breath. “I just wanted to ask about the mate bond.”

I swear his green eyes grow darker. “What about it?”

“Is it too soon to complete it? I mean…” I pause, trying to think of a better way to word this. “I mean, how long do people usually wait to complete their mate bond? Cause I feel like I’ve known you forever and I don’t want to wait too long.”

He takes a deep breath before answering. “Most people don’t wait more than a day or two. But… I mean, you’re new to all this, so I don’t want to rush you.”

“I’m ready now.”

I’m not sure what I thought Cayson’s reaction to me telling him I want to complete the mate bond would be, but I didn’t think he would attack me right there on the beach.

Well, attack is the wrong word. But he does attack my mouth. He kisses me with such passion that I think if I wasn’t already sitting down I would fall over from how intense it is. I’ve come to learn that everything with Cayson is intense.

He pulls back to look at me. “You’re really sure, right? Because once we complete the bond, that’s it. It can’t be broken.”

“I know.” I lick my lips. “I’m ready.”

He kisses me hard again, but he pulls away quickly. He gets up from the sand and holds his hand out to me. “Come on.”

He helps me up and the two of us walk to his car. I dust the sand off my butt before getting in. I have no idea where he’s about to take me, but I’m equally excited and nervous for what is about to happen.

Cayson is my first.

I’ve found my person.




2:30 am

Three words.




I expect Cayson to drive us back to Mystic Academy, but he doesn’t. He drives to a hotel a little farther down the beach—one of the ritzy kinds that I’ve never stayed at. It even has valet parking. The guy who works at valet seems to know Cayson. He even calls him Mr. Ingram, which is kind of weird. I wonder if he stays here a lot.

Cayson hands his keys to the valet and grabs my hand to pull me inside. He doesn’t say anything to the guy. When I look back at the valet guy, he’s smiling at the car.

It is a nice car.

I follow Cayson inside and inhale sharply. Everything is so nice. There is even a huge fountain inside, spraying up water. A massive chandelier hangs from the ceiling in the middle of the lobby. There are glass elevators going up and down.

My jaw drops as I look around.

I have definitely never stayed in a hotel this nice before.

Cayson tugs on my hand and I realize we’re not going to the front desk. We’re walking toward the elevator. When the elevator goes down, he has to put a key in it to push the button to our floor.

“I thought you were in Colorado,” I say, tilting my head to the side. “Wait… you live on the Atlantic side, right? Not the Gulf side…”

“I do. I live in Southern Florida, on the east side.” He leans against the back of the elevator.

“Then why do you just happen to have a key to a room in this hotel?”

“I own this hotel. Well… this chain.” He shrugs. “I keep a room here open in case I need to do any business at Mystic Academy. It usually comes up out of nowhere.”

My mouth falls open.

Is he serious?

He owns a hotel. Or several hotels, I guess.

Again, I feel inferior. But I shouldn’t. Cayson has been alive for many lifetimes. I’m only seventeen.

Wait…

“Do you know what date it is?” I ask.

He looks at his phone. November thirteenth,” he answers, putting his phone into his pocket.

“Today is my birthday.” I grin.

“It’s your birthday?”

I nod.

“Why didn’t you tell me? I would’ve bought you a present or something,” he says.

I shrug. “You already bought me clothes.”

“That is just me taking care of you. We will get some more clothes before I take you to school tonight,” he promises. “And I’m going to buy you something for your birthday.”

“I’m eighteen now. I was really looking forward to this day. I mean… it wouldn’t have made any difference. I would’ve still had to be home with… you know… them… but it’s one step closer to freedom that graduating high school would bring.”

The elevator comes to a stop and the doors open. I expect it to open into a hallway, but it doesn’t. It opens right into the room. Upon looking around, I realize we’re in the penthouse. The first thing I do when I walk inside is go over to the window and look down at the beach.

“Wow,” I whisper, wondering how I got here. This feels like a dream—like I’m going to wake up in my room in Colorado or I’m going to wake up in the hospital from a coma or something and this will have all been a strange dream.

But it’s not a dream.

This is real.

“Do you like it?” Cayson asks, coming up behind me. He wraps his arms around me and I lean into him.

“I’ve never seen anything like this before. I feel… overwhelmed.” I sigh, turning in his arms. “I know that I want to complete our mate bond, but are you sure you want to? Cayson, I can’t compare to all of this. I have literally nothing but the clothes that you bought me. I just feel like I’m not good enough for you.”

He rubs his thumb gently across my cheekbone, making me shiver. “It’s me who is unworthy of you, Riley Green.”

