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The Cullens



THE 
M U T E D 
LIGHT OF 
A N O T H E R 
CLOUDY DAY
EVENTALLY 
WOKE ME.

I lay with my arm across my eyes, groggy and dazed.  
Like a dream struggling to surface, something niggled 
on the edge of my consciousness.  I moaned, rolling 
onto my side, hoping more sleep would come, and 
then the memories of the previous day flooded back.
 “Ah!” I sat up so fast that it made my head 
spin.
 “Apparently, your hair has the ability to defy 
gravity.”  His amused voice came from the rocking 
chair in the corner.  “Your very own superpower.”
 Automatically, I reached up to pat my hair 
down.  I glanced over at him.  He was lounged in the 
rocking chair, that perfect crooked smile tugging at 
his lips.
 “You stayed.”  It was like I hadn’t woken up, 
after all.
 “Of course.  It’s what you wanted, right?”
 I nodded.  I staggered out of bed 
thoughtlessly, not sure where I was going, only that I 
needed to be closer to him.  I stumbled, all but 
throwing myself to my knees in front of him.  He 
seemed startled, but pleased by my reaction to him. 
In the instant that my thoughts caught up with my 
actions, I froze.  I stared up at him, afraid that I had 
been too incautious.  Edward just laughed.
  His hands ran through my hair, and down 
the back of my neck.  I reached up and laid my palm 
against the side of his face.  Like the night before, his 
strong hands gripped me by the upper arms, 
lifting me up and dropping me, this time on his lap.  I 
flushed, but let my head fall to rest against his 
shoulder, breathing in the smell of his skin as he held 
me.
 “I was sure it was a dream.”
 He scoffed.  “You’re not that creative.”
 “Charlie?”  I staggered to my feet again and 
headed to the door.
 “He left an hour ago—after reattaching your 
battery cables, I might add.  I have to admit I was 
disappointed.  Is that really all it would take to stop 
you, if you were determined to go?”
 If Charlie had left already, then he’d 
probably gone fishing, and would be gone all day.  So 
much time.  I felt like some fairy tale miser, gloating 
over his pile of coins, only it was seconds I hoarded 
instead of gold.  I was euphoric; It was just me and 
Edward, in an empty house, with no need to go 
anywhere.
 It seemed a miracle.
 He reached out, and my heart thumped 
unsteadily.
 “Welcome back,” he teased, taking me into his 
arms again.
 He rocked the two of us in silence for a while, 



until I noticed that his clothes were changed, his hair 
smooth.
 “You left?” I accused, touching the collar of 
his fresh shirt.
 He grinned, lifting a hand to stroke my cheek. 
“I could hardly leave in the clothes I came in—what 
would the neighbors think?”
 I frowned.
 “You were very deeply asleep; I didn’t miss 
anything.”  His eyes gleamed.  “The talking came 
earlier.”
 I groaned.  “What did I say?”
 His gold eyes grew very soft.  “You said you 
loved me.”
 “You already knew that,” I reminded him.
 “It was nice to hear, just the same.”
 I stared into his eyes. “I love you.”
 He rand his hand through my messy hair. 
 “You are my life now,” he answered simply.
 There was nothing more to say for the 
moment.  He rocked us back and forth as the room 
grew lighter.  We sat like that until, finally, my 
stomach grumbled.  He laughed.
 “Humanity is so overrated,” I complained.
 “Breakfast time,” he said it casually, as if he 
hadn’t needed my complaining stomach to remind 
him of my ‘human frailties.’
 I threw a hand over my jugular, staring at him 
with wild eyes.  Shock crossed his face.
 I snickered.  “I’m kidding...and you said I 
couldn’t act!”
 He frowned in disgust.  “That wasn’t funny.”
 I laughed.  “It was very funny, and you know 
it.”
 I searched his eyes for a sign my joke was 
forgiven;  apparently, it was...mostly.
 “Shall I rephrase?” he asked.  “Breakfast time 
for the human.”
 “Fine, but I need another human minute.”
 “Of course.”
 “Stay,” I demanded, in a repeat of last night.  
He smiled.
 I brushed my teeth, then rushed through my 
shower.  My comb ripped through my hair as I tried 
to get it to lie flat, but it ignored me pretty 
thoroughly.  Then I hit a wall.  I’d forgotten to bring 
clothes with me.
 I hesitated for a minute, but was too 
impatient to panic long.  There was no helping it.  I 
tucked the towel securely around my waist, marching 
into the hall with my face a blazing red.  Even better, 
the flush on my chest was exposed, too.  I stuck my 
head around the edge of the doorframe.
 “Uh...”

