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Chapter One
 
    
 
    “My name is Anja Evans, daughter of Jakob Thorssen and Elder of the West.  I want you to remember that.  This is what happens when you hurt what’s mine.”  My muscles shook as I hovered over Volkov, waiting for the light to fade from his eyes.  It wouldn’t kill him, the hot metal wouldn’t even put him into a torpor.  But with all the blood he’d lost, his body shut down, dragging him into a deep, coma-like sleep.  With any luck he’d have plenty of time to relive those last few moments of tortured consciousness, trapped in a body that couldn’t respond.    
 
   “Put him in the ground like that.  I want him to live for a long, long time.”  My voice sounded cold to my own ears and part of me was sickened by what I’d done.  The bigger part felt avenged though, and I decided to go with that for now.
 
   Jakob laid a hand on my shoulder, his words gentle.  “Come away, älskling, it is done.”
 
   I looked up, aware of my surroundings again for the first time.  The doorway to the cell and the hall beyond was packed with bodies, delegates and their crew crowding to get a look at the spectacle.  What they thought of me kneeling over the impaled body of the head of the Order was unclear, varying ranges of shock and wonder on their faces.  
 
   There was no chance of sneaking out of there now, no chance for Jakob to hide who he was.  Depending on how long they’d been standing there, at least some of them had to have heard me declare him my Sire.  Rein Faust was the first to go down on one knee, and the others followed, their eyes downcast.  
 
   “Hail Jakob Thorssen, son of a living god and his consort!” Faust declared in a ringing voice.  The call was taken up by the others, and the ripple of greeting echoed through the stone walls.  
 
   Jaw dropping, my gaze darted up to see how Jakob took it, but he looked pleased as punch, his chest puffing out as he accepted the praise.  “Wode tìan,” I murmured, as a feeling of dread settled into my stomach.  My life was about to become so much more complicated.  
 
   The ripple of obeisance was daunting as everyone within sight went down on one knee before us.  Well, before Jakob.  He was the real superstar of the night, I was just this ratty rag doll beside him, bruised and bloodied almost beyond recognition.
 
   The past twenty-four hours had been more of a nightmare than anything I liked to call reality anyway; maybe this new wrinkle was nothing more than a torture induced delusion.  Jakob couldn’t really be there openly claiming me, I couldn’t really be standing over the leader of the Order with my hand still on the poker shoved into his heart.
 
   My eyes closed in a long blink, but they were still all there when I opened them again, my clothes still tattered and bloodstained, the gape of Rob’s shirt reminding me of all he’d suffered because of me.  Like it or not, this was my new reality, and once the door was opened, it was impossible to shove all of my lies back into the closet.  
 
   I scrambled away from Volkov’s body and Jakob was quick to draw me into the shelter of his arm, his entire posture challenging, almost daring any of them to defy him.  Not that a single one of them looked ready to so much as meet his gaze, they were still too boggled to find a real live Ellri in their midst.  
 
   “My friends,” I said, my faint words loud in the near silence.  “They were being held prisoner too.”
 
   “You – see to it that they’re released.”  Jakob snapped his fingers, pointing at Felippo Cristobel, the delegate from Salete.
 
   “At once, master,” he agreed, bowing low, crashing into others as he backed out of the room.  
 
   “Come, let us leave this place.”  I didn’t know if Jakob meant the dungeon itself, the mansion, or even the country, but any of it sounded good to me.  The bullet in my knee still sent a shooting pain when I took a step though, and quick as anything Jakob pulled me up into his arms.  “Allow me.”
 
   Jakob whisked me out of there, easily striding through the sea of onlookers who parted to clear his path.  As he carried me up to the great hall, I met Rob’s gaze over Jakob’s shoulder, his face unreadable.  It was too soon to know what this meant for any of us, but one thing was certain – the easy intimacy between Rob and I was a thing of the past for as long as Jakob stuck to my side.  But another worry pressed as everyone followed en masse – everybody knows I’m a big fat liar!  
 
   Bishop fidgeted like a dog who needed to go out to pee, practically dancing in place as he tried to get near me, but he was defeated by the sheer magnitude of the crowd as we entered the hall.  Whatever he wanted to say was eclipsed by the spectacle of Jakob Thorssen once more gracing the halls of Vetis.    
 
   Suddenly forgetting their shyness, the crowd surged forward as he sat us on one of Aubrey’s leather couches, all eager to pay their respects to Jakob and catch his attention.  Everyone talked over each other and I found it hard to follow who was saying what.  My ears were too sharp, their voices raucous and jangling my last nerve, but Jakob soaked it up like the morning sun, chatting easily.  Feeling shell shocked, I didn’t realize Bishop was talking to me until I felt cool fingers on my elbow.
 
   “Are you alright?” he asked again.  
 
   Was I?  Physically I was fine, thanks to Jakob’s blood, but mentally I wasn’t so sure.  “Yes,” I murmured, feeling dazed.  I was saved from saying more by the arrival of Felix, Bridget, Gunnar and Tucker, looking no worse for wear (unless you counted the fact that Tucker was naked again, except for the rough blanket pulled around his shoulders).  It made sense if he was apprehended in wolf form.  
 
   Felix held none of his characteristic swagger, his eyes going back and forth from Jakob to me, but never quite meeting my gaze.  Bridget wasn’t so shy.
 
   “Jesus fucking Christ, what the hell did they do to you?” she gasped when she took in my bedraggled appearance.
 
   “She’s fine, the damage has been healed,” Jakob declared.  
 
   So why then did I feel like my brain couldn’t keep up with everything?  Whatever Rob had shot me up with to get me to wake before sunset was still in my system, making me fidgety and tying my stomach into tiny knots that squirmed and slithered like a litter of aliens.  
 
   Ugh, I was going to make myself sick.  I had to get out of there before I fell apart – I had to cling to that last shred of dignity.  But I didn’t trust myself to speak, I felt like if I had to explain to Bridget or anyone else what I’d been through I might throw up.
 
   “I think maybe she’d like to go and clean up.  I know I would,” Bishop insisted gently, his fingers traveling no further than my elbow, but I was grateful for the support.  
 
   “Of course, I should have thought of it myself.  I’ll take you to your room.”  Jakob looked like he was about to swoop me back up into his arms again, but the last thing I wanted was to be alone with Jakob yet.  
 
   “No, it’s fine.  You have people to talk to, and to be honest, I could use a breather.  Away from all the attention, you know?”
 
   Jakob kissed my brow.  “Go, seek your comfort.  I’ll come to you later, älskling.”  
 
   I nodded, throwing him a grateful smile as I rose on unsteady feet.  I suppose in the back of my mind I thought Rob would offer to help me hobble off to my room, or even carry me, but he hovered near the edge of the couch, making no move toward me at all.  
 
   “Let me give you a hand,” Bishop offered, but I shook my head, leaning on Bridget instead.  
 
   “I’ll be fine, thanks.  You go clean up, you look like you could use it,” I said with a watery smile, blinking away the emotions that were out of control.  
 
   “Yes, we will see to her,” Gunnar piped up, materializing at my elbow.  Tucker had disappeared somewhere, but Felix came along, still uncharacteristically silent.  With Gunnar and Bridget’s help, I managed well enough on foot, but my knee felt like it was on fire by the time I made it to the middle of the stairs.  
 
   The next thing I knew I was in Rob’s arms, my face buried in his chest as he held me close, carrying me the rest of the way to my rooms.  I couldn’t help the sigh of relief that escaped, the comfort he offered more soothing than the respite to my knee.  Blocking out everything else, I breathed in his scent, trying to ignore the dried blood and worse that clung to him from our time in the dungeon.
 
   “You’re here now, you’re safe.”  I felt his voice reverberate through me, and I knew it was time to let go of him, and that was harder than walking on the injured leg.  
 
   “Thanks,” I mumbled, sinking into the nearest chair.  “I look that bad, huh?” I tried for a joke when they all stared at me, unmoving.
 
   “You look like you could use a drink,” Felix declared, moving to the sideboard to pour a round for all of us.  I wasn’t sure what alcohol would do to me on top of the stimulant, but the burn was pleasant and managed to kill some of the aliens wriggling in my belly.  
 
   “I know you probably have some questions,” I started, cupping my hands around the glass.  
 
   “Can I just say that some of us didn’t have a choice and shouldn’t be penalized for keeping our trap shut,” Bridget blurted out before I could say anything else.  I realized what an awkward position I’d put her in as understanding dawned on Felix’s face.
 
   “Then you knew about her and the Ellri?  You knew this whole time and you didn’t say anything?”
 
   “I knew this too,” Gunnar admitted, looking down at his feet.
 
   “It wasn’t their fault,” I interjected before Felix could work up too much indignation.  “If there’s someone to be mad at, it’s me.  I’m the one who swore her to secrecy, and Jakob too.  He didn’t want it known that I’m his progeny.”  For reasons I still didn’t understand.  
 
   “Well, yeah, but… what else are you keeping from me?” Felix demanded, and Bridget looked to me, unsure how to answer.  
 
   “I’ll level with you.  Pretty much everything you know about me is a lie.  Maybe you’d better pour us all another drink.”
 
   “Make mine a double,” Rob muttered, sinking heavily into a chair as far away from me as he could sit and still be included in the conversation.  While Felix went through the business of refreshing everyone’s drinks, I spilled all the secrets I’d been holding onto since the first night I’d woken in the morgue.  I told Felix everything, apart from the bit about being able to compel other vampires.  That, I figured, was too dangerous a secret to part with, especially to someone as ambitious as Felix when it came to politics.  
 
   When I was done talking, Felix had grown thoughtful, leaning back against the couch, staring into his empty glass.  Gunnar didn’t look too disturbed, but then again, he’d known about some of it.  I couldn’t figure out what Rob’s stony expression was about, he alone knew all my secrets.  
 
   “Felix?  You still with me?” I prompted, when he still didn’t say anything.
 
   “Yeah, I’m still with you, boss.”  He shook himself out of it, rising to refill the glasses again.  We were going to need a new bottle if we kept it up.  “I’ve got to say, you’re full of surprises.”
 
   “Are you mad about the way I lied to you?”  I’d understand it if he was.  He had to be trying to figure out how to back away from the fact that he’d supported a total newbie as a candidate for Elder.  Not only supported me, but practically gotten me elected.  
 
   “I’m more surprised than mad, really,” he admitted.  “I get that you didn’t have much of a choice.   And bully for you for pulling it off.”  He raised his glass to me.
 
   “Only I didn’t.”  Not when everybody in the House of Vetis knew my true parentage.  It was only a matter of time before the news made its way to the West.  For all I knew the council was already meeting about how to get rid of me.  “They’re going to make me abdicate or whatever, aren’t they?”
 
   “Why?  Because your Sire is more powerful than you let on?” he blinked, not tracking my train of thought.
 
   “No, because I’m utterly in over my head.  I should never have accepted the position of Elder.  If I’d stayed home as the Jarl, I never would’ve ended up in this mess and Jakob wouldn’t have had to show up here to save my behind and…”
 
   “What’s done is done,” Felix interrupted.  “Look, you want my advice?  You clam up about being such a rookie.  They don’t hafta know when you got turned.  I say we spin this in our favor.”
 
   That didn’t sit right with me.  “But… now is the perfect time to get rid of all the secrets.”  Most of them, anyway.
 
   “Leadership is all about power, and the moment you admit to any weakness is when others pounce.”
 
   “He’s right,” Rob roused himself from his silence to say.  “Let on that you’re not qualified and they’ll be all over you.”
 
   “But I’m not qualified.”
 
   “Sure you are,” Felix insisted.  “You been doing a bang up job so far.”
 
   “I agree, I had no idea you were such the novice to this,” Gunnar nodded earnestly.  
 
   “Right, like when I got us all tossed into the dungeon to be tortured and killed,” I said with a sour grimace, but Felix wouldn’t be dissuaded.
 
   “We survived, that’s the important thing.”
 
   “Easy for you to say, you weren’t the one tortured,” I muttered, flopping back on the couch.
 
   “Sorry, boss, I don’t mean to make light of what they done to you.”
 
   “It’s not just me, I’m not the only one they tortured.”  My eyes went to Rob, who quietly nursed his drink.  “Rob, are you really okay?” 
 
   “Course I am, miss.  Jakob’s blood saw to that.”  But he still wouldn’t meet my gaze.  Instead, he tipped back the last swallow in his glass and stood.  “Maybe we should let you get washed up and changed.  I could use a new shirt m’self, yeah?”
 
   My gaze dropped to the jagged hole over his chest, and I swallowed uncomfortably.  “Yes, if it’s all the same to you guys, I seriously do need a few moments of peace and quiet to get my head together.”  
 
   “I could stand to wash off the dungeon stink myself,” Bridget declared, rising to her feet.  “You coming?”  There was a vulnerability behind her eyes despite the rough invitation as she waited to see how Felix would reply.
 
   “Sure, I think I can give you hand with that,” he said with a wolfish grin, and she positively glowed with relief when all traces of betrayal slid from his tone.  
 
   To my surprise, Gunnar was less eager to leave my side.  “Do you need me to run a bath for you, boss?  Or do you need some blood?  I could call down for a donor very quickly.”  
 
   “Thanks, but no.  I’m feeling a lot stronger, I can manage on my own.  You go on and get some rest too.  You can’t have had a very easy time of it either.”  
 
   He looked like he might argue for a moment, but nodded as he lumbered for the door.  “Call me if you are needing to go anywhere.  I will be in my quarters.”  
 
   I could hear the water running from Felix’s bathroom before I made it to my bedroom with Rob’s help.  The knee still hurt like crazy, but I didn’t want to think about getting the bullet out yet.  A hot bath sounded heavenly, and Rob steered me to the bedroom, stopping at the door as though barred by an invisible forcefield.  
 
   Though I felt a zillion times better than I had in the great hall when Jakob had first brought me out of the dungeon, my hands were shaking as I let go of him.  “Why do I feel like I’m about to fly apart?” I asked, not actually expecting him to have much of an answer, but he did.
 
   “It’s aftermath.  You’ve been through a traumatic experience.”
 
   “I have?” I snorted.  “What about you?  You look as cool as a cucumber.”
 
   “Things aren’t always as they appear,” he said gruffly, his fingers sifting over the charred ruins of my hair for a moment before he turned to leave.  “I’ll leave you to it.”
 
   “Rob, I…” I started to say, but he was gone without another word.  Hobbling into the bathroom, I looked into the mirror and saw what he saw for the first time.  The blackened ends of my hair stuck out at odd angles over one eye, and I wondered how long the pale scar at the top of my cheek would stay there as a reminder of my time in Volkov’s dungeon.  The rest of the damage had been healed, apart from the bullet in my knee, but my skin was crusted with dried blood from the many cuts and punctures.  
 
   Deciding not to bother with the zipper, I gave a sharp tug and the tattered fabric gave way, the ruined dress pooling at my feet.  The hot water felt heavenly at first, but it soon became cloudy and pink with blood and grime.  It became sickening to sit in it, and I drained all the water out, scrubbing furiously at my skin until it was pink and tender, the water coursing over me as I huddled in the bottom of the tub.  More fragments of hair washed away once I lathered up, damaged from the heat of the poker, and I lost the tenuous hold on my emotions.  Rob was scarred for life and there I was, crying over my stupid hair.  
 
   The water over my face felt good, drowning out the tears that fell as I struggled to process the aftermath, as Rob put it.  As the events of the recent past started to fade, fear for the future snuck in to fill me with a different kind of dread.
 
   I’d swapped out one danger for another.  
 