His words melt my heart.

I didn’t know it was possible to feel so much love. And after being unloved by my own family for so long, I feel like this is what I deserve. I deserve to be loved and cherished. And Cayson will do just that.

“I know this might scare you,” Cayson says, his eyes darting from my lips to my eyes. “But I am in love with you and I have been since the moment I met you.”

I couldn’t stop my smile if I wanted to, which I don’t.

“I love you too. More than I’ve ever loved anybody in my life.”

Nobody has ever made me feel the way Cayson does.

He leans closer, gently pressing his lips to mine. He kisses my top lip. And then my bottom lip. Then he captures both of my lips and I kiss him back just as passionately.

This boy is unbelievable—he’s handsome, he’s intelligent, he’s sexy, and somehow he wants me.

Cayson’s hands grip my bottom and I grin against his mouth.

I like when he grabs my butt. It’s nice… no. It’s not nice. It’s hot.

“You’re so sexy,” Cayson murmurs against my lips, and continues to kiss me.

I have never been called sexy in my life, but I like it when he says it to me. He makes me feel exactly that way.

Cayson lifts me like I weigh nothing. I wrap my legs around his waist and he carries me toward the bed, his lips never once leaving mine. Eventually, he sits me down on the bed, not breaking our kiss.

But then he pulls up on my shirt and we have to stop kissing for a second while he tosses it aside.

Part of me wants to cover myself, but I quickly push those thoughts away.

I’m going to be brave tonight.

I reach around and unclasp my bra, tossing it to the ground, then I tug up on Cayson’s shirt. It’s only fair that he gets undressed too.

His fingers gently graze against my nipples, making me shiver.

“You’re so beautiful,” he whispers.

I could definitely get used to Cayson calling me sexy and beautiful. Warmth spreads through my body.

“You’re the beautiful one,” I breathe, running my hand down his abs toward his jeans. Before I can reach beneath his jeans, he pulls away slightly.

“In bed. Without your jeans,” he demands.

“Yes, sir.” I grin, unbuttoning my jeans and letting them fall. He didn’t say anything about removing my panties, so I leave them on and crawl into bed. When I look back, I see him watching me.

I feel so powerful.

He sees me looking, so he quickly drops his pants, leaving his boxer briefs behind.

It’s safe to say that Cayson finds me very desirable.

He smirks at me when he sees where I’m looking and he climbs on top of me, hooking his thumbs around the edge of my thong. “This has got to go.”

He pulls them off in one swift movement.

I’ve never been naked in front of a guy before, but the way Cayson’s eyes rake up and down my body makes me feel so confident. It makes me so glad that I waited and didn’t have sex with just anybody.

I don’t know what to expect, but I know I didn’t anticipate for Cayson to kiss me so slow and soft. I feel like up until now, everything had gone so fast, but now he’s taking his time. But I don’t want him to take his time.

I whimper against his lips.

He pulls back to peer down at me, a grin on his face. “Riley, are you impatient?”

I shake my head. “Not usually. But I am right now.”

His grin widens. “I like this side of you.”

I let out an exasperated sigh. “Cayson, I swear if you don’t do something I will just touch myself and get off.”

“That has a lot of potential, but later. Right now, you’re all mine.” His lips capture mine again, but this time I feel his fingers skim down my body. They’re moving faster than he was before, but it’s still too slow in my opinion.

Just a few more inches and…

There.

I gasp and squirm against his hand. I don’t think I’ve ever been this turned on in my life.

His lips leave mine and he kisses his way down my neck. He doesn’t stop kissing until he reaches my breast. The second he start sucking on me, I go over the edge.

I have never had an orgasm this hard on my own. I mean… sure, I’ve touched myself while reading romance novels, but not once has it ever been this intense. Cayson has a magic touch. And I want to return the favor for him, but before I can even compose myself, I feel something hard line up against my center.

“Riley, are you sure?”

I nod. “Please.”

This answer must satisfy him because I feel him begin to move inside me so slowly and gently. I expect there to be a pinch or something, but there’s not. It just feels good. Really, really good.

“I love you,” he whispers, once he is all the way inside.

“I love you, too.”

He starts to move and everything is perfect.

Beyond perfect.

I don’t think I’ll ever be the same again.




5:30 am

But who’s counting?




Cayson and I have mated a few times now.

Three times.

But who’s counting?

Oh, who am I kidding? I’m totally counting.

I get up to take a quick shower before we go to sleep for the day. We have to get up early tonight so we can go shopping before the stores close. When I walk into the bathroom, I can’t help but stop at the mirror and look.