 He was still in the rocking chair, and laughed 
when he saw my expression.
 “Shall I wait for you in the hall, then?”
 “Yes, please.”
 Before a second had passed, he darted past 
me in a rush of cool air—a streak of color, then there 
he was, gesturing teasingly toward my empty room.
 “Thanks,” I murmured, then shut my door, 
hurrying to my dresser.
   It was hard to decide what I should wear.  I 
knew I should probably put some thought into what 
I wore, so I ended up in my only dress pants—casual, 
khaki-colored slacks.  At the last second, I pulled on 
the dark blue sweater he’d once complimented.  A 
quick glance in the mirror told me my hair was being 
entirely impossible, so I pushed it back from my 
forehead and called it good enough.
 “I’m decent,” I called, and opened my door.
 The smile he shot me was my only warning 
before he threw me over his stone shoulder.  The 
move was surprisingly gentle, considering the 
swiftness of the action left me breathless.  I squawked 
in protest as he easily carried me down the stairs.  He 
ignored me, finally setting me right side up in my seat 
at the kitchen table.
 The kitchen was bright, happy, as if it had 
absorbed some of my mood.
 “What’s for breakfast?”
 That threw him for a minute.  His marble 
brow puckered.  “Er, I’m not sure.  What would you 
like?”
 I grinned, lurching to my feet.  “It’s fine—I 
fend for myself pretty well.  You, at least, are allowed 
to watch me hunt.”
 I found a bowl and a box of cereal.  I could 
feel his eyes on me as I poured the milk and grabbed 
a spoon.  I sat my food on the table, then paused.  
Knowing that he was just going to stand there and 
watch me eat made me feel like I was being rude.
 “Can I get you anything?”
 He rolled his eyes.  “Just eat, Beau.”
 I sat at the table, watching him as I took a 
bite.  He was gazing at me, studying my every 
movement.  It honestly made me self-conscious.  I 
swallowed so that I could speak, hoping to distract 
him.  “Something on the agenda for today?”
 “Perhaps.”  I watched him carefully try to 
frame his answer.  “What would you say to meeting 
my family?”
 I choked on my cereal.  He started towards 
me, but froze when I shook my head and motioned 
for him to wait while I coughed the milk out of my 
windpipe.  I swallowed hard as my coughing died 
down.



 “I’m good,” I said when I could speak.
 “Please don’t do that to me, Beau.”
 “Didn’t do it on purpose.”
 “Maybe we should have this conversation 
after you’re done eating.”
 I was fine with that.  I needed a minute 
anyway.
 “Are you afraid?”  He sounded hopeful.
 I thought about that for a moment, then held 
up my hand, fingers spread, and waved it from side to 
side in the international symbol for kinda, yeah.
 I technically had already met Alice, and Dr. 
Cullen, and it hadn’t been that bad, but that was 
before I’d known Dr. Cullen was a vampire, which 
changed things.  While I had known with Alice, I 
didn’t know if she knew that I knew, and that felt like 
kind of an important distinction.  Also, Alice was the 
most supportive, according to Edward.  There were 
others who were obviously less generous.
 I must have been making a weird expression, 
because he smirked.  “Don’t worry, I’ll protect you.”
 His wording made me feel a twinge of worry 
that there was someone he’d have to protect me 
from—namely Royal.  The idea freaked me out.
 “I’m not afraid of them,” I only sort-of lied,  “I 
just don’t want to cause any problems.  I mean, do 
they even know that I know about them?”
 “Oh, they already know everything.  We don’t 
have secrets in my family. It’s not really feasible, what 
with my mind reading and Alice seeing the future, 
and all that.  Besides which, Alice had seen that your 
dropping by was a possibility.”
 His expression was tight, so I tried to make 
my voice light, unbothered.  “Of course, Jasper 
making you feel all warm and fuzzy about spilling 
your guts probably doesn’t help with the keeping 
secrets thing.”
 “You paid attention,” he smiled approvingly.
 “I’ve been known to do that on occasion.”  I 
grimaced.  “So, Alice saw me coming?”
 His reaction was strange.  “Something like 
that,” he said uncomfortably, turning away so I 
couldn’t see his eyes.
 I could feel a variety of expressions rippling 
across my face before I could control it.  What all did 
Alice see?  Yesterday...last night...my face got hot.  I 
saw Edward’s eyes narrow the way they did when he 
was trying to read my mind.
 “Just thinking about what Alice might have 
seen,” I explained before he could ask.
 He smirked.  “She doesn’t do it on purpose, 
and she sees so many different possibilities...she 
doesn’t know which will happen.”  His voice grew 
hard, brittle.  “She saw over a hundred different ways 