   I no longer had to fear my heritage being found out, and Jakob’s protection should keep me safe from any political intrigue, but now I had to worry – what would Jakob want in return?  There had to be a reason why he’d stayed away for so long, would there be repercussions in his openly claiming me as his?  And just how much of me had he claimed?  Would Rob pull back into his shell for good?  Shouldn’t I want him to, for all of our protection?  These questions and more kept me in the tub until long after the water turned cold.
 
   There wasn’t much I could do with the choppy bits of hair in front but push them back under a wide headband and hope Maggie could work her magic when I got home.  The simple hairstyle made me look younger somehow, the scar on my cheek the only visible reminder of my ordeal unless I stared too long into my own eyes and caught the hollow vacancy there.
 
   By the time I emerged from the bathroom, not exactly tired with so much of Jakob’s blood coursing through my veins, I still felt emotionally beat down and fragile.  Rob was cleaned up, waiting in the sitting room for me.  Felix and Bridget hadn’t surfaced from the bedroom yet, and I took the opportunity to exchange a few words with Rob while we had the chance.  
 
   “Rob, I think we should talk.”
 
   “About what, miss?” he said, his voice neutral.  I caught the meaning, anything we said would likely be picked up in the other room.
 
   “About what things will be like now that Jakob’s back.  You’ve been with him longer than I have.  What’s he like when he’s out in public like this?”
 
   “I’ve no idea.  He’s been away from the public eye as long as I’ve known him,” he shrugged.  “He’s always had a sort of local following, wherever we went, but it was with humans, not like this.”
 
   “Any ideas what we can expect?”
 
   A frantic knock sounded at the door and Rob was up like a shot, to reveal Tucker standing there, his face pinched with panic.
 
   “What is it?” I gasped, hobbling to the door.
 
   “It’s J-J-J-J…”
 
   “Jakob…” I prompted.
 
   “Jakob is k-k-k-k-k…”  He couldn’t seem to make much headway into what he wanted to say, far too agitated, and I laid a hand on his arm.
 
   “Slow down, it’s okay.  Take a deep breath and start again.  Jakob is…”
 
   “K-k-k-k…”
 
   “Coming?” I guessed.
 
   “Killing!” he burst the word out all at once, eyes bulging.  “He’s k-killing everyone in the O-O-O…”  
 
   “Jakob’s killing everyone in the Order?” I felt the color drain from my face.  
 
   “Y-y-y…”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Two
 
    
 
   The pain in my knee forgotten, I raced out of there before he could say another word.  It caught up with me as I careened to a stop in the great hall, just in time to see what was left of a corpse crumble in upon itself in a pile of ash.  A pile large enough to contain the remains of quite a few vampires, by the look of it.
 
   The crowd watched in relative silence, too transfixed by the spectacle to take much notice of me at first, but Jakob spotted me as Rob and Gunnar reached my side.  “You look much refreshed.  Come and sit by me, petal.”  Jakob patted the spot beside him on the couch.  Rein Faust, from the House of Belonoc, stood before the ashy pile, wiping a bloody smear from the edge of his blade.  
 
   “What’s going on here?” I demanded, even as Jakob motioned for another Order member to step forward.  I didn’t recognize him, but I sure could identify the hopeless look in his eyes as he went down on his knees.  
 
   “A necessary evil, one that I’m sure will help you rest better during the day,” Jakob replied, none too pleased with my refusal to join him, but I didn’t care.  
 
   “You think I’ll rest better if you slaughter the Order?  What good is that going to do?  You already stepped forward and cleared me of the charges.”
 
   “They must be made to pay for their crimes,” he said indulgently, as though I was too slow to master the concept.  
 
   “I’ve never even seen this guy before, he never did anything to me.”
 
   Jakob ignored me, focusing his attention on the poor vamp.  “What is your name?”
 
   “Bell,” he replied, his voice barely above a whisper. 
 
   “And were you aware of the torture that was administered to my child?”
 
   “Yes, master.  But we were ordered to…”  He never got any further as Jakob gestured to Faust, who lopped the man’s head off.  This vamp was younger and it took longer for his body to decompose upon itself, long enough for me to see the panic in his eyes.  
 
   “Jakob, please…” I limped to his side before he could call the next one forth.  “You have to stop this.  They didn’t do anything wrong.”
 
   Jakob’s lips compressed into a thin line as he took in my pained progress.  “You make my argument for me,” he frowned.  “The Order has overstepped its bounds and must pay the price.”
 
   “This isn’t the answer.  Does Bishop know about this?”  He couldn’t be on board with the plan.  It took me a while to find him, standing near the giant fireplace, his expression as grave as I felt.
 
   “Ulrik has little say in the matter.”  Jakob waved away my concern, leaning to one side to motion forward the next supplicant.  This one I recognized, his name was… Rush, maybe, and he’d been nothing but nice to me.  
 
   I stepped directly between Faust and the guy kneeling obediently.  “Hey, I’m the one who was wronged.  Shouldn’t I get some say in this?  Volkov is the one who did the torturing, and we already took care of him.  These guys were only doing what they were told.  None of them were even there when I was… when he hurt me.”
 
   There were too many whispers to gauge the crowd’s opinion on the matter, but I got the sense that most of them were shocked that I’d stood up to Jakob in the first place, let alone championed someone from the Order.  I could see the exasperation gathering at the corner of Jakob’s mouth, but he gave in with a rough breath.
 
   “Very well, I’ll concentrate on the ring leaders.  Bring me Corley.”
 
   “He’s gone, your eminence,” Faust reported.  “Banished and fled Vetis lands.”
 
   “That’s something, at least,” Jakob snorted.  “Who rules in his stead?”
 
   Bishop leaned away from the fireplace, his voice cutting through the room.  “Aubrey Cantrell does.  And it was Aubrey who condemned us in the first place.”
 
   Jakob’s eyes narrowed to thin slits, nostrils flaring as he took in a breath.  “Bring him to me.”
 
   Now that was one person I didn’t mind seeing brought to justice, but Jakob’s particular brand of it still sent a flicker of worry to my stomach.  I’d never seen this side of the Ellri before, and it definitely lent credence to Rob’s worries over what he’d do if he ever found out about our feelings for one another.  
 
   Rush scrambled away to wait with the last few Order members gathered, and I perched beside Jakob while we waited for someone to dredge up Aubrey.  I pictured him packing in a flurry of activity, too greedy to resist stealing the silver even though it cost him his freedom.  But it was a calm Aubrey who was brought before us.  
 
   Tall, with sandy blonde, curly hair, there was none of the usual good humor in his eyes that were more gray than blue today.  From the way Jakob regarded him, it was easy to see he liked him even less than Bishop, and I wondered if it was because Carys had made him, or if there was some other old beef between them.  
 
   Aubrey’s upper crust accent spoke of the best education and refinement money could buy, and he was utterly composed as he sketched a bow before Jakob.  “You summoned me, fóstri?” 
 
   “Don’t think to claim kinship with me, boy,” Jakob spat at him.  “You know well enough my feelings for you.”
 
   “I see nothing has changed since our last meeting.”  Aubrey seemed to take the rejection in stride, his lips pulled into a contrite smile as he knelt.  “I had hoped the years might soften your feelings somewhat.”  
 
   Jakob’s chin lowered as he looked down on him.  “And you think to increase my love for you by torturing and killing my progeny?”
 
   Aubrey’s eyes flicked to mine with alarm, his gaze raking over me critically.  “Torture?  Surely not.  She seems relatively unharmed.”
 
   “You’re either in deep denial, or you’ve got your head so far up your ass you don’t know what’s going on in your own house,” Bishop growled, coming up to the front of the crowd.  
 
   “If there was any mistreatment of her, I deeply regret it,” Aubrey said, more to Jakob than to me, but in the next instant his eyes held mine, and I could see the emotion behind his words.  “I never wanted to hurt you, sweets.”
 
   “You sure have a funny way of showing it.  What did you think the Order was going to do to me?  Lock me in a room full of kittens?” I balked.
 
   “Detain you?  Question you?  I certainly never thought they’d harm an Elder. Haven’t you been saying all along the Order’s gone completely out of control?  Please, Anja, you must believe me, I never meant you harm.”  
 
   He sounded so sincere, I didn’t want to look at him anymore.  I could feel my anger starting to crumble and I wasn’t ready to forgive him yet.  This was strike two against Aubrey, and I couldn’t afford to forget his involvement in the masque that ended up with me shot through the heart after joining him on stage.  “I don’t know what to believe.”  I shook my head, looking away.
 
   Jakob wasn’t buying it either.  “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kill you for what you did to Anja.”
 
   “She never let on you were her Sire, I was upholding the law.”  Aubrey switched his focus to Jakob, hands reaching out to him, fingers twitching in desperation.  “I didn’t want her to sully the name of my Sire, and you have to admit, there were lies on her part that raised my suspicion.  In truth, I suspected Bishop as her Sire.”
 
   Jakob nodded slowly, his eyes giving away nothing until he spoke.  “I can understand that,” he said finally, with calm acceptance and my eyes bulged in indignation.
 
   “You can understand that?” I blurted out.  “Why don’t you tell him why you really sicced the Order on me?  Because I shot you down after you made a pass at me and you hurt me the best way you could think of.” 
 
   “Am I to be blamed for not being able to resist her manifold charms?  You forged a delectable creature, master.  I’m not made of stone.” Aubrey defended himself smoothly, drawing a faint smile from Jakob.  Those stormy eyes flicked back to me, and I struggled to decipher what brewed behind their depths.  “I wanted you, it’s true, and when you rejected me I lashed out.  But I never truly meant you harm.  Once I’d learned of your treatment, I would have seen to your release, make no mistake of that.”  
 
   With great difficulty I tore my gaze away, looking to Jakob to render the final judgment.  Jakob shifted in his seat, waving Aubrey away.  “I sense no collusion here.  We’re done with the matter, be gone.”  
 
   “I thank you, master.”  Aubrey bowed low.  “Anja, I hope to earn your forgiveness in time.”
 
   “Don’t hold your breath,” I muttered.  
 
   “At least let me try to make it better.  I see your leg still pains you?  Let me send for a physician.”
 
   I didn’t want him trying to make anything up to me, and I couldn’t honestly trust any doctor the guy recommended anyway.  “I’ll go see the Doc downstairs.”  I waved the suggestion away with one of my own, until a thought occurred to me.  “He is still alive, isn’t he?”  
 
   Jakob looked to Bishop blankly, and I understood that Jakob had no idea who he had and hadn’t killed so far.  Cool beans.  “He’s alive as far as I know,” Bishop replied tautly and I couldn’t help but wonder how many had fallen before Tucker came to get me.  
 
   “That’s settled then.”  Jakob fixed me with an indulgent smile.  “Rob, see to her needs, but don’t go too far.  We will have words yet.”
 
   Was Rob in trouble too?  If he was worried, Rob didn’t show it as he stepped up to help me from the couch.  Bishop surged forward like he was about to take my other arm, but Jakob had other plans for him.  
 
   “Bide a moment, Ulrik, we have much to discuss.”  Without another word Jakob rose and commandeered Aubrey’s study, clearly expecting Bishop to follow.   
 
   I offered Bishop a faint smile of commiseration as we went our separate ways to carry out Jakob’s wishes, eager to be away from the prying eyes of the vampire elite.  It was easy to see Faust was dying to talk to me and Macallister kept trying to catch my eye as I grabbed hold of Rob’s arm like a lifeline.
 
   “Come on, Rob, let’s go while the getting’s good.  Time to see to my needs,” I added for his ears alone.
 
   His face remained impassive until we were in the hall, where once more Rob swept me up, holding me easily in his arms as he strode the rest of the way to the elevator and the Order levels below.  
 
   “No rush,” I murmured, content in his arms, comforted by the steady thump of his heart.  The elevator doors slid shut, and his gaze traveled over my features hungrily, lingering on my lips.  
 
   “Time to see to your needs,” his gravelly voice rumbled, chest swelling as he leaned in close, only to jerk back as the doors popped open again and a small contingent of the Order shuffled in, Rush among them.
 
   “Thanks for your help, your grace,” he gushed enthusiastically.  “We thought we was goners for sure.”
 
   In the moment I started to question the wisdom in that, but I forced a smile.  “I’m sorry I didn’t get there sooner.  I’m sorry any of you had to die because of what happened to me.”
 
   “Ain’t none of us wanted to see you come to any harm, ma’am,” another one said.  “We all know how Bishop dotes on you.”
 
   Which only further cemented that Volkov had been largely acting alone.  “Do any of you know where we can find Winter?” I asked as the doors opened with a ding.
 
   “You bet, I’ll take you to his office straight away,” Rush offered, leading the way.  
 
   The last time I’d been down there I’d had Fisher by my side, and I was grateful for the help.  Otherwise Rob and I might’ve spent the better part of the night wandering the lower levels looking for him.  On second thought… that might not have been such a bad thing, provided it gave us a spot of privacy.  
 
   “Here you are, ma’am.  And if there’s anything else at all I can help with, just sing out.  My name’s Rush,” he grinned, pulling the door open.
 
   “Ta for that,” Rob nodded in acknowledgement, carrying me into the empty examination room, the stainless steel tables reminding me of the morgue back home.  “Go on and fetch Winter then, there’s a good lad.”
 
   I felt a pang of disappointment as Rob gently set me down on the hard table, but it melted away when his lips covered mine as soon as the door clicked shut again.  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Three
 
    
 
   He’d said he was seeing to my needs, but I could feel his need there, burning as sharply as mine.  Rob pulled me closer, his hands smoothing over my body as if he needed to reassure himself I was still alive and whole.  I could relate, I wanted to touch him everywhere, feel the burn of his skin against mine.  His heart thumped madly, making me forget everything else but this stolen moment.  At least until I wound my leg around his waist to draw him closer and my stupid knee flared in protest.  
 
   Rob let go of me at the gasp of pain that came with it, guessing what had happened from our positions.  “Is it bad?” he asked, his hand landing gently above my knee.
 
   “Bad enough that I want to get it out even if I have to grab a steak knife and do it myself,” I said, mostly joking.  
 
   “What about the rest of you?  Anything lingering beyond the knee?”  His thumb brushed across the scar on my cheek and I leaned into his hand, pressing a kiss to the base of his thumb.  
 
   “I should be asking you the same thing.”  My eyes flew to his chest, the ridge of a scar all too present under my light touch.  “When he picked up that poker…”  I swallowed back a thick lump of emotion.  “I was so scared, I really thought he was going to kill us all.”  Here I thought I’d run out of tears, but a few more sprang to the corners of my eyes, and Rob caught one with his thumb.  
 
   “I know, I’m sorry.  I should’ve gotten you out of there.  I failed you.”
 
   “It’s not your fault, you tried.  I’m the one that wouldn’t let you go without taking Bishop too.”
 
   Rob wasn’t having any of it, his face hung heavy with regret as his hands framed my cheeks.  “It’s my job to keep you safe.”
 
   “I’m safe now.”
 
   “No thanks to me.”
 
   I reached up to stroke his jaw, fingers trailing to feather over his lips.  “Shh, we don’t have much time.  I don’t know where else we can expect to be alone anymore.”  The thick stone walls of the lower levels afforded us some privacy, but the instant I’d be able to hear anyone approaching, they’d be sure to hear us as well.  
 
   “Not in this bloody house, that’s for sure.  As much as it pains me, you know what we have to do.  You have to stop looking at me like that, or I won’t be able to do this.”
 
   “I can’t help it.  I almost lost you.”
 
   “I told you I’d never leave you again.  You calling me a liar?”  The corners of his mouth twitched higher.
 