I look different, even to myself. My skin almost glows, and I don’t know if that’s because I’m a vampire now or because of what I just did with Cayson. My eyes seem bigger, though that could be because they’re not hidden behind glasses anymore. My hair appears shinier, my teeth whiter and straighter. I look… kind of pretty.

Or it could be because I can now see myself how Cayson sees me.

Once we completed the mate bond, Cayson and I were able to share our thoughts. We can feel each other’s emotions, and it’s kind of awesome. I thought it would be weird, but I like the fact that we can’t keep our true feelings a secret. We will always have to talk through our issues in the future instead of bottling them up.

The bathroom door opens, so I step back from the mirror and look at Cayson walking in. He’s completely naked, as am I.

“Can I shower with you?” he asks.

I grin. “Duh.”

Truthfully, I don’t want to spend even a moment without him.

“Will it always be like this?” I ask, as Cayson turns on the shower, setting the temperature.

“Like what?” He motions me over.

“Will I always want you so much?” I stride over to him and stand on the tips of my toes so I can give him a kiss.

He bends down to kiss me, then smacks me on the butt. “I sure hope so.”

Me too.

I walk into the shower and Cayson follows me.

“My brother said it hasn’t lessened for him and his wife,” he says, closing the door to the shower.

This shower is the biggest I’ve ever seen in my life. It’s one of those showers that rains down water from the top and is definitely made for more than one person.

“Have you ever had a girl up here before?” I ask, wondering if I truly want to know the answer to the question.

“Never.” He pulls me into his arms. “Only you.”

He presses me against the tile wall and kisses me harder.

My heart feels lighter at his words.

I know Cayson has experience. I mean, he’s lived multiple lifetimes waiting for me, so I can’t expect him to have just been waiting for me. But I like that this place is special—just for us.

Cayson pulls away from my lips, grabbing the shampoo. He rubs some between his hands and begins to massage my scalp. I’ve never had somebody else wash my hair before and I kind of like this.

Is this what it’s like to feel complete? To be so happy that you feel as though your heart could burst? Because I can get used to this with Cayson. All of this.

My mind is still having a hard time comprehending the thought of ‘forever.’ I have forever with this boy. How does this kind of happiness even exist?

When he’s done shampooing my hair, Cayson leans forward and gives me a soft kiss on the lips.

I could definitely get used to all of this.




6:30 pm

It doesn’t get any better than this.




Cayson and I woke up early so we could go grab some clothes.

I really, really hate that he had to spend money on me, but I truly don’t have any other options. And he just keeps telling me that everything he has is mine too, but it feels wrong sometimes. Like I’m using him. I make sure to tell him thank you every time we go into a store, but it just doesn’t feel like enough.

“Would you rather I let you go around naked?” Cayson raises an eyebrow at me as we pull up to Mystic Academy.

It takes me a few seconds to remember that he’s in my head now. That was part of completing the mate bond. We know each other inside and out now. It’s strange, but also nice. While shopping, I could tell Cayson was really happy to be doing all of this for me.

I’m just used to my dad. Even when it was back to school time, I’d have to basically fight to get any money for new clothes and shoes. Meanwhile, Cassie and the step monster would come home with a trunk full of clothes at least twice before school started.

“You will never have to feel like that again.” Cayson grabs my hand and kisses the back of it. “You ready to take all your new things to our room?”

I nod, grinning.

I am ready. Even though today felt kind of weird because I don’t like spending Cayson’s money, it was also nice to have somebody take care of me. I haven’t had that in so long, not since before my dad got remarried.

Someday, I will be able to take care of myself.

As we get my bags from the trunk of his car, I think about all the places I applied to college. I wonder if I got accepted into any of them.

“Can I even go to college?” I ask, as Cayson shuts the lid on his trunk.

He nods. “If you want to. I’ll go with you. I have a couple of degrees myself, but it’s been probably twenty years since I did the whole college thing. It would be fun to do with you.”

He has a couple of degrees?

“Immortal, remember?” He opens the front door for me and I walk through.

What am I supposed to do with immortality? I mean… college is a good start, I guess. But it almost seems silly to go to college. I could travel the world—go to all the places I’ve never been. Of course, you need money to travel, but don’t broke college kids travel all the time? I can backpack across Europe and stay in cheap motels, doing whatever I can to earn money.

“Or you could let your mate fund the trip,” Cayson suggests, as we make our way up the stairs. “Hopefully by the time you graduate from Mystic Academy, you’ll get used to the fact that everything that I have is yours.”