that yesterday could have gone, and you only survived 
about seventy-five percent of the scenarios, so they 
took bets”—he smiled, but his voice was harsh—“on 
whether or not I’d bring you back.”
 The silence hung heavily for a second.  His 
expression was pained.  “Do you want to know who 
sided for and against my bringing you back?”
 “Maybe not.  Tell me after I meet them, so I 
don’t go into this prejudiced.”
 “You wish to go, then?”
 I shrugged.  “I don’t want them thinking I’m 
shady.”
 He snorted.
 He stood, the vision of Adonis again, staring 
at me, his expression considering.  “You should 
probably introduce me to your father; he’s already 
suspicious, and I’d rather not be shady, either.”  
 “He’s met you,” I reminded him. 
 “Introduce me as your boyfriend, I mean.”
 I stared at him with suspicion.  “Why?”
 “Isn’t that customary?” he asked innocently.
 “I wouldn’t know,” I admitted.  My dating 
history gave me few reference points, not that normal 
rules applied here.  “but I don’t think it’s necessary.  I 
don’t expect you to...I mean, how would I explain..?” 
 “Beau, are you going to tell Charlie I’m your 
boyfriend or not?” he demanded.
 “Is that what you are?”  I suppressed a cringe 
at the thought of Edward and Charlie and the word 
boyfriend all in the same room at the same time.
 “It’s a loose interpretation of the word ‘boy,’ 
I’ll admit.”
 “I was under the impression that you were 
something more, actually,” I confessed.  Boyfriend 
didn’t sound like enough.  It was too transitory, like 
something that wouldn’t last.
 He was by me in a flash, his finger trailing 
down the side of my face.“Well, we don’t need to give 
him all the gory details, but he will need some 
explanation for why I’m around so much.  I don’t 
want Chief Swan getting a restraining order put on 
me.”
 “Will you be?  Around, I mean?”  I was 
suddenly anxious.  It seemed too good to be true, 
something only a fool would count on.
 “As long as you want me.” 
 “I’ll always want you,” I warned him.  “I’m 
talking about forever, here.”
 He pressed his fingers to my lips, his 
expression unfathomable.  I had a suspicion that he 
wished I hadn’t said that.
 “Does that make you sad?” It was a struggle 
to put a name to the expression on his face, but sad 
seemed the closest.



 He didn’t answer.  He stared into my eyes for 
an immeasurable period of time.
 “Are you finished?” he finally asked.
 I jumped up, grimacing.  “Yes.”
 “Was it any good?” he teased. “Honestly, it 
doesn’t look very appetizing.”
 “Well, it’s no irritable grizzly,” I murmured, 
ignoring him when he glowered.
 “Are you ready, then?”
 “Isn’t it a little ear—wait, forget I asked.”
 “Forgotten.”
 “Is this OK?” I gestured to my clothes.  Should 
I dress up more?
 He was closer than I realized, his knees 
pressed against mine.  He stared at me for a moment, 
then tugged me against him, his lips brushing my ear.
 “You are utterly indecent—no one should look 
so tempting.  It’s not fair.”
 “Tempting how?  I can change...”
 He sighed, shaking his head.  “You are so 
absurd.”  He pressed his cool lips to my forehead, 
and the room spun.  The smell of his breath made it 
impossible to think.
 “Shall I explain how you are tempting me this 
morning, in particular?”  It was clearly a rhetorical 
question.  His fingers traced slowly down my spine, 
his breath coming more quickly against my skin.  My 
hands were limp on his shoulders, and I felt 
lightheaded again.  He tilted his head slowly. 
carefully touching his cool lips to mine.
 Careful, I shouted in my head.  Just don’t 
move.  My hands were vices on his shoulders, and I 
knew he could feel the blood pulsing in my face.
 Slowly, his lips moved against mine.  As he 
grew more sure of himself, his lips pressed even more 
firmly against mine.  I felt them part slightly, and his 
breath washed cool across my mouth.  I tried not to 
inhale, I knew his scent made me do stupid things.
 His fingers stroked from my temples to my 
chin, hooking under my jaw to tilt my head, pull my 
lips tighter to his.
 Careful! My mind shouted at me again.
 A dizzy, hollow ringing sound 
started up in my ears.  At first, I couldn’t 
concentrate on anything but his lips, but 
it grew louder and impossible to ignore. I 
collapsed.
 “Beau?”  His voice was alarmed as he caught 
me and held me up. 
 “You...made me...faint,” I accused him dizzily.
 “What am I going to do with you?” he 
groaned, exasperated.  “Yesterday I kiss you, and you 