   I didn’t want to cave, but I couldn’t resist one of his rare smiles.  “You also said you’d see to my needs,” I reminded him, pulling him close to steal another kiss.  
 
   “They’ll be here any minute,” he murmured against my lips, but it didn’t stop him from settling closer between my thighs, hands on my hips.  
 
   “Then don’t waste it.”  We sank into another soul-searing kiss that had everything to do with healing in a way the doctor’s scalpel could never provide.  How could I possibly hope to give this up with Jakob so close at hand?
 
   The notion that each second that ticked by could spell disaster lent an extra thrill to every touch as we did our best to devour each other in the short time we had together.  All too soon I could hear the footsteps out in the hall, and it took everything I had to shove him away, deliberately laying my hand on my wounded knee to jolt myself back to reality.
 
   For Rob’s part, he was across the room in the blink of an eye, leaning against the wall by the time Winter’s hand closed around the doorknob.  It wasn’t hard to offer a strained smile to the doctor when he came in, more than one kind of pain behind my eyes.  
 
   “Evening.”  He spared a brief smile for each of us, going right to a cabinet to pull out a series of dangerous looking implements.  A distinguished looking gentleman with a touch of gray above his ears, he wore the typical long, white coat I remembered from my last visit.  “I understand you’ve a bullet in your knee?  Which one is it?”
 
   “This one here,” I pointed, glad he was all business without the small talk.  I don’t think I could have managed chit chat yet. 
 
   “Right.”  Winter turned around with a syringe in hand, big enough to make me scoot back a few inches on the table.  “I’ll have to administer a local anesthetic.”
 
   “If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather skip that part,” I said, unable to take my eyes off the needle.
 
   His face crumpled into a frown.  “I don’t understand.  You don’t want any anesthesia?”
 
   “That’s right.  Just get it over with, I can take it.”  I couldn’t trust anything in a syringe, especially from a man who worked for the same organization that Jakob had declared open season on less than an hour ago – an organization that had access to drugs that could kill a vampire in minutes, thanks to my blood.    
 
   “You understand the process will be extremely painful.  Not only will I have to make an incision, I’ll have to clamp the wound open to keep your body from repairing while I dig the bullet out.  This is no quick thing like pulling off a bandage.”
 
   “There’s nothing you can do to me that hasn’t already been done.”  That wasn’t strictly true, but I was reasonably sure I could deal with the surgery after the torture I’d endured at Volkov’s hands.  I took a long, steadying breath.  “Just do it.”
 
   “If you say so.”  Winter’s face left no doubt he thought I was all kinds of crazy for even suggesting it, and it left him hesitant where I needed him to be bold.  He approached my knee first one way and then another, his hand shaking lightly as he brought the blade closer to my skin.  
 
   “Oh, for crying out loud.  Give me the scalpel already, I’ll make the cut,” I finally demanded, turning my palm up to him, but it was Rob who snatched the knife away.
 
   “I’ll do it,” he grunted, slashing at my knee with quick precision.  The cut hardly hurt at all, but it was all I could to do keep from screaming as he inserted the prong things and pried it apart.  I can honestly say I could never have managed it on my own, and in a weird way I was glad it was Rob causing me the pain, since I knew he’d get it over with as quickly as possible.  Still, I couldn’t watch the process, and when the tongs scraped against bone I gripped the table and squinched my eyes shut, the familiar mantra springing to mind.  It’ll heal… it’ll heal… it’ll heal...
 
   And then it was over, the clang of metal instruments dimly registering, as well as Rob’s great heaving breaths as he clamped a swath of gauze over the wound.  The burning sensation gradually faded, and I opened my eyes to see we were all alone again, no sign of Winter anywhere.  I also noticed the metal table sported two new sets of indentations on either side of me from where I’d gripped the edges.  
 
   “When did Winter leave?” I said softly, drawing in my first unlabored breath since he’d made the incision.  
 
   “I dunno, I was a bit distracted.” Rob offered a half smile, dabbing at my knee with another piece of gauze, and I was relieved to see the wound already knitting together for the most part.  “You’ll need an ultrasound or an x-ray to see if I’ve gotten all the metal out, but I reckon Jenessa could be the one to handle that if you’d rather.  Should be enough to get you home without too much discomfort.”
 
   I extended my leg gingerly at first, with growing confidence, finally laying my hand over the site with gentle pressure.  The deep pain was completely gone.  
 
   “Where did you learn how to do that?”
 
   “In the trenches,” he replied, dropping down to mop up the worst of the blood from the floor.  My clothes weren’t too badly splattered, but his shirt was ruined.  “Course none of it went so smooth for them as it did for you.  You’ve a lotta bottle, you know that?”
 
   “Huh?”  My head tilted to one side, he’d lost me on that one.  
 
   “You’re one brave lady,” he clarified, tossing the mess into the garbage.
 
   “I don’t think bravery has anything to do with it.  It’s not like my knee healed up on account of any particular virtue of mine, it’s just one of the vampire perks.”   
 
   “But it was brave of you to sit through it without so much as a peep, so learn to take a compliment, yeah?”  Rob offered me his hand, and I jumped down, wary at first, but my knee cooperated fine.  “You should have more blood, you’ve been through a lot.”
 
   For a split second, I thought he was offering, but we both knew what a bad idea that would be.  Besides, physically I was in pretty good shape, and after spending just this small amount of time alone with him, my psyche was well on the way to recharging as well.  
 
   “I could say the same thing for you,” I pointed out.  “You’re the one who doesn’t have supernatural healing.  Are you sure you’re completely recovered from… what happened?”  I still couldn’t bring myself to spell out his actual injuries.
 
   “I’m alright, Jakob’s blood fixed me up good.  Just another scar to add to the mix.”
 
   My fingers found the pucker of flesh under his shirt.  I wanted to see how bad it was, but it would probably look kind of strange if anyone happened to walk in.  “Is there anything I can do to help that?”  
 
   Rob was silent for long moments as my fingers undid one of the buttons and slid across the skin over his heart.  There were people moving around outside in the hall, shouts in the distance, the sounds of activity all around us.  Our haven was definitely compromised.  “Nah, it’s fine,” Rob shrugged it off, taking a step backwards to refasten the button, his face shuttering as we heard voices outside the door, probably Winter coming to check up on me.  
 
   But it was Bishop who gave a single knock and poked his head in, not the doctor.  “Everything okay in here?”  He’d managed a change of clothes, looking more like his old self in dark jeans and a slim fitting shirt.    
 
   “Yep, all better, thanks.  Remind me never to get shot again.  It’s definitely not on my top ten list of fun things to do while visiting England.”
 
   “I’ve been there,” Bishop returned with a rueful grin, looking up at Rob, noticing the smears of dried blood all over his hands and the spattered shirt.  “You okay, Rob?”
 
   “I’d better go wash up.  Keep an eye on her for me, and yell if everything starts to go pear shaped again, yeah?”
 
   “She’s in good hands with me,” Bishop promised, and I could practically see Rob trying to work out if Bishop meant anything by it.  
 
   “I’m safe enough here, Jakob saw to that,” I reminded them both.  If anything, it was Jakob’s hands Rob should be worried about, not Bishop’s.  I was still slightly fuzzy on what Jakob expected in return for his assistance.  
 
   “How are you?  Are you okay?” I asked Bishop once Rob slipped out.
 
   “It wasn’t the best couple of days, but I’ve had worse.”
 
   My jaw dropped.  “Please tell me you’re kidding.  You’ve been through something like that before?”
 
   “I’ve spent most of my life going from one crisis to the next in service to the Order,” he shrugged.  “It’s been a long time since I’ve found myself in quite that position though.  Jakob showed up in the nick of time.”
 
   “I’m sorry you got put into such an awful situation because of me.”
 
   “You didn’t make me do anything I didn’t want to, and I know you never wanted to hurt me.”
 
   He sounded so certain of that.  Where was all the doubt that I’d compelled him into helping me in the first place?  “I’m still sorry you had to go through it, and I’m sorry about the people you lost.  How many did Jakob um…?”
 
   “More than half,” Bishop replied morosely, his expression darkening.  “There were some out in the field, but too many of us were here when the summons came.  Too many died for no reason other than the fact that Volkov tweaked his temper.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  You should’ve sent for me sooner.”
 
   “I honestly didn’t think you could get him to change his mind.  I’ve seen him like this before… Usually he doesn’t stop until there’s no more blood left to spill.”  
 
   I thought about the members of the Order I’d met on my visits to Vetis – they’d been nothing but nice to me, apart from the couple that did a number on Rob at Volkov’s bidding.  “What’s going to happen to the rest of you guys?  What happens now that Volkov’s out of the picture?”  I realized I had no idea if he’d been killed or taken away with that poker still sticking out of his chest as I’d ordered.  I decided it didn’t matter, I’d already avenged the pain he’d caused us. 
 
   “Jakob’s declared the Order banished from Vetis lands.  The rest of us are packing up as we speak.”
 
   “Holy cow, can he do that?” I gaped at him.
 
   “He’s an Ellri, he can pretty much do whatever he wants.”  
 
   “Does that mean you’re going too?”  
 
   “I’m not completely sure what it means for me, right now,” Bishop admitted.  “Maybe this is a good time to go back to San Francisco and make a fresh start.”
 
   He didn’t mean with me, did he?  He’d said something about another chance at starting over before Aubrey interrupted us and brought Volkov down on our heads.  Was that what he’d come to talk to me about?  I chickened out of bringing any of that up though, going with a generically supportive stance.  “You said before that’s where you really wanted to be, working back on your home turf again.”
 
   “It’s part of what I wanted,” he said softly.  “Listen, Anja… before all of this craziness happened, I was trying to talk to you.”
 
   Holy schnikes, he did want to talk about starting something up between the two of us again.  I had to get out of there before I ended up giving something away.  “You know we should probably save that for later.  I’d better get upstairs and face the music, see what people have to say about my lies.  My knee is already feeling tons better, I shouldn’t keep hiding out down here.”
 
   His brows drew together into a single dark line.  “No one will think you’re hiding out.  I’m pretty sure you’re entitled to a little R and R after what we’ve been through.”  
 
   “Unfortunately, that’s not what being the Elder of the West is about.  They’ll take it as a sign of weakness, trust me.  No, for good or ill, Jakob’s stepped forth to claim me, and now every relationship I’ve forged since I got here will be called into question until I can go and schmooze with them all.  Not to mention Jakob himself.  I’d better go find out what being claimed by an Ellri entitles him to.”
 
   The furrow between his brows deepened.  “I don’t like the sound of that.”
 
   “Neither do I, but I don’t have a whole heck of a lot of choice, do I?”  I flashed him the briefest of smiles.  “At least it’ll get Aubrey off my back.  Not much he can do to me now, is there?”
 
   “That wasn’t all about you, you know.  Part of it is his history with me.  He wanted to make me suffer, and lashing out at you was the easiest way to make that happen.”
 
   “Do you think so?  Because it felt like he was plenty hurt when I turned him down.”
 
   “I’m sure that was part of it,” Bishop smiled, picking up my hand in his.  “I happen to know what it feels like to push away the woman you care about because of your own pigheadedness.”  
 
   “Everything all right here?” Rob asked, popping his head in the doorway.  His eyes flicked to our joined hands, but his face gave nothing away.  
 
   “It’s all good.  I’m feeling much better, thanks to you.”  I breathed an internal sigh of relief, pulling my hand free.  “Time to go see what trouble Jakob’s gotten himself into.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Four
 
    
 
    “Feeling better, beloved?” Jakob asked as soon as I tracked him down in the meeting hall.  Brody and his werewolves were in attendance, with no sign of any Order members beyond those scurrying to clear out of the lower levels.  Brody stepped aside without a word as Rob and I entered, shutting the door behind us.  If he found anything demeaning about being relegated to doorman status, no sign of it showed on his face.  I had a fleeting thought to wonder where Tucker had disappeared to since he was cleared by Jakob’s arrival, but I didn’t ask. 
 
   “Yes, thank you,” I replied in all honesty, leaving out the part where I owed that more to Rob than Winter.  “We need to talk, don’t you think?”  I gave Jakob a pointed look, head jotting to the werewolf guards, hoping he got the hint I wanted to talk to him alone.
 
   “Not now, petal.”  Jakob motioned me forward.  “Come and sit by my side.”  
 
   “Well, which is it?  Do you not have time to talk to me, or do you want me to sit beside you?”  I hung in place, not sure which way to move.
 
   “Both,” he grinned.  “Send the delegates in.”  He waved to Brody as I took a seat at his right hand.
 
   “You called a meeting for now?  Don’t you think maybe we should get our stories straight first,” I said, leaning close for his ears only.
 
    “The better to address these few petty things aside and be on our way,” he replied, taking advantage of my proximity to kiss the side of my neck.  A tiny squeak emerged from my lips at the unexpected contact, and I jerked back upright, much to his amusement.  
 
   Rob stood behind us as the delegates filed in, and I wished I could see his face without having to be completely obvious about it and turning halfway around in my seat.  For the moment I focused on the delegates themselves, trying to gauge how they received me in their midst now that my secret was out.  To my disappointment, Felix wasn’t among them, and neither was Macallister James, the rep from Texas.   
 
   “Now then,” Jakob began when they were all seated.  “As you can plainly see, I have decided to re-enter society, such as it is these days,” he said loftily.  “I admit, I have little interest in your dealings, but I will offer my counsel as is my duty.  Not all of you are known to me, and as such, I will endeavor to sit in on your sessions whenever my schedule permits.  You have one week to submit any petitions, then I will be returning to the West with my Anja.”
 
   I had a thing or two to say about that, but I held my tongue, smiling blandly.  And I’d thought him domineering before… Jeez, Louise, that was barely the tip of the iceberg.
 
   “You may proceed,” Jakob waved them on.  “Pretend I’m not here.”  His fingers stroked at a lock of my hair, and I swatted at him absently, not enjoying being pawed at when I was supposed to be representing my House.  
 
   Aubrey slouched at the opposite end of the massive conference table, Jakob having appropriated the Elder’s usual chair.  “Right then, first order of business…” he began, but I cut him off before he got any farther.
 
   “Wait,” I objected.  “We should include Macallister James, don’t you think?  If we’re going to have a true meeting of all the Houses, he deserves to be here.  He’s the leader of his people same as we are.  It’s time we acknowledged him as such.”
 
   It didn’t hurt that I had Jakob by my side as I made the declaration, and not a peep was made to the contrary, not even by Jennike, though the look in her eyes could hardly be described as soft and fluffy.  
 
   “Very well,” Aubrey said when no one spoke to the contrary, and in a few minutes time, Mac strolled in, his grin a mile wide as he took a seat at the big boy’s table.  At least he had the common sense not to gloat beyond the smile.
 
   “Right then, if we may continue on to business.  I believe we should address the elephant in the room,” Aubrey forged on, gesturing to me and I froze, not expecting him to call me out like that.  Sure, I expected to be the topic of the day, but not at the official meeting.  
 
   I sat very still, my back straight as I waited for the disapproval, the recriminations, but the first thing any one said was, “Yes, we need to address this attack on one of our own.”  I had Rein Faust to thank for that, but the conversation that followed made one thing abundantly clear.
 
   They weren’t mad at me at all.  
 
   They were far more outraged at how I’d been treated.  If there were any noses bent out of shape over my lies, it didn’t make it to the table.  The topic was broader than my ordeal though, the main concern seemed to be what it could mean for all of them.  
 
   “The Order has too much power, that’s clear.  It’s time to talk about limiting it,” Faust added, with mixed results.   
 