“Even that expensive car you drove today?” I raise an eyebrow, calling his bluff.

“Yes.”

“So you’d let me drive it?”

“You can have it if you really want it.” He shrugs, like it’s not big deal.

I know I shouldn’t be surprised, but I am.

Cayson and I walk into our room on the third floor and my bags are all put onto the bed. There are so many that I have to go through, but the thought of doing it right now is exhausting.

I definitely did not get enough sleep last night.

“Can vampires drink coffee?” I contemplate out loud.

“No.” Cayson opens the mini fridge and grabs a couple bags of blood out, handing one to me. “But blood will help give you energy. Vampires don’t need nearly as much sleep as humans do.”

Even if we did… it was worth the lack of sleep. Even tired, my body feels better than it ever has in my life.

I grab the blood from Cayson, drinking it embarrassingly fast. In my mind, blood isn’t as gross as I thought it was at first. I wonder if being a vampire is changing that mindset.

As soon as I’m finished, I’m surprised by how much better I feel. My eyes aren’t as heavy, my legs aren’t as achy, and my mind feels clear. I have no idea how I didn’t notice that before, but that’s way better than any caffeinated beverage I’ve ever had.

I go through the clothes Cayson got me and pick out my outfit for the day.

“I really like this dress.” Cayson points at the red dress hanging in the walk-in closet.

I can’t believe he talked me into getting that dress.

It is pretty, but I don’t know when I’ll ever get to wear it. It’s definitely not school appropriate. Though, I’ve got to be honest, vampire school doesn’t exactly have a dress code.

“I’m not wearing that to school today.”

“I’ll give you an excuse to wear it soon.” He winks at me, smacks me on the butt, and leaves the closet.

Just like that, I want to completely skip school and just hang out with my mate today.

“I like that idea,” he says from the other room.

But I can’t skip school. I need to learn all I can and graduate, then I will spend every waking moment with my sexy mate.

If I were going to school in Colorado, I’d probably wear jeans and a hoodie, but it’s a lot warmer here than it is there. Instead, I put on a pair of shorts and a t-shirt that has the name of some surf shop on it. I also grab some flip flops, which I only got to wear in the summer months in Colorado.

When I walk out of the closet, I notice Cayson has now changed clothes. He’s wearing something a little nicer. I’ve only seen him wearing jeans and a t-shirt, but he’s wearing dress pants with a dress shirt. The dress shirt sleeves are rolled up, making it look more casual.

My mate is hot.

How did I get so lucky?

“You’re very dressed up,” I comment.

“I have to meet with my brother. He’s in town.” Cayson frowns. “I’ll be back later, but you might get out of school before I get back.”

“I’ll be fine.” I walk over to him and stand on the tips of my toes to give him a kiss.

Cayson puts his arms around me and smiles. “I should probably let you make friends anyway. If I’m here, I will want you all to myself.”

“I’m okay with you keeping me all to yourself.”

My mate has turned me into a sex-crazed girl and I’m not even upset about it. In fact, I like it.

“What ever happened to Asa, by the way?” I ask.

“He’s still in town. He’s just not staying at the school.” Cayson shrugs. “He’s an elitist, and Mystic Academy doesn’t really like elitists coming by, even though he is on the side of turned vampires.”

I nod. “He’s your friend?”

“He’s been my best friend for over one hundred years now.”

Wow.

I want that kind of friendship.

I’ve never had a friendship that has lasted very long. And in high school, Cassie scared away anybody who tried to make friends with me.

“Is it really that big of a deal that I’m turned?” I ask.

“Screw what anybody else thinks.” He says it so simply.

I’ve never been one to really care what others think. But this is my new world and I want to fit in. I want people to like me simply because I’ve never been ‘liked’ before.

“I’ll be honest. Some people aren’t going to like that you’re turned,” Cayson explains. “Some people won’t care because you were turned by me, part of the first family, which essentially makes you an elitist. But some people are going to think that you’re beneath them. You’re not. Those people have a sick mindset. I’m hoping to change that horrible way of thinking soon. It’s what Asa and I have been working so hard for.”

My heart warms at the thought of my mate working hard to make sure nobody feels left out.

I don’t think I could’ve picked a better mate.

“Is that why you’re allowed at Mystic Academy?” I ask. “Because even though you’re an elitist, you’re technically a turned vampire.”

He shakes his head. “I’m allowed because I’m Cayson Ingram. Don’t get me wrong, Riley. The turned vampires are just as bad at the elitists.”

That’s sad.

“I’d like to help,” I offer.

He grins. “Just you being here helps.”