 attack me!  Today you pass out on me!”
 I laughed weakly, letting his arms support me 
while my head spun. 
 “So much for being good at everything,” he 
sighed.
 “That’s the problem.”  I was still dizzy.  
“You’re far, far too good.”
 “Do you feel sick?”  It was a valid question; 
he’d seen me like this before.
 “No—that wasn’t the same kind of fainting.  I 
think I forgot to breathe.”
 “You forgot to breathe?” he eyed me 
skeptically.
 “I was trying to be careful.”
 He snorted.“I can’t take you anywhere like 
this.”
 “I’m fine,” I insisted.  “Your family is going to 
think I’m insane anyway.  What’s the difference?”
 He measured my expression for a moment.  
“I’m very partial to that color with your skin,” he 
offered unexpectedly.  I flushed with pleasure, and 
looked away.
 “Look, I’m trying really hard not to think 
about what I’m about to do, so can we go?”
 “...and you’re worried not because you’re 
headed to meet a houseful of vampires, but because 
you think those vampires won’t approve, correct?
 “Pretty much, yes.”
 He shook his head, but took my hand and 
pulled me out the door.  This time, he didn’t even ask, 
just headed straight for the driver’s side of my truck.  
I figured there was no point arguing after my latest 
episode.  Aside from that, I had no idea where he 
lived.  
 He drove quietly, without any complaints 
about what my truck could handle.  He headed 
northern route out of town, over the bridge at the 
Calawah River, and continued past all the houses til 
there was nothing but closely-packed trees.  I was 
trying to decide whether to ask or be patient, when he 
turned abruptly onto an unpaved road.  
 It was unmarked, barely visible among the 
ferns.  The forest encroached on either side, leaving 
the road ahead only discernible for a few meters as it 
twisted around the ancient trees.
 Then, after a few miles, there was some 
thinning of the woods, and we were suddenly in a 
small meadow—or was it actually a lawn?  The gloom 
of the forest didn’t relent; there were six ancient 
cedars—the biggest trees I’ve ever seen—whose 
branches shaded an entire acre.  They pushed right 
up against the house in the middle of the lawn, hiding 
it.
 I don’t know what I had expected, but it



definitely wasn’t this.  The house was kind of...
graceful, if that word could be applied to a house.  It 
was probably a hundred years old, spanned three 
stories, with windows and doors that looked to be 
in too good a shape to be original.  My truck was 
the only car in sight, and when Edward shut off the 
engine, I could hear the sound of a river somewhere 
close by.
 “Wow.”
 He smiled.  “You like it?”
 “It’s...nice.”
 He chuckled, tugging at the hair at the base of 
my neck.  Suddenly, he was outside my door, opening 
it for me slowly.  I felt the nerves that I’d been trying 
to suppress building up again.
 “Ready?”
 “Not at all—let’s go.”  I tried to laugh, but it 
seemed to get stuck in my throat.  I smoothed my hair 
nervously.
 He took my hand casually, like he didn’t even 
have to think about it anymore.  It wasn’t a big thing, 
but it distracted me—made me feel a little less 
panicked.  
 We walked through the deep shade up to the 
porch.  I knew he could feel my tension; his thumb 
rubbed soothing circles into the back of my hand.  He 
opened the door for me.
 The inside was even more surprising than the 
exterior.  It was very big, very bright, and very open.  
It must have started out as several rooms, but most of 
the walls had been removed from the first floor to 
create one wide space.  The south-facing wall had 
been entirely replaced with glass, and, beyond the 
shade of the cedars, the lawn stretched bare to the 
wide river.  A massive curving staircase dominated 
the west side of the room.  The high ceiling, walls, 
wooden floors, and thick carpets were all varying 
shades of white.
 Edward’s parents were waiting for us.  They 
stood just to the left of the door on a little platform 
in front of the grand piano.  Like everything else, the 
piano was also white.
 I’d seen Dr. Cullen before, but I couldn’t help 
but be struck again by her youth, her outrageous 
perfection.  She was holding hands with Esme, I 
assumed—she was the only one of the family I’d never 
seen before.  She seemed about the same age as Dr. 
Cullen, maybe a few years older, and had the same 
pale, beautiful features as the rest of them. 
 Something about her heart-shaped face, her 
soft caramel-colored hair, reminded me of the 
ingenues of the silent-movie era; there was 
something...kind about it, but I couldn’t put my finger 
on what it was that made me assume so.