   “But how can we go against the Order?” Felippo asked, looking like he’d rather jump into a pit of poisonous snakes.  “The laws are clear.”
 
   “And who writes the laws?” I posed, warming to the subject.  “Who decides what the penalties are for breaking the laws?”  My questions were met with a stunned silence, as though they’d never once thought about it.  “Come on, guys, it’s the twenty-first century.  Isn’t it time for a little change?”  
 
   Erik Erlendur’s meaty fist pounded on the table, his eyes as wild as his unkempt hair.  “I say we hunt the Order down and eradicate them!”  That brought a new wave of murmurs to the crowd.
 
   “Go up against the Order?” Khalid scowled.  “That’s madness!”
 
   “Madness is thinking you stand a chance against them,” the delegate from Thyssa muttered.
 
   “No one said it had to be a frontal assault,” Jennike’s lips curved into a speculative smile.  “There are other ways to take down one’s enemies.”
 
   “I never said they were the enemy.”  I jumped back into the conversation before it descended into further thoughts of bloodshed.  How had this steamrollered out of control so quickly?
 
   Faust raised his hands in a calming gesture.  “No one’s talking about attacking the Order, we’re talking about being strong enough to bring them under our control, as it should be.”
 
   “Right,” I agreed.  “We need the Order to, well… keep order.  At their core they provide a valuable service to our community.  They deter vamps from exposing us, and keep breeding under control.  Those are still good things.  But we should be able to dictate how much power they have in our own lands.  They shouldn’t be the only stop between a lawbreaker and the final death.  Everybody deserves a fair trial, or at least the opportunity to speak in their defense instead of this I am the Law crap.”  
 
   Jennike’s eyes narrowed, unconvinced.  “You’re talking about another branch of government entirely.  Who will pay for this all?”
 
   I took a deep breath.  Somehow or other, it always boiled down to money.  “That’s where you have to decide if it’s worth it to you to take control of your own lands.  Are you willing to share some of the wealth?  ‘Cause I can guarantee there are vamps out there ready and willing to take up the additional burdens of setting up a judicial system.  If we pay them a decent wage, they’ll be less susceptible to bribery and corruption.  Or is it only the West that’s run that way?”  I could see from their faces that it wasn’t.  I could also see the tide turning.  They were at least considering my proposal, and that was a huge step in the right direction.  Maybe something good could come out of Volkov’s treatment of us after all?
 
   “There seems a simpler way to go about this,” Jakob observed, his voice cutting through the din.  The room fell silent, all of them hanging on his every word.  “Disband the Order if they have outlived their usefulness.”
 
   “Yes!” Jennike declared, her dark eyes shining.  That alone told me it was a stupid idea if she supported it.  The room was more conflicted, the murmurs flying fast and free.
 
   “Wait, you can’t do that,” I gasped, my head swiveling to catch his gaze.
 
   “Can’t I?” he smirked.  
 
   “Have you not been listening at all?  We need order, not chaos – we just need to limit the Order’s charter.”
 
   Jakob spread his hands.  “You have the chance to remake the Order as you would have them.  Starting fresh will ensure there they are all entirely loyal to you, not harboring a desire to return to the glory days.”
 
   “He speaks the truth,” Faust agreed.  “Were we to build our own force from the ground up, we could shape them as we would.”
 
   I could see them start to sway the crowd and I couldn’t be sure any decision to disband the Order wouldn’t come with a whole lot of bloodshed.  “That would take entirely too long.  The infrastructure of the Order is sound enough, it only needs some adjusting.  These people are used to following orders, we just have to be the ones to make sure the orders they get are the right ones.”  
 
   Macallister drew himself up, addressing the group for the first time.  “I know I’m new to these proceedin’s and all, but it don’t seem like there’s much sense in reinventin’ the wheel here.  All she needs is a couple ‘a whacks to get her back into shape again and we’ll be set.”
 
   “Exactly.”  At least someone got it.  “Let’s not throw the baby out with the bath water.  There’s no reason to start from scratch, and if we do… we run a much higher risk of widespread violence in the process.”
 
   Faust stood, waiting until he was sure he had everyone’s attention.  “But we are all agreed that some change is necessary?”  The murmurs were universally in agreement.  “Then I move we table this for another day after we’ve had time to think on it.  I for one don’t want to rush into any decision, no matter how cruel their treatment of one of our own.”  His blue eyes came to rest upon me.  
 
   Was he truly so concerned over the Order’s treatment of me, or was he using my situation for his own agenda?  As long as it ran the same direction as my own agenda, I didn’t question it too closely for the time being.          
 
   “I agree,” I nodded.  “It’s been a taxing couple of days.  I say we adjourn for the night and come back to this with fresh eyes.”
 
   The meeting broke up then, most of them milling around to try and get in a private word with Jakob, whose ego ate it up.  Man, he was going to be impossible to live with if I didn’t get him out of the spotlight soon.  Mac approached me, his dimples in evidence as he pulled me aside for a few semi-private words.  
 
   He was tall, casually dressed in a plaid shirt and a pair of Wranglers with pointy toed cowboy boots peeking out below.  His sun streaked hair fell over one eye, in definite need of a trim, but still more sexy than slovenly.  Clear, green eyes snapped with delight, a joyful smile curving his lips.  
 
   “You really came through, darlin’.  We’re one step away from bein’ recognized as a sovereign nation, thanks to you.”
 
   “I’m only holding up my end of the bargain,” I smiled back, his good spirits infectious.  “Thanks for your support, by the way.  Half the time I’m talking to these guys, it’s like they’re speaking a foreign language I can’t keep up with.”
 
   “Seems like you’re doin’ fine to me.  In fact, you had us all reeled in, hook line and sinker.”
 
   “About that… I’m sorry if I was less than honest with you.”
 
   “Don’t give it another thought, sweetheart,” he waved my apology away.  “Pedigrees don’t make no nevermind to me.  I admire a gal who can make herself over into what she wants to be.”  
 
   “Thanks, that’s nice to hear.”  I hadn’t thought it would be so easy.
 
   “Say, you really serious about givin’ the Order a makeover?”
 
   “Yep, I totally am.  It’s what I’ve been pushing for since before I came into office.  I think it’s possible to turn them into something great.”
 
   Mac took that in stride, his head tilting to one side.  “Might have a few ideas on that account.  We have our own loose form of justice, seems to keep the masses in check just fine.  I’d be glad to let you pick my brains over a quiet drink if you like.”
 
   Okay, so I knew he was flirting with me, but part of me was so desperate for support on my Order reform, I didn’t care.  I’d take whatever help I could get.  “I will definitely keep that in mind, Mac.  But not tonight.  I think I’ll end up turning in early.”
 
   “You bet, I understand completely.  All the better for me if you’re bright eyed and bushytailed anyhow.  Keep your head up, darlin’, I’ll catch you later.”
 
   “Not if I catch you first.”  Jakob’s voice slid over me as the last few stragglers filed out, leaving Rob to take a position by the door, his face impassive.  I turned to find Jakob standing very close, my elbow colliding with him in the process.  “Steady now,” he smiled, his hand resting on my hip.  “You have an admirer there.”
 
   At first I thought his head jerked toward Rob, but a half second later I realized he meant Macallister and I shook my head. “He admires himself first and foremost.  But he needs the legitimacy I can give him, so he’s pitched his tent in my camp for now.”
 
   Jakob’s lips curved into an indulgent smile.  “You’ve become a political animal.  I’m not entirely sure it suits you.”  His thumb brushed over the top of my cheek where the pale scar marred my skin.  “You look tired, petal.  Soon we will quit this place and I will return you to a smaller arena.  I could even relieve you of the burden of leadership for a time if you like.”  
 
   “What?  No!”  My head snapped away from his touch.  Was he talking about taking over the West?  Hadn’t he said he wasn’t interested in our politics?  “You can be in charge of other stuff and have people come kiss your feet and whatever, but the West is mine.”
 
   “I am not accustomed to people challenging me,” he said, his voice cold in the face of my outburst, and I felt the same dread sneak back into my stomach as when I’d stormed into his public executions.  I had to be careful of his temper, but at the same time, I couldn’t back down completely.  I couldn’t live in a world where he killed people on a whim because of me.  
 
   “Well, maybe it’s time to embrace change, because I’m not going to jump every time you snap your fingers.”  
 
   I braced myself for his temper, but instead Jakob chuckled.  “I wouldn’t want you to.  Are you truly well?”  A tinge of worry crept over his features.  “They didn’t take any liberties of an… intimate nature, did they?”
 
   “I’m fine.”  But I didn’t feel fine.  Not when he kept touching me, his fingers brushing over my bare arms, sifting through my hair, as though we were a couple.  Did he think we were a couple again?  “So um, I wanted to ask you, what did that mean about me being your consort?  What is that exactly?”
 
   “It means you are my companion, in every way.”
 
   “But I’m not.  We broke up.”  
 
   A furrow appeared on his brow.  “I thought you wanted me to see you safe.  I have publically claimed you now, none will do so much as look askance at you.”
 
   “Hey, I’m super glad you publically admitted to being my Sire, but I’m not yours to claim, claim.”  Boy howdy was I in a world of trouble if he didn’t get that.
 
   “Aren’t you?”  He raised a single brow.
 
   “Not that way.”  
 
   Jakob took in a long breath like he was prepared to say one thing, but changed his mind.  “I don’t understand the objection.  Have you rekindled your affair with Ulrik?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Surely you don’t prefer the company of that cowboy to mine,” he scoffed.
 
   “Mac?  No.”  Actually I did, but I chose not to make things worse by saying it.  “Jakob, the same thing holds true here as it did back in San Francisco.  We’re not well suited for each other.  I don’t know if we ever will be.  I am grateful for you saving us all from Volkov’s inquisition, but don’t mistake gratitude for something else.”
 
   “I see,” Jakob said, drawing himself up stiffly.  “In my time the maiden generally showed her gratitude to the dashing hero in exchange for saving her life.”
 
   “I’m sorry if you were expecting something different, but we’re not living in those times anymore,” I said as gently as I could.  “Things have changed.”  
 
   “Very well, but you will comport yourself as my consort while we are here.”
 
   “Which means what?”
 
   “It means you will do as I say without argument while we are in public.”
 
   “Or what?”
 
   His brow crumpled in confusion.  “How do you mean?”
 
   “What happens if I don’t agree with every single thing you say or do?”  
 
   “I can see I have erred in my treatment of you, allowing you to cling to your modern sensibilities because I enjoy your free spirit.  Make no mistake, my word is law.  I am Ellri.”
 
   “Maybe that’s true in a public arena, but not between the two of us.  I’m not going to stick around and let you dictate what I say and what I do.”
 
   “Have a care, älskling.  You have little choice in the matter.”  The indulgent tilt to his smile disappeared, replaced by a hardness that made my palms sweat.  Cripes, what had I gotten myself into?  In the next instant his expression softened again, his touch at my elbow solicitous.  “But you are over tired.  You should go back to our room, I’ll join you presently.”
 
   I allowed him to steer me halfway across the room until his words sank in.  “Wait – our room?”  
 
   “Of course.  I left instructions for your Warden and his feeder to find other accommodations.  We’ll have the suite to ourselves.”
 
   I didn’t dare look at Rob to see his opinion on the turn of events.  “You can’t boot them out, the mansion’s full up with guests for the Gathering.”
 
   “It’s already done.  They’ll make do, I’m sure.”
 
   “So I get no say in this whatsoever?”  I don’t know why I was so surprised, I should’ve anticipated a move like this.  Jakob could hardly reappear in society and not commandeer the rooms he wanted, but he had another thing coming if he thought he could commandeer me too.
 
   “I don’t understand why you’re making such a fuss.  It’s not as though we haven’t been intimate with one another.  I look forward to re-establishing these intimacies.”
 
   “By ordering me to sleep with you?  That’s not intimacy, that’s rape.”
 
   “Enough drama,” Jakob barked, and it took everything I had in me not to jump back a foot.  “I will not force your charms, but make no mistake, we will be sharing a room.”
 
   “Fine, we’ll share the suite, but not the same bed.”
 
   His jaw clenched, but Jakob gave a short nod.  “Agreed.  In exchange you will act the doting companion whenever we are in public.”
 
   “It’s a deal,” I replied, glad to have gotten off relatively easily.  I felt bad for Felix and Bridget, but at least I would get to keep some privacy.
 
   Jakob gave a broad smile.  “Perhaps you will soon remember what it was about my company you found desirable to begin with.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say about that.  “Goodnight, Jakob.  I’ll see you later.”
 
   “Goodnight, petal.”  He leaned down to kiss my cheek before releasing me for the night.  “Rob… I will have words with you now.”
 
   Uh oh.  I tried not to read anything into that request, and I gave Rob a hopefully supportive smile, but he barely nodded to me as I passed him by.  Briefly, I considered standing outside the door to listen in, but Gunnar and Tucker both waited there to escort me up to the room.  Besides, I was fairly sure Rob could handle Jakob on his own.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Bishop waited outside the meeting hall, hoping for an opportunity to talk to Anja alone.  He’d been cursing himself for the past half hour for allowing her to slip through his fingers without telling her what was in his heart and begging for another chance.  In the end, the timing hadn’t been right, not with Rob hovering nearby.  
 
   Rob was always nearby.  
 
   But as she emerged alone, Bishop began to think he had his shot, and he trotted up to her side.  Only she looked so tired, he let her go when she blew him off.  Not that he blamed her, she’d been through plenty in the past couple of days and deserved a rest.  After everything between them, most of it being his fault, he was too afraid to push her.  He’d have to tread carefully in order to get back into her good graces again, but that was okay.  Bishop was patient, and he knew there was a part of her that still loved him.  He just had to help her learn to trust him again.
 
   Which meant he needed to ensure he wasn’t included in Jakob’s edict to banish the Order from Vetis lands.  
 
   Bishop let himself into the meeting hall, grateful when Jakob barely glanced in his direction instead of ordering him out of his sight.  Jakob was much too fixated on giving Rob a dressing down to pay much attention to him.  
 
   “You have failed me utterly,” Jakob spat out, his face a mask of disgust.
 
   Rob bore the accusation stoically, staring straight ahead.  “I did.”
 
   “I gave you one task – to see to her safety – and she was brutalized right under your nose.”
 
   “I had to slip away to get word to you.”  It came out as more of a statement than the ring of an excuse.  “I made a choice, and Anja was forced to pay for it.  I take full responsibility for any punishment you deem fit.”
 
   “I’ve killed men for less,” Jakob said, his voice low, but no less deadly for it.
 
   Rob wasn’t Bishop’s favorite person, but something needed saying.  “You’re the reason she was tortured, if you want someone to blame.”  Jakob’s head snapped in his direction, but Bishop held his ground.  “You denied her the place in society she was due.  She was forced to scramble to survive, it was only a matter of time before someone caught onto the web of lies.  You know the laws, you condemned her to death for abandoning her in the first place.”
 
   Jakob’s mouth turned down in a heavy scowl.  “Don’t speak of things you don’t understand, Ulrik.”
 
   “That’s right, I don’t understand.  I’ll never understand how you could leave her in the first place.  But don’t take your anger out on Rob, he couldn’t have known how far Volkov would take it in such a short time.”  It had surprised even him, and he’d known the man for centuries.  “Rob came back to break Anja free.  They would’ve gotten away too if she hadn’t insisted on taking me with.”
 
   “I should be angry with you then?” Jakob posed with a shake of the head.
 
   “Why don’t you try being angry with yourself for putting her in that position to begin with?”
 