“I’m glad I can help, but I definitely want to do more,” I say. “I know I just got here, but this is my world now too. I want to help fight for what is right.”

“And so you will.” He kisses the top of my head and I lean into his embrace.

Cayson Ingram is mine and I am his.

It doesn’t get any better than this.




7:45 pm

Out for blood.




Cayson walks me to class, gives me a quick kiss on the lips, and then disappears down the hallway. I’m sad I won’t be seeing him until after school is over, but maybe this will be good. Maybe I need to spend some time getting to know my classmates. But not Ashley—she can choke on blood.

Uh, that was rude. I’m sure Ashley is a nice girl. She just…

No, you know what, she’s rude. And I can think so in my own head.

When I walk into the classroom, it’s nearly full already. Everybody stops talking all at once and turns to look at me. For a second, I think maybe I forgot to put on shorts, but after a quick glance down I see that I am fully dressed.

Do I have something on my face?

I try to subtly wipe at my mouth.

“Congratulations.” Abi bounces up to me, followed by Hannah.

I dart a glance between the two. “Congratulations?”

“On being mated.” Hannah grins. “How was it?”

Abi elbows Hannah. “You can’t just ask somebody how sex was.” She turns to me. “Please excuse Hannah’s bad manners. I keep trying to train her, but she never learns.”

Hannah rolls her eyes.

“Wait.” I hold up a hand. “How do you know that Cayson and I completed the mate bond.”

“Uh, we can smell it.” Abi raises an eyebrow. “Duh.”

They can smell it?

I lift my shirt to my nose and sniff. It smells like… like a new shirt.

“She doesn’t mean we can smell the sex on you.” Hannah giggles. “We can smell your soap. Clearly you showered. I just mean that you now carry Cayson’s scent. It’s like… a deterrent to other vampires. They know that you belong to somebody else, so they will leave you alone.”

My mouth falls open. “Seriously?”

She nods.

“If it makes you feel any better, Cayson carries your scent too,” Abi adds. “It goes both ways.”

That does make me feel better, but I wonder why Cayson didn’t tell me. He knows I’m new to this. But then again, maybe he just didn’t think about it. He’s been a vampire for so long, a lot of this is probably so normal to him that he wouldn’t think to tell me.

I don’t know why, but I feel this sense of pride that Cayson smells like me. It’s like I’m telling the world he’s mine—it’s a good feeling.

“Come sit with us.” Hannah motions me to follow her. “We saved you a seat.”

I follow Abi and Hannah to the back of the room and sit beside Hannah.

I like Abi and Hannah. They seem a little immature, but I think we could get along and really become friends.

The door opens, and I watch as Ashley walks through. She stiffens as she smells the air and her dark eyes dart to mine. I swear her dark blue eyes turn black when she’s looking at me and I’m wondering if that’s a vampire thing—if our eyes grow darker when we’re mad. It’s not the first time I’ve seen it.

Ashley glares at me as she makes her way to her desk. Thankfully she doesn’t come toward me. She sits down on the opposite side of the room and faces forward. She’s probably contemplating all the ways she wants to murder me.

“Yikes,” Hannah whispers. “That girl is out for blood.”

I laugh at the irony of a vampire being ‘out for blood.’ I look away from Ashley toward Hannah.

“Should I be concerned?” I ask.

“Nah. She’s all bark and no bite.” Abi rolls her eyes. “Everybody knows she’s lusted over Cayson since she arrived. I guess her father is close with Cayson’s older brother and she was probably hoping to be Cayson’s mate, but everybody knows it doesn’t work like that. You can’t choose your mate. Fate chooses.”

“I’m glad fate chooses,” Hannah says. “Fate is much better at choosing than us.”

“Amen to that.” Abi laughs.

I’m glad fate chose me for Cayson. Honestly, I can’t blame Ashley for being jealous. I’d be jealous too. Cayson is perfect, and I would think that even if he weren’t mine.

I know it’s true because even before I knew Cayson was mine, I wanted him. When I first woke up and laid eyes on him, I just knew… but then again, maybe that’s a fate thing.

I thought he hated me. He kind of acted like he did. Now I know he was just upset that he changed me—well, at first. He was disappointed in himself that he did it without asking me. I guess he thought I would be mad at him, but that’s not the case at all. I’m glad everything happened the way it did—it couldn’t have been more perfect.

“I’m glad you’re Cayson’s mate. You seem like a good fit for him,” Hannah adds, almost as an afterthought.

She’s right though.

Cayson and I are perfect together.

I guess fate really does get it right.




12:30 am

For real this time.