 The couple, dressed casually in colors that 
matched the inside of their house, smiled in welcome, 
but made no move to approach.  I guessed they were 
trying not to frighten me.
 “Carine, Esme,” Edward’s voice 
broke the short silence.  “This is Beau.”
 “You’re very welcome, Beau.”  Carine’s 
footsteps were careful, measured as she approached 
me.  She raised her hand tentatively, and I stepped 
forward to shake hands with her.  I was kind of 
surprised by how...comfortable it felt to do so.  
Perhaps it was because she reminded me of Edward 
in a lot of ways.
 “It’s nice to see you again, Dr. Cullen.”
 “Please, call me Carine.”
 “Carine.”  I grinned at her, my sudden 
confidence surprising me.  Edward squeezed my hand 
lightly, relaxing at my side.
 Esme smiled and stepped forward as well, 
offering her hand.  Her cold, stone grasp was just as I 
expected.  
 “It’s very nice to know you.”  She sounded 
sincere.
 “Thank you.  I’m glad to meet you, too.”  I 
was, too.  It was like meeting Snow White in the flesh.  
Aside from that, it felt right—good—to be a welcomed 
into Edward’s home, and by Edward’s family.



 “Where are Alice and Jasper?” Edward asked.
 No one answered, as they had just appeared at 
the top of the staircase.
 “Hey, Eddy’s home!”  Alice called out.  She 
streaked down the stairs, a blur of black hair and pale 
skin, coming to a sudden stop in front of us.  Carine 
and Esme both shot her a warning glance, but I kind 
of liked it.  It was natural for her—how she, how 
they all moved when they didn’t have to worry about 
strangers watching.
 “Beau!” Alice’s greeting was enthusiastic, like 
we were old friends.  She bounced forward to kiss my 
cheek, pulling me into a quick hug.
 “Hey, Alice.”  My voice sounded winded.  I 
was shocked, but also a little pleased that she really 
seemed supportive—more than that, like she already 
liked me.  
 When she stepped back, I saw that I wasn’t 
the only one who looked shocked.  Carine and Esme 
had looked cautious before, but it was nothing to the 
staggered look they both now sported.  They seemed 
to be watching my face, their eyes wide, like they were 
waiting for me to make a run for it.  
 Edward stiffened at my side.  I glanced at his 
face, took in his tensed jaw, but I couldn’t tell if he 
was worried or mad—his expression was unreadable.
 “You do smell nice; I’d never 
noticed,” Alice commented.  I flushed, 
embarrassed.
 No one seemed to know quite what to say...
and then, Jasper was there.  Edward had compared 
himself to a hunting lion, which was still kind of hard 
for me to picture, but I could easily picture Jasper—
tall and, well, leonine—that way.  
 A feeling of ease spread through me, the kind 
I felt when I was in my own place, or around people 
I knew.  It reminded me of the ease I felt when Jules 
was around; I was comfortable, despite where I was.  
Edward stared at Jasper, raising one eyebrow, and I 
suddenly remembered what Jasper could do.
 It was weird to think that someone was using 
magic or whatever on me; it certainly didn’t feel like I 
was being controlled.
 “Hello, Beau,” Jasper said.  He kept his 
distance, not offering to shake my hand, but it didn’t 
feel awkward.  My guess was that I would be 
impossible to feel like that with him, what with his...
gift.
 “Hey, Jasper.”  I smiled at him, and then at 
the others.  “It’s nice to meet you all—you have a 
beautiful home.”
 “Thank you,” Esme said.  “We’re so glad you 
came.”  She spoke with feeling, and I realized that she 