   “Do you think I haven’t had these thoughts?  Don’t presume to know my mind, boy.”  
 
   Bishop felt the weight of Jakob’s stare like a physical thing, but when the Ellri turned back to Rob, he’d let go of his anger toward the bodyguard.  
 
   “You’ll need to make arrangements for additional security for Anja.  Especially after we return to the West.”
 
   Rob’s eyes lost the thousand yard stare as he finally looked at Jakob.  “Yes, sir, I know my job.  She’ll be properly guarded.”  
 
   “She’s more than a job to me,” Jakob insisted.  “She’s more precious to me than anything in this miserable world.”
 
   “I understand, sir.  I’d sooner die than see her harmed.”  There was no doubt in either of the men’s minds at the look in Rob’s eyes.  
 
   “Good.”  Jakob found his smile again, clapping Rob on the shoulder.  “Your loyalty will be rewarded as usual.  Keep her safe for me, Rob.  I will not tolerate failure a second time.”
 
   “As you wish.”  With that, Rob slipped out, and before Bishop could draw in a breath Jakob turned his attention to him.
 
   “Have you seen to the Order’s banishment from Vetis?”
 
   “Yes, the last will be gone within the hour.”  So far, so good.  He hadn’t said anything about Bishop getting out too.  “I still think you’re making a mistake in doing this.”
 
   “It matters little to me what you think, Ulrik.”  Jakob waved him away, but Bishop couldn’t let it go.  It was rare to get a moment alone with a powerful Ellri, and this might be the only chance to openly speak his piece.    
 
   “Jakob, you know there will be ramifications around the world for your dismantling the Order here in Vetis.”
 
   “I’m starting to think the Order’s outlived its usefulness,” Jakob admitted, settling heavily into a chair.
 
   “Look, I know you and I have had our disagreements over the years, but I’ve worked with the Order for a long time.  All I’m saying is, think long and hard before you do anything permanent.  Think about the scope of your decisions.  I’m not challenging your right to make them, but consider what it’ll do to leave vampires completely unchecked.  There’s a reason you created the Order in the first place, and that reason still holds true.  Listen to Anja.  Change the laws if you think it needs doing, but don’t cut us off completely.”  
 
   In the end Jakob would make his own decision, he always did.  “Be gone before I decide to banish you too,” he grumbled irritably, and Bishop had his answer.  
 
   For the moment he would be allowed to stay, and that was good enough for now.  Knowing Jakob’s moods lent him the wisdom to withdraw without saying anything else.  Something was eating at the Ellri, and he only hoped it had more to do with Jakob’s sudden re-emergence into society and not with a certain blond vampire.    
 
   Speaking of which, he spotted Rob up ahead and jogged up to catch him before he got to the staircase.  “Hey, you got a minute?”
 
   Rob glanced at the stairs, almost as if gauging whether or not he could make a break for it before he turned to face Bishop.  “Sure, what’s up?”
 
   “I wanted to talk to you for a sec.”  Bishop tried a familiar door, his head jerking inside when he found the parlor empty.  “Let’s go in here.”
 
   “What’s this about?” Rob asked warily, automatically searching the room to make certain they were completely alone.  
 
   “Look, I’m sorry Jakob was ragging on you before about Anja.  I wanted to thank you for coming back for us.  I’m sorry I slowed us down.  I feel like I’m responsible for what happened to you.”
 
   “You are,” Rob said without a trace of emotion.  “Then again, so am I.  I should never have allowed her to be taken in the first place.  I underestimated that brother of yours.  Won’t happen again.”
 
   “Right,” Bishop replied uneasily, not sure if he was forgiven or not.  “I also wanted to say that even though Jakob’s here and Anja’s under his protection, that isn’t a reason to let your guard down.  I can’t shake the feeling that she’s still in danger here.  So, be careful and make sure you take care of her.”
 
   Rob’s jaw tightened, his hands curling into fists.  “Everybody can bloody well stop telling me how to do my job,” he growled and Bishop took a step backward, surprised at the anger burning there.
 
   “Hey, I just care about her, man.  And I can’t get close enough to her to see it through.”
 
   “Neither can I.”
 
   “You’re as close as anyone is right now.”  Bishop waited for his meaning to sink in.  
 
   “It’s not like that,” Rob snapped, his head canting to one side as he regarded Bishop’s choice of words.  “What makes you say something like that?”
 
   So it was true.  Bishop wasn’t a hundred percent positive about it until he heard Rob’s denial.  It wasn’t just tender feelings on her part, there was something between them.  “I know Anja.  I can see it every time she looks at you.”
 
   “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Actually, I do.”  Bishop pulled out Anja’s locket and handed it over.  Rob stared at the silver necklace before snatching it up without opening it.  They both knew what was inside.  
 
   “Where did you get this?” he breathed, turning the worn metal over in his fingers before pocketing it.
 
   “It was in the personal effects locker after we were detained the other night.  I retrieved it along with the rest of her jewelry.  I don’t think anyone bothered to open it, and everyone on duty last night is dead now anyway, so your secret is safe for now.  But it’s only a matter of time before he notices.  You can’t keep something from him like that.”
 
   Rob grabbed Bishop’s t-shirt, his grip tight enough to tear the fabric.  “There’s nothing going on between Anja and me.  Say otherwise and I’ll kill you myself.”
 
   Bishop didn’t move a muscle, he could understand Rob’s agitation.  “You’ve had a rough couple of days, so I’ll let that slide this once.  But you’d best get your hands off me.”
 
   “I’m not afraid of you,” Rob said, his lip curling into a challenging sneer.
 
   “Then you’re dumber than I thought you were.”  To illustrate his point, Bishop grabbed hold of Rob’s fists and slowly pulled them free of his shirt.  “You think because you can push around your average vamp on the street, you stand a chance coming up against me?” He shoved lightly, sending Rob back a foot or two, but the belligerent man was right back in his face again a heartbeat later.
 
   “Keep talking and we’ll find out.”
 
   “I don’t want to fight you.”  That wasn’t his intent at all.  
 
   “You sure about that?  It seems like you’d give anything to trade places with me right about now.”  Rob’s chin came up pugnaciously.
 
   “I thought you said there isn’t anything going on between you,” Bishop couldn’t help but gloat, his point made, and Rob’s eyes narrowed to thin slits.  
 
   “Keep your mouth shut or I’ll shut it for you.”
 
   Yep, there was definitely something going on between the two of them.  That, more than anything else, had Bishop reaching for a drink as soon as Rob stalked off.    
 
    
 
   * * * 
 
    
 
   The lower levels deserted, Bishop wandered through the halls, bottle in hand.  It was the second bottle of the night, and he wasn’t completely sure what it was he was drinking anymore.  It didn’t matter, nothing mattered anymore.  The sun would be up soon, most of the mansion had settled down for the night, and he missed the signs of activity under the house where his teammates would typically still be up and around.  
 
   The labs were cleared out, Winter and his surviving team long gone, bound for Rome to await new orders.  Probably the same as he should be doing, but Bishop couldn’t rouse himself to pack.  Instead he’d wandered upon Fisher’s quarters, untouched since his sudden death.  The room showed more signs of life than his ever had, a poster of a blonde in a bikini hanging above the bed and strips of word art scattered on a small magnetic white board next to it.  A paper fortune from a Chinese restaurant was taped to the corner of it.  Never give up.  
 
   Bishop left the room untouched, shutting the door behind him, not that there was anyone left to disturb it.  The stone walls felt more like a tomb than anything else, and he half expected to find moldering corpses around each corner.  He was losing it.  What was he doing down there, wandering the halls like a ghoul?  
 
   Suddenly, Bishop didn’t want to stay down there any longer.  Heading straight for his quarters, he threw some things together into a bag, planning to find a room upstairs or even in town rather than stay down there one minute longer.  His fingers brushed against a file folder as he bent to retrieve the gun he kept under his pillow, and he recognized Fisher’s tight script across the first page.  His report on the vampire activity in Vetis.  
 
   For a split second, he considered leaving it there.  It hardly mattered anymore, but a tiny kernel of curiosity had him snatch it up at the last second before he left.  Without a specific destination in mind, Bishop found himself back in the parlor again.  The parlor he’d come to think of as theirs, his and Anja’s.  Not that he had any real claim to it, but he felt closer to her there, remembering the firelight flickering over her expressive face, and the sound of her begging him not to stop as he’d pressed her up against the wall.
 
   He needed another drink.
 
   All that was left in the bar was vodka, not his first choice, but Bishop gamely switched, settling in front of the fireplace to page through Fisher’s report.  He’d been right, there was definitely something fishy going on.  On the papers he’d sampled, there were several common markers.  Names of local magistrates that approved them, mostly over the past thirty years, but Bishop knew the solid increase of numbers hadn’t dated that far back.  That meant there was a concerted effort to backdate the docs.  What had Corley been up to?
 
   Bishop spent the better part of a half hour trying to wrap his drunken senses around it before he realized – it didn’t matter one damn bit.  Corley was gone, the Order was gone – what difference did it make if there were extra vampires in Vetis?  Sure, he could turn the report in to Rome, let them puzzle it out, but in the end, he didn’t care.  
 
   Instead, Bishop tossed the report among the logs in the fireplace, watching the paper curl and burn in the rush of flames.  The flicker of the fire held his attention until the beep on his phone shook him out of it.  Mason’s name flashed across the display, and that was the only reason Bishop answered the call.
 
   “Whatever it is, it’s gonna have to wait until I’m out of booze.”
 
   “Are you drunk?”
 
   Bishop could hear the surprise in Mason’s voice, he could count the number of times he’d been blotto in front of his subordinates on one hand.  But Mason was more than that, he was his closest friend.  “Yep.”
 
   “Things are that tough, are they?”
 
   “You have no idea.”  He had no right to share what happened without being debriefed by Rome first, but Bishop told him the whole thing, starting with their arrest by Volkov and ending with Jakob completely eradicating the Order’s presence in Vetis.
 
   “Are you fucking with me right now?”  Mason sounded like he was trying to decide if it was the liquor talking, or an elaborate hoax.
 
   “I wish I was.”
 
   “Jesus, I can’t even comprehend what that means.”  There was a long silence as Mason processed the news, and Bishop tipped the bottle up again.  “So, what are you doing now?  Gonna pack up and head for Rome?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Bishop answered honestly.  “I’m finding it hard to toe the line anymore.  I’ve been doing it for hundreds of years and where has it gotten me?”  So emotionally fucked up he’d pushed away the woman he loved.  “Maybe I should quit altogether.  Go somewhere…”  He let out a long breath, where could he go?  Money wasn’t an issue, but he had no desire to do anything.    
 
   “Hey, how about you just come home, man.  This is where you belong.  We’ll figure it out together.”
 
   Part of that sounded good, being on familiar territory, but it also meant he’d have to watch Anja with someone else.  He wasn’t sure he was up for that.  “I don’t know what I’m going to do.”  
 
   “We need you here, buddy.  That’s why I’m calling.  The shit is seriously about to hit the fan.  I swear Frost’s about a hair away from declaring martial law.”
 
   “That bad, is it?”
 
   “You have no idea,” Mason repeated his words.  “It’s like they’ve all been taking crazy pills, attacking us left and right.  It’s all we can do to play clean up and try to keep this shit out of the media, we can’t do our jobs at all.  Things are completely out of control.  Whatever you said to Anja about dialing it down, it didn’t work.”
 
   “She’s not exactly taking my advice these days.”
 
   “Well, can you turn on the charm and convince her to call off her commandos?”
 
   If only it was that easy.  “They’re not her commandos.  She seemed to have no idea how bad it is back there when I brought it up.”  Had it only been a few days ago?  It felt like a lifetime.  
 
   “Someone’s pulling their strings.  They’re way too organized for it to be vigilantes.”
 
   Bishop sat in commiserating silence for a few seconds, his alcohol soaked brain taking longer to come up with an idea.  “Maybe you guys should bug out for a while?  Let them have San Francisco, pull a strategic retreat to L.A. or maybe Sacramento until the dust settles?”  
 
   “I don’t think that’s an option anymore.  We’re getting dangerously close to a real crisis here.”
 
   Bishop let out a long breath, pinching the bridge of his nose for a moment to try and clear his head.  “Alright, I’ll talk to Anja then.”
 
   “Thanks, man.  And remember, you’ve always got a home here.  Even if it is fucked up and on the brink of chaos.”
 
   “Thanks, I’ll try to keep that in mind.”
 
   It took him less than five minutes to run cold water over his face and make his way up to her rooms.  The thought of Rob sharing her bed made his fist hesitate before his knuckles rapped on the door, but Rob was still completely dressed when he answered it.  
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I’m here to see Anja, I have something to talk to her about.”
 
   Rob’s brows twitched closer together.  “Something like you wanted to talk to me about earlier?  I’m not letting you upset her, bugger off.”  He started to close the door, but Bishop blocked it open with one hand.
 
   “It’s not about that, it’s important.”
 
   Rob sniffed the air in front of him.  “You’re bladdered.”
 
   “Look, I just need a few minutes of her time.”
 
   “She’s gone to bed,” Rob answered, not even pausing to consider the request.
 
   “She’s going to want to see me.  It’s about what’s going on back home.”
 
   “Whatever it is, it’s nothing that can’t keep until tonight, now sod off,” Rob said with a light shove at Bishop’s shoulder. 
 
   “You can’t keep her all to yourself, you don’t own her.”
 
   Rob’s fist hammered out, catching Bishop squarely across the nose.  Bishop was too drunk to do more than stare at him stupidly.  It took long seconds to process the hit and for his own fist to cock back.  Rob looked positively giddy at the notion of a good, old fashioned, knock down fight.  But before Bishop could answer the punch with one of his own, he heard a deep, menacing growl as Tucker edged closer in wolf form, his ruff standing on end.  Bishop took a step backwards, cursing inwardly as he almost tripped over his own boot.
 
   “You’re not wanted here.”  Rob’s arms crossed, and Bishop wanted to knock that smug look off his face, but some shred of self preservation had him stumbling down the hall in retreat.  
 
   “Tell her…”  You’re not wanted here.  “Ah, fuck it… never mind.  Forget I was here.”  He waved it off, going back to pursue the bottom of the bottle.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Six
 
    
 
   I lay in bed, running through my last conversation with Jakob to see if maybe I’d read too much into it, when the sound of angry voices had me up and tugging on my robe.  But by the time I got to the sitting room, all I saw were Rob and Tucker standing by the door.  
 
   “Was someone here to see me?”
 
   Rob’s brows drew together when he spotted me.  “You’re meant to be asleep.”
 
   “I thought I heard Bishop’s voice, was he here?”
 
   “He’s had a bit too much of the sauce.  Whatever he had to say can wait for sundown.  Back to bed with you.”
 
   Bishop was drunk?  That didn’t sound like him at all.  Sure, I’d known him to take a drink when the chips were down but… whatever it was, must’ve been pretty bad if he’d shown up hammered.  “What if it’s important?”
 
   “Ain’t nothing more important than your rest right now.”
 
   “Do you honestly think I can fall asleep after that?” I snorted.  “Maybe it has something to do with the Order.  Let me see what he wants.”
 
   Rob stepped in front of me to block my way and my brows came up in surprise before they pulled back down to study him more carefully.  Something was definitely up.  His muscles were all tense and bunched up, his hands making fists.  
 
   “Is there some reason why you don’t want me to talk to Bishop right now?”
 
   For a second it looked like he was going to lose it, but instead I watched Rob assert his self control.  His shoulders eased, fists softening and then disappearing altogether, and his voice was utterly calm as he replied.  “No, miss.  I’ll have Tucker fetch him for you straight away.”
 