When class is over, I’m a little sad knowing that Cayson isn’t waiting for me outside to walk me to our room. I hope that whatever he’s doing doesn’t take too long because I already miss him, which makes me feel really pathetic.

“Is the boy toy waiting outside the door for you today again?” Hannah asks, a joking grin on her face.

“No. He had to go do something, but he’ll be back later.”

“Bummer,” Abi says.

“We might hit up one of the vampire clubs in town if you wanna come with us.” Hannah stuffs her books into her bag.

I shake my head. “Clubs aren’t really my thing.”

“It’s okay.” She shrugs. “Abi and I just go to scope on guys.”

Abi giggles. “I scope, Hannah gets hit on.”

Hannah rolls her blue eyes. “Whatever. The guys totally dig the whole Snow White thing you have going on.”

Ha.

I didn’t even think of that before, but Abi does look a little bit like Snow White. She has the dark eyes and the black hair that is cut into a bob. She’s even wearing bright red lipstick today. She looks like a total babe.

Abi just shrugs, like she doesn’t get it. “Well, you have the Barbie thing going on, which guys like more than Snow White.”

Hannah wrinkles her nose.

“What about Riley?” Abi taps her chin. “Who does she look like?”

I don’t look like any Disney princess, so they’re out of luck.

“Belle with blue eyes?” Hannah suggests.

“No.” Abi shakes her head. “Oh… maybe like Ariel and Prince Eric’s daughter.”

“No.” Hannah purses her lips, then shrugs. “She just looks unique.”

I grin at that.

I mean… sure, I’d love to look like a Disney princess, but unique is better.

“Have fun at the vampire club tonight,” I say.

“Oh, we will.” Hannah smirks. “See you later, Riley.”

“Bye.” I wave at them and leave the classroom. My heart sinks when I get out into the hallway and Cayson isn’t there. I mean, I knew he wouldn’t be, but part of me still hoped he’d make it back early.

I am glad that Ashley is nowhere to be seen. She left class the second it was over and I’m just relieved she didn’t stick around to bully me. Though, I think Cayson’s threat yesterday scared her into being nice.

Well… not nice, but at least not being a bully anymore.

I make my way up to my room, thinking how weird it is being without Cayson. I’ve already gotten so used to having him around. When I think about it, he’s probably busy a lot. I shouldn’t be too dependent on him.

Maybe I should have stayed downstairs longer. Maybe I should’ve tried talking to the other girls in class.

Then again, Ms. Nancy, my old nurse, always told me that she isn’t friends with anybody she knew from high school. She told me every single friend she still has she made in college or now that she’s working. She doesn’t keep up with anybody from high school anymore.

High school is weird because you’re forced to make bonds with people you might not have a lot in common with. But in college, you can explore and find friends you share interests with.

When I get to my room it’s already unlocked. We probably should’ve locked it before we left, but I don’t think anybody will mess with our stuff here.

I toss my bag onto the floor, shutting the door behind me. What should I do now? There’s no homework to complete. I suppose I could watch TV, but I don’t even know what I would watch; I’ve never been big on TV. I also don’t have a cellphone, so I can’t mindlessly scroll through social media. Even if I could, I can’t exactly have social media now that I’m dead. If somebody from my old life saw me, that would be really bad.

I make my way into the bathroom to brush my teeth. As a vampire, I don’t have the same hygienic needs as I did when I was human, but I still like to brush my teeth three times a day out of habit.

I look at my teeth as I brush them. They don’t really look that much different—just whiter. I figured they would be sharper. In movies, vampires always have fangs, but my teeth just look like human teeth.

When I bend down to rinse, I hear something move behind me. Thinking it’s Cayson, I rush through rinsing and shut off the sink. As I go to stand up, my eyes meet somebody else’s in the mirror. Eyes that definitely don’t belong to Cayson.

“Ashley.” I tilt my head to the side, looking at her through the mirror. “What are you doing here?”

That’s when I notice the wooden stake in her hand. My heart races in terror and I try to turn around to fight her, but she pushes she stake into my back hard. I feel a blinding pain burst through my body and the edges of my vision go white. I fall onto my knees, trying to hold myself up with the counter. The stake is pulled out of my skin and I feel an instantly relief—almost like my body is healing itself. But a few seconds later, she pushes the stake harder into the same spot. This time I can’t hold myself up and I fall onto the ground.

My stomach aches and I vomit onto the bathroom floor.

There’s so much blood everywhere.

This is it—I’m about to die. For real this time.