thought I was brave for coming.
 I also realized that Royal and Eleanor were 
nowhere to be seen, even as I remembered Edward’s 
too-innocent denial when I’d asked if the others 
didn’t like me.  While I was relieved, I was also kind 
of disappointed, if only because it would have been 
nice to get that out of the way with Jasper here, 
making me feel calm.
 Carine’s expression distracted me from this 
line of thought; she was gazing meaningfully at 
Edward, her expression intense.  Out of the corner of 
my eye, I saw Edward nod once.  I looked away, 
trying to be polite.  Watching their exchange kind of 
felt like eavesdropping.
 My eyes wandered again to the beautiful 
piano on the platform by the door.  I suddenly 
remembered my childhood fantasy that, should I ever 
win the lottery, I would buy a grand piano for my 
mom.  She wasn’t good—she only played for herself 
on our secondhand upright—but I loved to watch her 
play.  She was happy, absorbed—she seemed like a 
new, mysterious person to me, then...someone 
outside the “mom” persona I took for granted.  
 She’d put me through lessons, of course, but 
like most kids, I whined until she let me quit.
 Esme noticed my staring.
 “Do you play?” she asked, inclining her head 
toward the piano.
 I shook my head.  “Not at all, but...it’s very 
beautiful.  Is it yours?”
 She laughed.  “Edward didn’t tell you he was 
musical?”
 I glared at his suddenly innocent expression 
with narrowed eyes.  “No, but I should have known, I 
suppose.”
 Esme raised her eyebrows, confused.
 “Edward can do everything, right?” I 
explained.
 Jasper barked out a laugh, Alice rolled her 
eyes, and Esme gave Edward a reproving look.  It was 
a very...mom-like expression, which was 
impressive considering how young she seemed.  “I 
hope you haven’t been showing off—it’s rude.”
 “Just a bit,” he laughed freely.  Her face 
softened at the sound, and they shared a brief look 
that I didn’t understand.  Esme’s face seemed almost 
smug.
 “He’s been too modest, actually,” I corrected.
 “Well, play for him,” Esme encouraged.
 “You just said showing off was rude.”
 “There are exceptions to every rule.”  She 
smiled at me.  “I’m being selfish.  He doesn’t play 
enough, and I love to hear him.”
 “I’d like to hear you play,” I volunteered.



 “It’s settled then.”  Esme pushed him toward 
the piano.  He pulled me along, sitting me on the 
bench beside him.
 He gave me a long, exasperated look before he 
turned to the keys.  Then, his fingers flowed swiftly 
across the ivory, filling the room with a composition 
so complex it was impossible to believe only one set 
of hands played.  I felt my mouth open in 
astonishment, and heard low chuckles behind me at 
my reaction.
 Edward looked at me casually, the music still 
surging around us without a break, and winked.  “Do 
you like it?”
 I got it immediately. Of course.  “You wrote 
this.”
 He nodded.  “It’s Esme’s favorite.”
 I closed my eyes, shaking my head.
 “What’s wrong?”
 “I’m feeling extremely insignificant right 
now.”
 The music slowed, transforming into 
something softer...something familiar.  It was the 
lullaby he’d hummed to me, only a thousand times 
more intricate.
 “You inspired this one,” he said 
softly.  “I thought of it while I watched 
you sleep.”
 The music grew unbearably sweet.  
I couldn’t speak.
 “They like you quite a bit, you know,” he said 
conversationally.  “Esme especially.”
 I glanced behind me, but the huge room was 
empty.  “Where did they go?”
 “They’re very subtly giving us some privacy, I 
suppose.”
 I laughed weakly.  “It’s nice they like me; I like 
them...but Royal and Eleanor...”
 He frowned.  “Don’t worry about Royal.  He’s 
always the last to come around, but he will 
eventually.”
 I knew I looked skeptical.  “Eleanor?”
 “Well, it’s true she thinks I’m a lunatic, but 
she doesn’t have a problem with you.  She’s off trying 
to reason with Royal now.”
 “What did I do?  I mean, I’ve never even 
spoken to—”
 “You didn’t do anything, Beau, honestly.”  He 
sighed deeply.  “Royal struggles the most with...with 
what we are.  It’s hard for him to have someone 
outside know the truth...and he’s a little jealous.”
 “Hah!”  
 I was incredulous.  I tried to imagine a 