   Where was this coming from?  If he was trying to diffuse my interest in talking to Bishop, his rapid mood change had the opposite effect.  “No, don’t bother.  I think I can use a short walk before bedtime.”  Rob moved to come with me and this time I was the one to block him from the door.  “I can find him on my own, thanks.”
 
   “You shouldn’t be roaming the halls without protection.”
 
   “I’ll take Tucker with me then.  Unless you feel like telling me what this is all about?”
 
   His eyes darted to the wolf’s back and back up again.  “No, miss.”
 
   Whatever it was he didn’t feel like talking about it with Tucker present, that much was clear.  “I’ll be back soon,” I said in a softer voice, laying a hand on his shoulder before I opened the door.  “Come on, Tucker, help me find where Bishop disappeared to.” 
 
   It didn’t take long to track him down, Tucker’s sensitive nose picked up Bishop’s scent right away.  The reek of alcohol hit me as soon as I opened the door and I spotted Bishop kneeling before the fireplace, picking up chunks of broken glass.  Tucker trotted to the far side of the couch, sniffing the floor carefully.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked, shutting the door behind me.  
 
   “You mean apart from the obvious?”  There was a trace of amusement in his voice, but not behind his eyes when he looked up from the mess.
 
   “I’m sorry, I know it’s been a rough night.   I just wondered if something new…”
 
   “Turned me into a sloppy drunk?  Ah, shit…”  His sharp intake of breath came an instant before the tang of his blood filled the air, a sliver of glass embedding into the palm of his hand.
 
   “Here, let me.”  I rushed to his side, taking care not to step on any of the glass in my slippered feet.  “Hold still…”
 
   “It’ll be fine.”  Bishop tried to pull away, but I fought to keep his hand in mine.
 
   “Right, it will if you stop being a dumbhole and hold still.”  
 
   “Sorry,” he said with a lopsided grin while I fished the piece of glass out and held the wound together so his body could knit it closed.  In a few seconds there was nothing left but a smear of blood, and he pulled his hand free from mine.  “Thanks.”
 
   “I’ve never seen you like this before.”
 
   “Humpty Dumpty’s got nothing on me.  See, I do know some children’s stories.”  His grin was still loopy like he’d made a joke, but I couldn’t follow it.  
 
   “Huh?”  
 
   Bishop lurched to the couch and flopped down with a heavy sigh.  “A man can only take so much before he breaks.  And stays broken.”
 
   That, I could understand.  He’d lost a lot over the past twenty-four hours.  Sure, we’d both been tortured, but I still had my friends to support me.  He’d lost much more than a job when Jakob sent the Order packing.  I settled beside him, covering his hand with mine.  “You won’t always feel broken.  It’ll get better, I promise.  I’m sorry about your friends.”
 
   He looked down at our joined hands, green eyes glistening before they squeezed shut and his head tipped back on the couch.  There was a slight slur to his voice when he spoke, but it didn’t lessen the pain there.  “We lost a lot of good men today.  Men who would sooner cut off their own hand than do what Volkov did to you.”
 
   “I know.”  I didn’t blame the Order for Volkov’s actions, that was Jakob’s deal.  “What do you think the Order will do now that Volkov is dead?  Will they retaliate?”  It couldn’t be a good thing to execute half the team in a fit of anger.  
 
   “I don’t think so, no.  Not since it was Jakob who gave the order to kill them.”
 
   “No one person should have that much power.”
 
   “He’s not a person, he’s an Ellri.”
 
   As far as I was concerned my statement stood, but after my talk with Jakob, I was starting to understand how much in the minority my opinion was.  “Did the rest of your friends get away okay?  I didn’t have a chance to say good bye to Fisher.”
 
   His eyes remained closed.  “Fisher will never leave this place.”
 
   “Oh.  I didn’t realize.”  The silence stretched between us.  “I’m sorry.  He was a nice guy.”
 
   A faint smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.  “He liked you, you know.  You should’ve seen how excited he was to hear about your election to Elder.”  
 
   “I’m glad someone here was.”
 
   Bishop’s eyes popped open, his head rolling to one side, the better to see me.  “I was happy for you too, just…”
 
   “Afraid I’d go down in a ball of flames?”
 
   “Afraid you’d end up hurt or worse.  That’s all it ever was.  I never thought you couldn’t do the job.  And it needs you doing it, especially right now with everyone attacking the King’s Men.”
 
   “What king’s men?”  He’d lost me again.  
 
   “The ones that couldn’t put Humpty Dumpty back together again.  They’re having the hardest time and soon it’ll be too late.  And the only way to fix it will be with more violence and we’ll lose more good men.”  The slur to his voice grew more pronounced the more convoluted his web of words became.  
 
   “I’m sorry, Bishop, I’m not following you.”
 
   “I’d follow you though.  They all would.  That’s your gift.”  He reached up to touch my face, but overshot the move, almost crashing into me before I caught him by the shoulders and pushed him upright again.  
 
   “What happened to your shirt?”  I noticed for the first time the seams were split in two places.
 
   “Oh, nothing.  A disagreement, nothing serious.  Can’t blame a guy for having a temper.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “I’m the idiot, you know.”  He thumped his own chest.  “I threw it all away, even when you begged me for even a crumb of understanding.  I didn’t want to see it, I was too afraid.  Too afraid you were like her, but of course you’re not.  You never were, not really.  I should’ve trusted in that more.  I should’ve trusted you.”
 
   “Bishop, you’re not making sense, but you can trust me with anything.  I hope you know that.”
 
   “It doesn’t make any sense to me either, but there it is.   You’re right there, but I can’t have you anymore.”  I started to say something, but he waved me away.  “No, I know, it’s too late.  You’re already spoken for, even if he won’t do the speaking.”
 
   I stared at him dumbly.  Did he mean Rob or Jakob?  “I think you should go to bed now, it’s getting late.”
 
   “Share a drink with me.  Where’d my bottle go?”
 
   “I think you’ve had more than your share.  Probably better to sleep it off.”
 
   “I am a bit tired,” he said, brow crumpled in confusion as if he couldn’t understand why.
 
   “The sun will be up soon, and you’ve drunk your weight tonight.  That’ll take a lot out of a guy.  Do you want me to help you down to your room or pass out in here?”
 
   “You’re so smart,” he sighed, already starting to bring his feet up to the couch and I scrambled off to give him some room.  “And kind.  Not like her at all.” 
 
   I could guess who he meant by that, and it brought a smile to my lips as I helped him stretch out on the sofa.  “Get some rest, and I’ll talk to you tomorrow.  You should be fine in here with the blinds closed.”  Like most of the house, the windows and doors were equipped with black out shutters and drapes.
 
   “Not like her at all,” he muttered, capturing my hand for a kiss before I moved away.
 
   “Goodnight, Bishop.  Sleep deep.” 
 
   “G’nite, Carys.”  
 
   I froze beside the couch.  Was that who his pickled brain thought he was talking to?  Was he regretting his lost chances with Carys?  Son of a biscuit…
 
   I left the room without another word, running smack dab into Rob standing in the hallway.  My hands fluttered away from his broad chest, worried someone might see us pressed together like that and get the wrong idea.  
 
   “Oh, hey,” I managed to get out, still more rattled than I should be from my conversation with Bishop.  “You didn’t have to wait up for me, I had Tucker with.”
 
   “It’s my job.”
 
   There was something else there though, he’d been worried, I could see it in his eyes.  “Right.”  Message received.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Nothing to be sorry about, miss.  Let’s get you to bed, you look knackered.”
 
   “Actually… Tucker?”  I turned my attention to the wolf at my feet.  “Would you mind staying with Bishop, just to make sure he’s safe sleeping up here?  I’d hate for someone to disturb him.”  Not that there was a ton of activity during the day, but there were human servants and werewolves that had the run of the place and Bishop would be vulnerable.
 
   Tucker gave one chuff, slinking back through the door as I held it open.
 
   “Thanks, buddy,” I called out to him softly.  
 
   We ascended the main stairs in silence, and I could feel the sun growing higher in the sky, my steps growing clumsier until I started to feel a trifle drunk myself.  
 
   “Have a nice talk, did you?” Rob asked as we started down the deserted hall.
 
   “I don’t think nice is the right word for it.  He’s in pretty bad shape.”
 
   “Told you he’s still in love with you.”
 
   So he had been listening in on the conversation, I’d wondered about that.  “I thought you promised not to suck so bad at eavesdropping.  Most of what Bishop said was incoherent rambling.”
 
   “Not so much,” Rob said with a half shrug.  “He regrets not trusting you, he regrets losing his chances with you.” 
 
   “He was mourning his fallen comrades, that’s why he got so drunk in the first place,” I insisted.
 
   “Then I guess we both took away different things from the conversation.” 
 
   I admit, I breathed a sigh of relief when we got to the suite and found Jakob still hadn’t shown up.  For a brief moment I wondered what kind of trouble he was getting himself into, but for now, I was glad to have a few moments alone with Rob.  
 
   Only he didn’t have the same idea I did as the door clicked shut and I reached for him.  Instead, he took a step backwards, his face schooled into a solemn expression.  
 
   “I think… I think you should give Bishop another shot.”
 
   I had to have heard him wrong.  “You can’t be serious.  Me and Bishop?”
 
   “He can offer you protection I can’t.”
 
   “I don’t see how.”
 
   “Long as you’re spoken for, Jakob won’t press his claim.”
 
   Was that all?  “He won’t press it now.  Not really.  His claiming me, it’s all for show.  He doesn’t expect me to actually be his while we’re in private.”
 
   “If you believe that, you’re not half as smart as you think you are.”
 
   I could see his point, but I couldn’t do that to Bishop, it would be the worst kind of cruelty to give him false hope if he did indeed want to get back together and wasn’t pining for Carys.  “If it’s all the same to you I’d rather not hide behind Bishop.  It’s not fair to any of us.”
 
   “Fair don’t enter into it. This is about keeping you safe, pure and simple.”
 
   “There’s nothing simple about using a man’s feelings for my own benefit.  If he even has feelings for me.  At this point I’m half convinced he thought it was Carys in there with him tonight.”
 
   “Best not to listen to a man when he’s in his cups,” he allowed with a half smile.
 
   “Or has an ulterior motive.”
 
   “My only motive is to keep you safe.”
 
   “Surely not your only motive…” I leaned closer, one ear listening for Jakob’s step in the hall, the other distracted by the beat of his heart.  
 
   “Look at you, flirting with danger.”  His lips twisted into an admiring grin and I slid my hands up his chest, pressing perilously close.
 
   “I thought I was flirting with you.”
 
   “They’re one and the same.”
 
   “Then I guess I’m a danger junkie, because I can’t seem to stay away from you.”  It was like we were magnets, the field around us pushing us together until our bodies collided, our mouths crashing together in a desperate kiss.  Until Rob grabbed my elbows to pull us apart, his chest heaving from the effort it cost him.
 
   “Anja…” he hissed, eyes pressing tightly closed as he fought to regain his self control.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I squeaked.  I knew it was a bad idea, I wasn’t a total moron.  But my self control was practically nil once I got too close to him.  “It’s just hard, you know?”
 
   “Intimately.”  His eyes darted down and I followed them to the bulge in his pants.
 
   “I can help you with that.  It seems only fair seeing as how it’s my fault, right?”
 
   “The things you say…”  His lips covered mine again, matching my hunger.  But when my hand snaked down between us, he caught it deftly, holding me loosely by the wrist.  “We can’t, not here.”
 
   “We’re all alone,” I pouted, craving his touch.  The air crackled between us, the heat of his body making me tingle all the way down to my toes.
 
   “Not… here…” he bit out, holding his breath.  I did the same, trying to adopt his technique to cool off.  It honestly didn’t do a thing for me.  Then again, it wasn’t like I actually needed to breathe, so the physiology probably wasn’t the same.  
 
   “Where then?” I asked when it got a smidge easier to think straight.
 
   “I’ll think of something.”  
 
   “Promise?”
 
   I could see the war within him between safety and desire before the longing won out.  “Yes, I’ll find a way,” he pledged.  “In the meantime, go on with you, off to bed.  It’s been a long night.”  
 
   I let go of him, but didn’t move more than a foot away.  “I hate to lose these few minutes of privacy.”
 
   “Better to be far away from you when he finally comes in.  Best not to give him any reason to suspect you’re looking on me with anything but friendship.”  He crossed the room, holding open my bedroom door expectantly.  With a single nod, I shuffled to the bedroom, stifling a yawn as the day started to catch up with me.  
 
   “Goodnight, miss.”  His gravelly voice slid over me as I passed by.  Unable to resist, and leaned up to steal another kiss.  
 
   “Goodnight, Rob.  I hope you sleep well.”
 
   “Not bloody likely,” he growled, pulling the door shut behind him.
 
    
 
   * * * 
 
    
 
   I climbed into bed feeling much better about my chances with Rob.  Somehow we’d find a way to make it work.  He was right, it was stupid to get hot and heavy in the suite I shared with Jakob, but soon we’d find a way to have some alone time together, and that would have to be enough.  
 
   Just before I fell into the deep, coma-like sleep that claimed me each day, I felt a light touch at my hair.  Thinking at first it was Rob’s hand, I froze when I realized it wasn’t his scent at all.  
 
   It was Jakob’s.  
 
   Had he changed his mind about me sharing his bed?  Keeping very still, as only a vampire can, I waited to see what he would do.  Jakob didn’t do more than stroke my hair, and once my cheek, right where the new scar was.  It felt like a very long time before he finally left, and only then did I let out the breath I’d been holding the entire time.  The question kept circling round and around in my mind as I slipped off to sleep – how long would Jakob be content with that simple touch?
 
  
 
  



Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   There was no sign of Jakob in the suite the next morning.  Thankfully, my hormones were in check enough that I could greet Rob with a simple smile instead of tearing off his clothes with my teeth.  Though I did indulge myself for a few moments with that fantasy once it popped into my head.  What did I say about hormones?  It didn’t take much for them to kick into overdrive, and I deliberately tried to keep him at arm’s length, knowing we were both dangerously short on control whenever we were alone and within touching range.
 
   Luckily, I didn’t have time to dwell on it overmuch as my duties reasserted themselves with a vengeance.  Felix called to say he’d lined up a meeting with both Faust and Erlendur later in the night, and Jennike had expressed an interest in touring the west coast sometime in the future.  Cool beans.  Having my gums scraped sounded like more fun than rolling out the red carpet for her, but I instructed Felix to set it up, and delay for as long as possible.  There were still too many unknowns about what was going on back in my neck of the woods. 
 
   Speaking of which, I took a call from Marcus, who had less than encouraging news about the erupting violence back home.  It had grown from belligerence to random acts of aggression that started to look not so random.  There were rumors that Byrne was behind them, but it was hard to pin down.  Nobody was talking.  
 
   Marcus surprised me by being much more focused on personal concerns.  “I’m thinking maybe I should get Maggie out of town, for a while,” he suggested.
 
   “It’s actually that bad?  She’s not a target, is she?  The Order has nothing against her, and I can’t think the rabble rousers would pay her much mind.”
 
   “I’m more worried about her getting hurt in the crossfire.  The last time we met at the Hart there was an altercation on the street outside.”
 
   “What kind of an altercation?”
 
   “The kind where a car bomb tore apart Frost’s SUV.”
 
   “There was a car bombing and you didn’t lead with that story?” I demanded.
 
   “I told you it was getting more dangerous here.  No one was hurt, but I’m afraid the SUV will never be the same again.”  
 