Ashley removes the stake one more time and I breathe a deep breath one last time before she pushes the stake in again. She shoves it in farther this time and my vision goes completely black.

I always thought death would be like it is in the movies—like a montage of all the happy times in your life. I thought it would be peaceful, maybe even pleasant. But the movies lied. It’s anything but peaceful. Dying freaking hurts. And the montage? There is no reliving the happy moments. Though, there is one happy thought at the forefront of my mind—Cayson. At least I got to know him even if it was for such a short time.

Every time I feel relief, I am sucked back under by the pain and the anguish. I just want the pain to be over.

Finally… after what feels like forever… the pain comes to an end and I am able to enjoy the peace and tranquility that comes with being dead.




1:10 am

Perfect for you.




Everything is too bright, and my ears are ringing, but I feel so warm and comfortable. I sigh, scooting closer to the warmth.

Being for real dead isn’t so bad. I can even smell Cayson, which is nice. He smells good—like sandalwood and the ocean. Like… home.

I think Cayson is what I will miss the most about living.

“Riley.”

I hear the words over the ringing sound in my ears and I try to open my eyes to see who is calling my name, but they feel like they were super glued shut. I feel something in my mouth—some kind of liquid.

It’s blood.

I swallow it greedily while more is poured into my mouth.

Finally, I am able to open my eyes. First, I look at the white ceiling, blinking a few times.

What the heck?

I realize now that I am being cradled in somebody’s arms. My eyes meet a pair of green eyes.

“Cayson…” I try to say his name, but it catches in my throat.

“Drink more.” He pours more blood into my mouth and I drink it as quickly as he can pour.

When that bag is empty, I reach up my hand to his face. My arm is heavy—it feels like it weighs one hundred pounds, but I have to touch him. When I do, I notice my hand is cover in blood. So is my arm.

“What happened?” I whisper.

That’s when I notice the blood under Cayson’s eyes. He’s been crying.

“Are you okay?” I ask, trying to wipe the blood away, but I just make it worse.

“You need to drink more.” He moves his arm to grab something and puts a straw up to my lips. I suck down a third bag of blood. Each swallow gives me more energy and clarity. The fog in my head starts to lift as I remember what happened.

Cayson pulls the empty bag away from my lips.

“Ashley…” My voice trails off as I say her name.

“I know.” He pulls me closer. “Don’t worry about her.”

Cayson pulls me fully into his arms, pressing my face against his shoulder, and he stands up, carrying me out of the bathroom. Part of me wants to look and see how much blood is in the room. I know I lost a lot of blood. A dangerous amount.

How am I not dead?

Cayson walks us out of the room and into a room across the hallway. He doesn’t stop until we enter another bathroom. With our clothes still on, he carries me into the shower and starts to wash the blood off of us.

He is just as bloody as I am.

“How am I still alive?” I ask, as the water runs over us.

He carefully sits me down on my feet, holding onto me until he’s certain I can hold my own weight. Even after he’s certain, he still holds on, like he can’t touch me enough.

Cayson shakes his head, more blood running from his eyes. “I have no idea. I think it’s because of our bond. Somehow our bond kept you alive until I could get to you.” He chokes on a sob. “I thought I lost you, Riley.”

I put my face into his chest, squeezing him. “I’m not going anywhere, Cayson. Never.”

“I’m so glad we completed the mate bond,” he says. “I don’t think you’d still be here if we hadn’t completed it.”

I’m glad we completed it too.

So glad.

“What is going to happen to Ashley?”

His entire body tenses. “You don’t have to worry about her anymore.”

“What do you mean?”

“When I saw…” he clears his throat, looking away.

He doesn’t have to finish his sentence.

“The blood… it’s not all mine, is it?”

He shakes his head.

I should feel remorse, right? Ashley is dead. But I don’t. I just feel… relief. What she did to me was completely horrific. She tried to kill me and she almost succeeded. I’m glad that I don’t have to deal with her anymore. I’m glad I don’t have to be afraid of her.

“Thank you.” I grip him tighter.

I can feel his whole body loosen, like he was tense, waiting for my reaction.

Did he really think I would be mad at him for protecting me?

“I love you so much, Riley.”

“I love you too.”

He pulls back a little, so he can look at me. “There will be repercussions. I won’t get in trouble for defending you, but her dad is… Well, let’s just say there will be backlash, but nothing I can’t handle.”

“I’ll be by your side the whole time,” I promise.

He grins, running his thumb along my face. “You’re so perfect.”

“Perfect for you,” I say.

“I’m never leaving you alone again.” He leans down and kisses me gently.

“Good, because I don’t want you to leave me alone again.”