universe in which someone like Royal would have any 
possible reason to feel jealous of someone like me.
 “You’re human.”  He shrugged.  “He wishes he 
were, too.”
 That brought me up short.  “Oh.”  
 I listened to the music.  It kept changing and 
evolving, but the heart of it stayed the same.  I wasn’t 
sure how he did it, since he didn’t seem to be playing 
much attention to his hands.  
 “That thing Jasper does feels really...well, not 
strange, I guess.  It was kind of incredible.”  
 He laughed.  “Words don’t fully do it justice, 
do they?”
 “Not really, but...does he like me?  He 
seemed...”
 “That’s my fault, really,” he said.  “I told 
you he was the most recent to try our way of life.  I 
warned him to keep his distance.”
 “Oh.”
 “Indeed.”
 I tried hard not to shudder.
 “Esme and Carine think you’re wonderful,” he 
told me, a crooked little smirk pulling at his lips.
 “Really?  I didn’t do anything exciting, just 
shook a few hands.”
 “They are just happy to see me happy.  
Actually, Esme wouldn’t care if you had a third eye 
and webbed feet.  She’s been worried about me, 
afraid that there was something missing from my 
essential makeup, that I was too young when Carine 
changed me...so, she’s ecstatic.  Every time I touch 
you, she just about bursts into applause.”
 “Alice is...enthusiastic.”
 “Alice has her own way of looking at things,” 
he said.  His lips were pressed so tightly together that 
I was surprised I’d understood what he said.
 I looked a his face for a moment, weighing his 
expression.
 “What?” he asked.
 “You’re not going to explain that, are you?”
 His eyes narrowed as he stared back at me, 
and a moment of wordless communication passed 
between us—almost like what I’d seen between him 
and Carine, except without the benefit of mind 
reading.  
 He knew that I knew he was keeping 
something from me, something about Alice and his 
attitude toward her that he’d been hinting at for a 
long time.  I also knew that he wasn’t going to give 
anything away.  Not now.
 “So what was Carine telling you before?”
 His eyebrows pulled together.  “You noticed 
that, did you?”
 I shrugged.  “Well, yeah.”



 He looked at me 
thoughtfully for a few 
seconds before answering.  
“She wanted to tell me some 
news.  She didn’t know if it 
was something I would share 
with you.”
 “Will you?”
 “I have to, because I’m 
going to be a little...
overbearingly protective 
over the next few days—or 
weeks—and I wouldn’t want 
you to think I’m naturally a 
tyrant.”
 “What’s wrong?”
 “Nothing’s wrong, exactly.  Alice just sees 
some visitors coming soon.  They know we’re here, 
and they’re curious.”
 “Visitors?”
 “Yes, well...they aren’t like us—in our hunting 
habits, I mean.  They probably won’t come into town 
at all, but I’m certainly not going to let you out of my 
sight til they’re gone.”
 “Shouldn’t we...I mean, is there a way to warn 
people?”
 His face was serious and sad.  “Carine will 
ask them not to hunt nearby, as a courtesy, and most 
likely they won’t have a problem with that, but we 
can’t do more, for a variety of reasons.”  He sighed.  
“They won’t be hunting here, but they’ll be hunting 
somewhere.  That’s just how things are when you live 
in a world with monsters.”
 I shivered.
 “Finally, a rational response,” he murmured.  
“I was beginning to think you had no sense of self-
preservation at all.”
 I let that one pass, looking away.  My eyes 
wandered again around the big white room.  He 
followed my gaze.
 “Not what you expected?”  He sounded smug.
 “No.”
 “No coffins, no piled skulls in the corners...I

don’t even think we have cobwebs.  What a 
disappointment this must be for you,” he said slyly.
 I ignored his teasing.  “I didn’t expect it to be 
so light and so...open.”
 He was more serious when he answered.  “It’s 
the one place we never have to hide.”
 The song he was playing—my song—drifted to 
an end, the final chords shifting to a more 
melancholic key.  The last note hovered poignantly 
in the silence, and something about the sound of 
that single note was so sad that a lump formed in my 
throat.
 “Thank you,” I murmured, dabbing at the 
tears in my eyes, embarrassed.
 He touched the corner of my eye, trapping one 
I missed.  He lifted his finger, examining the drop of 
moisture broodingly.  In a move so swift I couldn’t be 
positive I hadn’t imagined it, he lifted his finger to his 
mouth to taste it.  I looked at him questioningly, and 
he gazed back for a long moment before he finally 
smiled.
 “Do you want to see the rest of the house?”
 “Will there be any skulls in the corners?”
 “Sorry to disappoint.”
 “Well, OK, but my expectations are pretty low 
now.”
 We walked up the massive staircase hand in 
hand, my free hand trailing along the satin-smooth 
rail.  The long hall at the top of the stairs was paneled 
with wood the color of honey, the same as the 
floorboards.
 “Royal and Eleanor’s room...Carine’s office...
Alice’s room...” He gestured as he led me past the 
doors.  He would have continued, but I stopped dead 
at the end of the hall, staring incredulously at the 
ornament hanging on the wall above my head.  
Edward chuckled at my expression.
 “You can laugh.  It is sort of ironic.”
 “It must be very old,” I guessed.
 I kind of wanted to touch it, to see if the dark 
patina was as silky as it looked, but I could tell it was 
expensive.
 He shrugged.  “Early sixteen-thirties, more or 
less.”
 I looked away from the cross to stare at him.
 “Why keep this here?” I wondered.
 “Nostalgia.  It belonged to Carine’s father.”
 “He collected antiques?”  I suggested 
doubtfully.
 “No, he carved this himself.  It hung on 
the wall above the pulpit in the vicarage where he 
preached.”
 I wasn’t sure if my face betrayed my shock,