   “Holy smokes, what did the cops say?  I’m thinking this made the evening news, right?”  Why was this the first I was hearing about it?  I vaguely remembered Bishop mentioning something about unrest, but car bombs?  Did Felix know about this?
 
   “Don’t worry, we were able to do some damage control and spin it as regular gang violence, but like I said, they’re getting bolder.”
 
   “Cripes, at this rate I’m not going to have anything to come home to.”  Once the word got out about Jakob’s treatment of the Order it was likely to get worse too.  “Hey, have you heard from Jenessa lately?  Maybe you’d better get word to her about skipping town.  She’d be a more likely target than Maggie, I think.”  The rest of them knew how to take care of themselves, but the pretty doctor didn’t have those survival skills.  
 
   “That’s a good idea, I’ll call her next, but Maggie is my first priority, she’s the most fragile.”
 
   Interesting.  When had he gotten so close to Maggie?  “Do what you think is best, but I honestly think she’ll be safe as long as she stays in the house.  Maybe you should move in there too, at least until I get back home.”
 
   “And when will that be?”
 
   “I’m starting to think sooner than later.  The Gathering is still going and Felix has meetings lined up for me, but it won’t do me any good to set any accords if everything goes all Mad Max, will it?”
 
   “You’re the boss.”  There was a note to his voice – he almost sounded as if he was gloating over something.
 
   “You have something to add to that?”
 
   “Not really.  Just, I’m starting to believe being the Elder isn’t quite the bed of roses I thought it would be.  If I’d known I was going to inherit this kind of disorder my first year out, I never would’ve run for office.  Better you than me, boss.” 
 
   “Hey, if it was easy everybody would be doing it.  You’re still on my team though, right?  Or have you reconsidered the position?  I’m betting your corporate duties back in L.A. are looking pretty good right about now, aren’t they?”  I could understand if he wanted to head for the hills, but I hoped like heck he’d stick around.  I needed him.
 
   “No, I made a commitment to you, I’ll see it through.”
 
   “Thank you for that, I appreciate it.”
 
   “So will you be coming home then?”
 
   That was the question of the hour.  “I’ll have to get back to you when I know for sure.  Thanks for keeping me in the loop and thanks for thinking of Maggie.”  That was one less thing for me to worry about.  From the sound of it, Marcus would do his best to keep her safe.  The rest of the territory was my job.
 
   It didn’t take long to get Felix and Bridget up there for a pow-wow, only he didn’t seem all that surprised to hear about the situation.
 
   “You knew about all of this, didn’t you?” I demanded, more irked that he hadn’t bothered to tell me about any of it.
 
   “Yeah, I get reports in from all the magistrates on a regular basis.  It’s not as bad as it sounds.  San Francisco is pretty much the only hotbed of activity right now, the rest of the land is running smooth as silk,” he replied easily.
 
   “What the hell, Felix?  How could you not share this with me?”  What else was he keeping from me?    
 
   “I didn’t want to bother you with it while you’re busy with Gathering stuff.”
 
   “In the future, will you please share any news that starts with cars exploding on my home turf?  That’s the sort of thing I need to hear about.”
 
   “Sorry, boss, it won’t happen again.”  He looked suitably contrite, and I tried to remember he was used to handling these things on his own under Tommy’s reign, but it still bothered me more than I liked.  
 
   Taking a deep breath, I moved on.  “The bigger issue here is, how bad is this?  It doesn’t seem like it’s going to blow over anytime soon.  If anything, it seems to be spiraling out of control.  It’s only a matter of time before someone gets hurt bad enough to attract the attention of Rome, and trust me, we don’t want to do that.”
 
   Felix gave a careless shrug.  “Rome’s not really a threat right now, they’re too busy with their thumbs up their asses after what you did to Volkov,” he sniggered.
 
   “You don’t think they’re going to replace Volkov?” Rob snapped.  “I can guarantee there’s someone ready to step in and fill that vacuum of power.”  
 
   “Come on, boss, it’s not that serious.  Anyone taking over the Order’s got bigger things on their plate with the banishment from Vetis than our tiny problem.  That’s the West’s greatest asset, nobody takes us seriously.”
 
   He made a good point, but I couldn’t gamble on that to keep us out of their notice.  “Bishop says martial law is the next step if we can’t get things under control.  That sounds pretty serious to me.  We need to do something to show we don’t need their intervention.  Anybody got any suggestions?”
 
   “Make an example of that Byrne guy, cut off his balls.  That’ll get their attention,” Bridget suggested with a playful waggle of the eyebrows.  At least I thought she was being playful.  She probably had it in her to be that joyfully bloodthirsty, especially since her association with Felix. 
 
   “That’s not half bad,” Rob agreed.  “Shut up the muckraker and the rest of the lot should fall into line.”
 
   “I’m not cutting off anyone’s balls,” I winced, “but I do think it’s a good idea for Byrne and I to sit down for a small chat.”  It would only take a couple of minutes for me to compel him to knock it off and we’d be back on track.
 
   “You bet, I’ll put the word out.  We’ll round him up,” Felix promised. 
 
   “Put the word out to who?  We can’t use the Order, those guys are risking life and limb showing their faces right now.”  
 
   “I’ll handle it, trust me.”
 
   It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Felix, but I couldn’t help but feel he didn’t think it was as big of a threat as he should.  I almost got the feeling he got a charge out of it every time someone struck out against the Order.  “I’m wondering if we should be thinking about packing up and heading home to take care of this once and for all.”
 
   “Leave now?”  Felix’s brows shot up.  “But we’ve got at least another week to go here, and now that Jakob’s back, it could last even longer.”
 
   “That’s another thing.  I’d rather get this settled before Jakob gets back and decides to take things into his own hands.  We’ve all seen his brand of justice, and I’d rather not see more people executed.”  It was hard enough to watch with people I barely knew, let alone those I considered to be my friends.
 
   Felix nodded slowly.  “It sounds like you’ve already made up your mind.”
 
   “Not quite, but I’m definitely thinking about it.”
 
   “It’s your call, of course, just let us know what you want to do.  But I think it’d be a shame to waste the opportunities here.  We might not get another Gathering for fifty or sixty years.”  
 
   “Noted,” I nodded at him.  “Bridge, what do you think?”
 
   “I’m good either way.  But it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world to go home and get my hands on a real burger again.  The crap that passes for food here makes me want to cry.”
 
   Felix rubbed her back soothingly.  “I can get you a real burger, babycakes,” he offered.
 
   “Aww, sweetie, you can ask for one, but they’re liable to deep fry it or bake it into a pie.”
 
   I covered a smile at the exchange, trying to keep to the topic at hand.  “Rob?  Stay or go?”
 
   “I’m for a return to the home front.  I’ll breathe easier once I’ve got you under the protection of the house spell again, and I can tell friend from foe.”  
 
   That settled it for me.  “Alright, I’ll try and have a word with Jakob tonight and sound him out.  This whole discussion might be a moot point if he decides not to let me go.  In the meantime, put those feelers out, Felix.  Let’s bring Byrne in and hope that cuts down on the more violent outbursts until we can get there and assess the damage for ourselves.”
 
   “I’m on it, boss.  Don’t forget you got that meet with Faust and Erlendur at midnight.”
 
   There was plenty of time to kill before then and I didn’t protest when Felix and Bridget left to start putting things in motion.  That left me alone with Rob, which suited me fine.  
 
   “Do you think I’m doing the right thing in going home?  I mean, apart from putting me in a safer position, is it a good idea to leave before the Gathering is over?”
 
   Rob’s hands rested on my shoulders, his thumbs offering a reassuring stroke.  “I think you should go with your gut, trust your instincts to know what’s right.  Right for you and right for your people.”
 
   “What if I make the wrong decision?”
 
   “Never happen,” he said with a half smile.  
 
   “I’ve got some time to kill before my next meeting.”  
 
   Right on cue there was a knock at the door.
 
   “Maybe we could go for a walk or something?  Try to find a spot of privacy?” I leaned close to whisper. 
 
   “I had an idea about that.”  His voice rumbled low, by my ear.
 
   “I’m listening.”
 
   “I think you need to go hunting.”
 
   “Like on horseback?”  My brows drew together in confusion.
 
   “Naw, in the city, you silly chit.”
 
   “But… I don’t need to eat.”  I knew from past experience that Jakob’s blood would tide me over for a couple of weeks at least.  
 
   “Course you do.  Wouldn’t raise a single brow for you to go on the prowl after the week you’ve had.”  
 
   I began to see the beauty in his plan.  “And where would we actually be going?”
 
   The knock sounded on the door again.
 
   Rob smiled.  “I know just the place.”  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   The knock belonged to Gunnar, announcing I had a visitor.  I considered asking him to tell whoever it was to take a flying leap and hear more about Rob’s plan, but when I spotted Bishop standing in the hall with a hangdog expression on his face, I decided to let him in.
 
   “Thanks for seeing me,” he said with a faint smile, barely glancing at Rob, who hovered by the door.  Bishop didn’t look any worse for wear; he probably knew the secret vampire cure for hangovers, a shot of blood.  “I’m sorry about last night.  I know I got a little out of hand and said some things…”  He scratched at the back of his neck, the whole thing not sitting well with him and I cut him some slack.
 
   “It’s okay, you had a good excuse.  No harm done.”
 
   “Still, I shouldn’t have come up here to bother you like that when I was in that frame of mind, and I’m sorry for disturbing you.”
 
   “It’s okay to make mistakes sometimes, Bishop.  Nobody expects you to take a blow like that without cracking up every now and then.”
 
   “Right,” he said, thumb scratching at his upper lip.  “But I deserved that hit last night, so I just wanted to say, no hard feelings, man.”  He offered his hand to Rob who shook it.
 
   “You hit him last night?”
 
   “Yeah, a bit,” Rob shrugged.  “Wasn’t nothing to bother you with.”
 
   “It was a good shot,” Bishop acknowledged with a sheepish grin.  “Anyway, I did have an actual reason to talk to you though, besides being an ass.  I promised to talk to you about some problems going on back in San Francisco.  Mason called me last night, he says it’s getting pretty bad.”
 
   I held up one hand.  “I’m one step ahead of you.  I already talked to Marcus and we’re working on leaving soon, maybe tomorrow night if I can swing it.”
 
   “Oh,” he blinked, some of the tension draining from his shoulders.  “Well, good.  I’m glad to see you taking this seriously.  I’d hate to lose any more friends.”
 
   “Me too.  I’ve never been one to advocate violence on any side, you know that.  I hope we can fix it before it gets any worse.”
 
   “I can help you, if you’ll let me.”
 
   The offer surprised the heck out of me.  I couldn’t help but glance at Rob, remembering his thoughts on hiding behind Bishop for protection, but his face gave nothing away.  “You’re not needed here or in Rome?”
 
   “Not as much as I am in the West from the sounds of it.  Unless you’d rather I stay away.”  
 
   “No, we’d be glad to have you.  Everybody knows and respects you, maybe they’ll actually listen to you.  Can you be ready to leave soon?”
 
   “I can be ready in ten minutes if you need me to be.”  Bishop smiled, and I was struck by how drop dead sexy he could be when he wasn’t busy brooding.  My lips curved in response of their own volition.
 
   “It won’t be anything as short notice as that.  I still have to bring it up to Jakob and make sure he’s okay with it.” 
 
   “Ah, so he hasn’t given it the stamp of approval yet?  Good luck getting him to agree to leave early.  A Gathering like this is the sort of thing he lives for.  Or at least he used to.”
 
   “I don’t know, maybe he’s changed.  He didn’t seem too enthused with the idea of sitting in on meetings for the next week.  Besides, he doesn’t need to leave, I do.  He can stay here for as long as he wants.”
 
   “You know he probably won’t do that, right?”  Bishop’s skepticism came through loud and clear.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because he claimed you.  You basically belong to him now.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous.  I promised not to give him any lip in public, but that’s about it.”
 
   “I wouldn’t bet on it if I was you.  You have to ask for his permission to leave the mansion, I’m pretty sure he won’t want to let you go back home without him.”
 
   “You’re kidding me.”  I looked to Rob.  “He’s messing with me, right?”
 
   “Afraid not,” he said with an I told you so look.  “He has a say in where you go and what you do now.”
 
   Jeez Louise, how did I get myself into these positions?  I turned an accusatory eye back to Bishop.  “How come I never had to do any of this when you claimed me?”
 
   “Because I’m an idiot and I should’ve kept you chained to the bed the entire time,” he grinned.  “Seriously though, it doesn’t come up in most modern relationships, but the Ellri…”
 
   “Can pretty much do whatever they want,” I said sourly.  “Alright, thanks for the heads up.  I’ll keep you posted on when we’re leaving.  I’d better go paste on a smile and greet my Lord and Master.”
 
   “Bonus points if you call him that,” Bishop grinned, and I was mostly sure he was joking.  Mostly.  
 
   I decided not to broach the subject of leaving to Jakob yet, it was hard enough to convince him I didn’t need him to go hunting with me.  Only after the promise that I’d take Rob, Gunnar and Tucker with me did he agree to let me leave the protection of the mansion.  You’d think I was a helpless human from all the fuss he made.  
 
   Soon we were in a black Mercedes, rocketing along the country road to London, Gunnar and Tucker (in human form for once) in the back.  I wasn’t quite sure how this would end up as a romantic tryst with a couple of witnesses in the back seat, but Rob was way ahead of me.  As soon as we got to the heart of the city he pulled over and faced the two.
 
   “No need for the two of you to tag along tonight, we’re just going to the Bird in Hand.  Why not go and have a drink or two while I take her in?”  
 
   Gunnar eagerly took the suggestion to heart, but Tucker was harder to convince.  “B-but we’re supposed to s-s-s-stay with Anja,” he protested.  
 
   “She’ll be safe as houses in there, and they won’t let your lot in anyway, security’s tight as a drum.  Why not spend a few hours of leisure?  We’re in no hurry to get back.  Didn’t you say something about a spot of shopping afterwards?” Rob looked to me and I nodded.  
 
   “Yes, that’s right.  I wanted to hit a few shops before they close up for the night.  Actually, Gunnar, I’m looking for something to go on the table in the front hall at home.  Would you mind keeping an eye out and send me a picture if you find anything good?”
 
   “I can do this,” Gunnar nodded readily.  “Let’s go, Tucker.  I have not been much time in London.  You will lead the way.”
 
   “But…”  The young werewolf hesitated, and I considered giving him a push of compulsion to send him on his way before he relented.  “A-alright, if that’s what you want.”
 
   “Off you go then,” Rob said, unlocking the doors and the two climbed out, Gunnar with a happy wave and Tucker less so.  “We’ll meet up with you at Pandora’s Cross later.”  He started the car with a roar of the engine, smoothly peeling into traffic with a swift check of the mirrors.  “There we go.  Easy peasey, yeah?” he grinned after we’d gone a few blocks.
 
   I couldn’t help but grin back when his hand settled over mine, the rough pad of his thumb stroking the back of my hand.  “Where are we going?”
 
   “A safe place.”
 
   I fully expected him to pull up to the basement apartment that used to be his grandmother’s, but instead we went to a modest apartment building in another part of town I didn’t recognize.  “You live here?”  
 
   “On the occasion I’m in town with some time to m’self.  Which is not very often.  I have to warn you, it’s not very posh.”
 
   “I don’t care about that,” I answered honestly.  “I’m just looking forward to spending some time with you that doesn’t require keeping an ear half cocked for interruptions.”  We climbed up three flights of stairs before we came to his door and he started to unlock the many deadbolts.  
 