Cayson kisses me again, hard this time, and he doesn’t stop.

Dying is the best thing that has ever happened to me—dying is what brought me to Cayson.

I love this boy.


Epilogue

Four years later.




As much as I wish I could say the vampires have their stuff together, that would be a lie. Even four years after meeting Cayson, nearly four years after graduating from Mystic Academy, I can positively say that things are still very much a work in progress in the vampire world.

But we’re working on it.

Cayson and I are a positive change. We are proof that an elitist and a ‘turned’ vampire are equal, because you can’t argue with fate. Though, that’s not to say that some people don’t try. They try to say I’m a fraud, but it doesn’t change how Cayson feels about me.

Cayson’s family accepted me—even his brother who has a very elitists-only mindset. It’s kind of nice to know that he’s on our side.

Things are not perfect—they’re far from it. Life is messy. But all those things are okay because I have Cayson and he has me. What else could we want in life?

After graduating from Mystic Academy, I did go to college. I just went to a small college close to Cayson’s house… our house.

That took a little while to get used to—calling it our house. What was even harder was letting him buy me a car and pay for my college. I swore I would pay him back, but after four years, I’m getting used to him spoiling me. He takes me on trips frequently and I love every second of them.

Cayson and I have both ‘aged’ together. Whenever he was turned at nineteen-years-old, he stayed frozen at that age, despite the fact that his siblings all matured. They stopped aging in their early to mid-twenties and I suspect we will do the same, but I’m not worried. Even if all I had was one lifetime with Cayson, I would feel so thankful for the time I get with him. But forever… that’s not even long enough. Not really.

I look at the giant ring on my finger.

We’re not ‘married’ in human terms. But our bond is stronger than that of marriage. We have a mate bond. And there is nothing in the world stronger than that. Only death can break what we have between us, and even then, most people who lose their mate also lose their will to live. I hope that neither one of us ever have to face that.

The ring… Cayson got me that so all the humans would know that I am taken. Apparently he didn’t like that guys at the college we attended hit on me. So he bought me a ring, we told everybody we eloped, and that was that.

I don’t know what my future will bring with Cayson, but I’m excited to see where it leads us next.

But there is one thing that is certain about our future. Something I didn’t expect, though I suppose I should have.

We were in Bora Bora when I ran out of pills. But instead of going to see the doctor, like I should have, we stayed for another two months. Now we’re back home. And when I went to get a check up and get more birth control, the vampire doctor informed me that I am pregnant. Six weeks pregnant. And I don’t know what to think about that, but I suppose it’s too late now.

I’m going to be a mom, which is just weird to think about.

I look at the picture the doctor gave me. It looks like a tiny, alien blob right now. But I know it will get bigger. Wait. Not it. She? He? I don’t know yet. But I can’t call my baby ‘it,’ even if they are just a tiny little blob right now.

When I pull my car into the garage, I notice that Cayson is already home. I guess that means I’ve got to tell him. What was supposed to be a routine visit to get birth control is way more complicated than I thought it would be.

I shut off my car and walk inside, my heart racing as I do. I have no idea how he’s going to react. Is he going to be happy? Sad? Mad? I don’t even know. We’ve talked about having kids, but I honestly thought we’d wait until I was much older. Vampires don’t have limitations on these kinds of things like humans do. But adding a member to the family sounds kind of nice. The more I think about it, the more excited I get.

I just hope Cayson feels the same.

“Hey.” Cayson looks up as I enter his office.

“Hi.” I let out a nervous breath.

He knits his brows as he looks at me. “Are you okay?”

I nod, walking closer to his desk. I don’t know what to say, so I just put the sonogram picture onto his desk and stand there.

He looks at his picture, confusion on his face. And then he picks up the picture to get a closer look.

The confusion leaves his face and he looks from the picture to me. “Is this real?”

I nod. “Yeah.”

“We’re having a baby?” His jaw is lax, but I can’t tell yet what he’s feeling.

“Yep.”

He doesn’t miss a beat.

Cayson jumps over his desk and envelops me in his arms, spinning me around.

I wasn’t sure what to expect, but it wasn’t that. He’s completely elated and I can feel it through our mate bond.

He kisses me on the lips and then backs up to look at me. “You’re not joking, right?”

“I promise. I would never joke about this.” I give him a shy smile. “I’m due in July.”

Cayson lifts me into his arms again, holding on tight.

We’re going to be parents.

“I love you so much,” he says, then kisses me again.

“I love you too.”

It’s the start of our new adventure and I couldn’t be happier.




The end.
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