but I returned to staring at the cross, just in case.  I 
quickly did the mental math; the cross was over three 
hundred and seventy years old.  The silence stretched 
on as I struggled to wrap my mind around the 
concept of so many years.
 “Are you alright?”
 “How old is Carine?”  I ignored his question, 
still staring at the cross.
 “She just celebrated her three hundred and 
sixty-second birthday,” Edward said.  He watched me 
carefully as he continued, and I tried to pull it 
together.  “Carine was born in London in the 
sixteen-forties, she believes. Time wasn’t marked as 
accurately then, for the common people anyway.  It 
was just before Cromwell’s rule, though.”
 I tried to keep my face composed.  It would be 
easier if I didn’t believe, but the name—Cromwell—
pulled up a few disjointed facts in my head, from a 
World History class I’d had last year.  I should have 
paid more attention.
 “She was the only daughter of an Anglican

pastor, with no mother to speak of; she died giving 
birth to her.  Her father was an intolerant man, 
enthusiastically persecuting Roman Catholics and 
other religions as the protestants came into power.  
He also believed very strongly in the reality of evil, 
leading hunts for witches, werewolves...and 
vampires.”  
 It was strange how that one word shifted 
things, made the story less like a history lesson.
 “They burned a lot of innocent people—the 
real creatures that he sought were not so easy to 
catch.  Carine did what she could to protect those 
innocents; she was a believer in the scientific method, 
and tried to convince her father to look past the 
supernatural to true evidence.  He discouraged this 
thinking, as he did love his child and knew that those 
that defended monsters were often lumped in with 
them.
 “Despite this love, her father was persistent...
and obsessive, and when he grew old, he placed his 
obedient child in charge of the raids, disguised as a



young man.  Carine was a disappointment; she was 
not quick enough to accuse, to see demons where 
they did not exist, but she was persistent, and more 
clever than her father.  She actually discovered a 
coven of true vampires that lived hidden in the 
sewers of the city, only coming out by night to hunt.  
In those days, when monsters were not just myths, 
that was the way many lived.
 “The people gathered their pitchforks and 
torches, of course”—his brief laugh was darker now—
“and waited where Carine had seen the monsters exit 
into the street.  There were two access points.  The 
pastor and a few of his men poured a vat of pitch into 
one, while the others waited beside the second for the 
monsters to emerge.”
 I realized I was holding my breath again, and 
made myself exhale.
 “Eventually one did.”  His voice was very 
quiet; I strained to catch the words.  “Carine says he 
was ragged, dressed like a beggar, but beautiful; he 
must have been ancient, because she heard him call 
out in Latin to the others when he caught the scent of 
the mob.  
 “Carine was unusually educated for a woman 
in those days, so she understood the warning for what 
it was.  He ran through the streets, and Carine—she 
was twenty-three and very fast—was in the lead of the 
pursuit.  The creature could have easily outrun her, 
but Carine thinks he was too hungry, so he turned 
and attacked.
 “He fell on Carine—” He’d seemed lost in the 
story, but now he stopped short.  His eyes came back 
to the present, and he looked at me like he’d said 
something wrong.
 “What happened?” I whispered.
 His expression told me well enough that that 
particular subject was off-limits.  After a moment, 
he continued, “—the others were close behind, and 
the vampire turned to defend himself.  He killed two 
men, and made off with a third, leaving Carine 
bleeding in the street.
  “She knew what her father would do if 
someone found her amongst the dead.  She’d be 
burned right alongside the bodies—anything infected 
by the monster must be destroyed.  So, Carine acted 
instinctively to save her own life, crawling away from 
the alley while the mob followed the fiend and his 
victim.  She hid in a cellar, burying herself in rotting 
potatoes for three days.  It’s a miracle she was able to 
keep silent, to stay undiscovered.
 “It was over then, and she realized what she 
had become.”  I’m not sure what my face was 
revealing, but he suddenly broke off.

“How are you 
feeling?” he asked.

“I’m fine,” I assured him.  
He must have seen the curi-
osity burning in my eyes, de-

spite my hesitation.

He smiled.  

“I expect you have a 
few more 

questions for me.”

“A few.”

His smile widened over 
his brilliant teeth.  He 
started back down the 
hall, pulling me along 

by the hand.  

“Come on, then.  
I’ll show you.”

Chapter End