   He’d barely stuck his key into the first one when a woman’s voice cut through the door.  “Oi, whoever’s out there I’ve got a bat with your name on it if you don’t nick off.”
 
   “Bloody hell,” Rob swore under his breath, eyes closing as he drew in a long breath.
 
   “Who’s that?” I whispered.
 
   “An unexpected piece of company,” he said, continuing on with the rest of the locks.  
 
   “That’s it, I’m calling the coppers,” she yelled when it was apparent we hadn’t gone away. 
 
   Rob got the last lock undone and swung the door in.  “That’s a fine how d’ya do considering I pay for the place,” he grumbled.
 
   “Rob!” the woman squeaked in delight, throwing her arms around his neck in an enthusiastic hug.  Rob looked uncomfortable, but patted her back awkwardly, shooting me an embarrassed grimace.  
 
   She was young, maybe twenty or twenty-one, about my height, her hair falling past her shoulders in a riot of strawberry blonde curls – the color every woman wants but can’t get from a box.  Her eyes were the color of whiskey, and they smoldered with happiness to see Rob, that much was evident.  Whoever she was, she was glad to see him alright.  
 
   Dressed in tight dark pants with black, calf length boots and a pearlescent v-neck top, deep enough to reveal a swell of cleavage, she was positively bursting with life, a sharp change from the undead crowd I usually hung out with.  I could almost smell the sun on her skin; she glowed under the lights, beckoning the eye to the spray of freckles liberally dashed across her nose and on the tips of her shoulders.  I’d spent plenty of time in human company, but there was something about her… something undeniably appealing I couldn’t quite put my finger on.  
 
   “You should’ve rung to tell me you were in town,” she scolded him with a playful punch to the shoulder. 
 
   “I might’ve if you’d let on you were still here,” he replied sternly, ignoring the punch.  And me, for that matter.  Rob hadn’t bothered to introduce me and I was left standing in the hallway while they chatted just inside.
 
   She disregarded his harsh tone, her lips curved in an appreciative smile.  “You’re looking good enough to eat.”
 
   “I could say the same to you.  What you doing here?  I thought I told you to find another place to crash after I left.”
 
   “It’s brilliant to see you again too, luv,” she said with a sarcastic smirk.
 
   “I’m serious, Laveda.  I ain’t your benefactor no more.”
 
   Sweet zombie Jesus… Was she his former mistress?  I could understand the appeal, but I suppose I’d never seriously pictured Rob living with anyone.  I could only stand there, utterly mortified as they continued to ignore me.  
 
   “Well, what you getting so cheesed off about?” she demanded, throwing up her hands.  “To hear you say it I’ve gone and caused this grand imposition.  You weren’t using the place, why shouldn’t I stay here?”  
 
   “You know why,” he glowered and I cleared my throat, trying to catch Rob’s attention, but it was the girl who noticed me.  
 
   “Blimey, we’re being completely rude.  Who’s your friend?”
 
   Rob seemed to see me for the first time since she’d roped him into a hug, shaking his head as if to clear it.  “Oh, sorry.  This here’s my boss, Anja.”
 
   “Lovely to meet you, miss.”  Laveda dimpled into a charming smile, her eyes bright as she looked me up and down.  Why couldn’t I be wearing one of those fantastic ballgowns instead of dressed for London drizzle in my frumpy jeans and cableknit sweater?
 
   “Likewise,” I nodded, unable to offer my hand since I couldn’t cross the threshold without an invite.  “So, um… how do the two of you know each other?”
 
   Rob caught my tone of voice, his brows twitching together.  “Not like that.”
 
   “Not like what?” Laveda teased, grabbing for his bum only to have Rob swat her hand away like an offending insect.  “Rob’s been a pain in my arse since I was in pigtails.”
 
   “Oh, childhood friends?”  The knot in my stomach eased a smidge.
 
   “I’m his cousin, Laveda.”
 
   “His cousin?”  Even better.  
 
   “In a roundabout way,” Rob allowed, his hand tilting back and forth.
 
   Laveda’s amber eyes suddenly lit with recognition.  “Oh wait… you’re the one, the dolly from America that’s got him dancing at attention, yeah?”
 
   “She’s my boss,” Rob repeated.
 
   “Yeah, yeah, that’s the one.  I was hoping we’d meet after Leila came back from her trip.”
 
   Rob craned his neck, looking deeper into the apartment.  “Is she here?”
 
   “She popped round to the chemist to pick up some paracetamol.”
 
   “Leila lives here?” I smiled in surprise.  “I wouldn’t mind seeing her again.”
 
   “You weren’t expecting to find her here then?”  Laveda’s eyes narrowed shrewdly.   “You weren’t expecting to find me neither.”
 
   “Leave it,” Rob said in a warning tone, but Laveda ignored it.  
 
   “The two of you here for a bit of slap and tickle?”
 
   I looked to Rob.  “I’m not sure what you mean,” I said, but I was starting to get an inkling from the knowing look in her eye.  
 
   “She’s my boss,” Rob insisted, and I could tell he was starting to lose his patience.
 
   “So you keep saying,” she scoffed.  “I ain’t deaf – and I ain’t blind neither,” she added under her breath.
 
   “No, we’re friends,” I insisted and she gave a roll of the eyes.  
 
   “Right, come in then, friend,” she smiled, linking her arm through mine as I stepped across the threshold.  “Now, who wants a coffee?”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   We’d barely taken two steps when the door flung open and Leila burst in, dark hair flying about her shoulders as she nearly tackled Rob in a flurry of tears.  
 
   “Robby!” she exclaimed, hugging him tight, her words spilling out through hiccupping sobs.  “I was tied in knots for you.  Tried to take the pain, but I couldn’t catch hold of it.  It curled through my fingers like smoke.”  
 
   Rob caught her up in a great hug, stroking her hair softly.  “It’s alright, I’m fine now.  There’s a good girl.”
 
   “But I saw it.  Saw the burn, saw you screaming ‘til you had no voice left and I could only hear it in my heart.”
 
   “Hush now, Bits,” he soothed, pulling back to look into her eyes, gently framing her face with his hands.  “It’s all gone now, good as new, see?”
 
   “Good as new?” she hiccupped again, fingers scrabbling over his buttons to pull open his shirt, and I could see the mass of scar tissue over his heart.  All that pain, because of me.  It brought it back in a heartbeat and I looked away, swallowing back my own tears.  Leila leaned close and smelled his skin.  “All gone now,” she nodded to herself. 
 
   “That’s as I said, nothing but a dream to us now,” Rob smiled gently, turning her by the shoulders.  “Look who I’ve brung a-visiting from America.”
 
   “Anja!” Leila cried out with no less enthusiasm, her thin arms encircling me in a surprisingly tight hug.  
 
   “It’s good to see you again, Leila,” I said, not quite sure how to take her grave expression as she pulled back to peer into my face.  
 
   “What a lovely doll you are,” she sighed, reaching up to arrange my hair around my shoulders.  “Broken and put together again, but the cracks are still there.”  Leila looked close to tears again, but she sniffed, eyes hardening with resolve as she raised my chin with delicately tapered fingers.  “Never you mind, they’ll fade with age,” she whispered confidentially.  “I’m glad you’ve come, I have just the thing.”  She let go of me and dashed off down the hall without another word.  
 
   “Same old Leila,” I said, not quite sure what to make of the exchange.  What did she see when she looked at me that made her think I was cracked?  
 
   “I think I’ll go have a quick chat with her and see what’s what.”  Rob gazed down the hall before his eyes swung back to me.  “Will you be alright here?”
 
   “Sure, I’ll be fine.  You go catch up with your sister.”  I waved him on.  
 
   “Right, I’ll keep her company,” Laveda offered.  “Come with me into the kitchen, we’ll put the kettle on and get to be fast friends.”  She linked her arm through mine again and I got a whiff of her spicy perfume.  Sort of musky, but not… hard to describe, but it was wonderfully enticing.  I considered asking her what kind of perfume she used but thought better of it.  Wouldn’t it be weird for me to smell like Rob’s cousin?  Besides, I didn’t want to admit to sniffing her, so I dropped it when she let go of me to fill the kettle.  
 
   “So, you’re living here with Leila?”
 
   “Just until I get back on my feet.”  Her face clouded.  “Unless that’s a problem.  Rob’s not moving back in anytime soon, is he?”
 
   “No, I don’t think so.  He’ll be coming back to San Francisco with me in a day or two.”
 
   “Ah, that’s magic then,” she beamed, pulling down a Tupperware container full of shortbread cookies.  “Fancy a biscuit?”  She waggled them at me, her brows drawing together when I didn’t immediately reach for it.  “Or don’t you eat them?  Some still do I’m told.”
 
   “Some what?”
 
   “You know, your lot.  Fangers.”
 
   So she could tell I was a vampire.  Interesting.  “I like a taste every now and again.”
 
   “Good, ‘cause otherwise I feel like a right cow stuffing them in my face alone,” she grinned, sliding the container across the counter to me after grabbing one with each hand. 
 
   “Thanks.”  I picked up a cookie, nibbling on it to be polite, even though I didn’t have much of an appetite for one.  Mostly I wondered how much she new about ‘fangers’, and what that meant for me.  
 
   “Here we are,” Leila sang out, appearing in the kitchen, something small and white in her hand.  “This should do the trick.”  Catching up my hand, she stuck a Band-aid on the back of it over smooth skin.  
 
   “Thanks, but… there’s nothing wrong with my hand.”
 
   “I know,” she said smoothing her fingers across the top of it.  “The plaster is to remind you you’re not well yet.  Best not to sneak a peek until the healing’s done or it could get messy.”
 
   “I… don’t understand,” I admitted, looking to Laveda, but she just shrugged.  “I’m all healed up from what happened.”
 
   “On the outside maybe, but the scars on the inside take the longest to fade.”  She patted my hand and then froze in place, her eyes focused on a distant point.  “Oh… right then,” she blinked, snapping out of it.  “No time to lose.”  Flashing us both a brilliant smile, she scurried off in the direction of the bedrooms again.
 
   I studied the bandage on my hand wondering what it was she’d seen.  “Do you ever get used to that?” 
 
   “Makes it interesting at holiday gatherings,” Laveda grinned.  She had other things on her mind though.  “So, how long have the two of you been…?”
 
   My breath sucked in out of habit and I choked on a dry bite of cookie before I remembered I didn’t have to breathe and froze until she could hand me a glass of water.  
 
   “Must be useful going all still like that when you’re choking,” she added with a touch of envy as I gulped it down.
 
   “Thanks,” I croaked, taking another sip for good measure.  “We’re friends, that’s all.”
 
   “Go on, pull the other one,” she said with a wink.  “Anyone can tell by looking at you how far gone the two of you are.”
 
   Frak!  Was that true?  Was it really written all over our faces?  “Please tell me you’re just saying that.”
 
   “Fair enough, not just anyone could tell, but I can.  Got a knack for reading people, I do.”
 
   Knack or not, that was dangerous information for her to have, and I didn’t hesitate in using my compulsion on her, catching hold of her will with mine.  “You won’t tell anyone that Rob and I have feelings for each other.  In fact, you’ll forget I was ever here today,” I added for good measure.  That ought to take care of it, except for the fact that she flat out laughed in my face.  
 
   “That don’t work on me, luv.  Top marks for the effort though.”
 
   “Cripes, I forgot, you’re related to Rob,” I remembered too late, falling back against the counter in disappointment.  How the heck was I supposed to fix this now?  There was always a good old fashioned threat, but I wasn’t sure Rob wanted me trying to strong arm his relatives.  Then again, Rob was way scarier than me on most days.  “If you say anything about this to anyone, Rob will go completely mental on you.”
 
   She seemed to find the notion more amusing than threatening.  “Don’t get your knickers in a knot, it’s no business of mine anyway.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, trying to get her to understand the gravity of the situation.  “I wouldn’t care, but it’s actually super important no one find out about Rob and me.  We’re not doing anything wrong, but we have to hide this thing between us, at least for now.  Can we trust you to keep quiet about it?” 
 
   Laveda put down the box of tea and picked up both of my hands.  “Tell me how you feel when you think of Rob.”
 
   That knocked me for a loop.  “How do I feel?  I…”  I spent so much time denying those feelings, I hardly knew how to articulate them.  Only she didn’t seem all that interested in anything I had to say, her eyes unfocused as she sucked in a sharp breath and let it out long and slow, lips curving.  
 
   “Oh, I see…” she breathed.  “That’s a right scorcher, ain’t it?”
 
   “What is?”
 
   “Those lovely tinglies you get when I say his name,” she grinned.  Laveda let go of my hands and picked up my discarded water glass, gulping back the rest of the contents.  “You’re pretty far gone, yeah?”
 
   “Did you just… were you reading my mind or something?”  How shiny was that?  Except for the whole invading my privacy thing.  
 
   “Nothing so brilliant as all that.  I told you I’ve a knack for reading people.”  She put the glass in the sink and swiped another cookie.  “If I focus, I pick up your emotions, feel what you’re feeling and it was pretty steamy there for a tick.  Don’t you worry, I’ll keep mum about it all right.  We’re family now, ain’t we?”
 
   Surprised to be brought so quickly into the fold, I gave her an impulsive hug.  “Thanks.  I don’t know what to say, you guys have been great.  I wish my family stuck together half as well.  Except for my sister, she’s always had my back.”
 
   “Always wanted a sister,” Laveda admitted with a wistful sigh as she poured steaming water into four mugs.  “I was stuck with nothing but brothers though, the brutes.  Tea or coffee then?” she asked.
 
   “Oh, tea, please, I’m not much of a coffee drinker,” I said, taking a seat at the kitchen table.  “How many brothers do you have?”
 
   “Why, d’ya want one?”
 
   Rob appeared, loosening his tie and shrugging off his suit coat, revealing a shoulder holster with a very lethal looking gun tucked under one arm.  “You been playing nice?” he asked his cousin.
 
   “Don’t I always?”
 
   “You want me to answer that?”  He raised a brow as he sat at the table, favoring me with a quick wink and a smile.  “Hullo,” he said to me, taking my hand where it lay on the table and giving it a squeeze.  Apparently he wasn’t too concerned with Laveda spilling the beans about our relationship, and I took comfort in that, squeezing his hand back with a smile.  
 
   “Hi.”  It felt good to do something so simple as hold hands without worrying about being seen and I just sat there, smiling at him like a fool until Laveda cleared her throat.
 
   “Shall I just fetch the milk then?  No need for sugar with all that sweetness passing back and forth in here.”
 
   Rob ignored the comment, but he did tear his eyes from mine, sliding his mug closer to give it a stir.  “Shoot that newspaper over here, yeah?”  He jerked his head in her direction, but all she did was perch both hands on her hips.
 
   “More like I’ll twat you over the head with it if you don’t ask nicely.”
 
   Rob stared her down and she met his gaze without flinching.  I’d seen grown men nearly wet themselves when facing that stare.  “Please,” he bit out finally and she was all smiles.
 
   “There now, was that so hard?  Men, they’re so difficult to train,” she sighed, slapping the paper down on the table.  
 
   “Actually, I’ve found Rob’s training to be exceptionally thorough,” I smiled, leaning closer, propping my head up with my hand, elbow on the table.  Rob’s body canted toward mine as he sat forward, our knees touching.  
 
   “The things you say,” he rumbled, lightly stroking the back of my hand and Laveda cleared her throat again.  
 
   “Go on, you two.  You’re throwing off enough heat to make me blush.”
 
   I looked away before the urge to challenge him to a sparring match faded.  There were some holds I definitely wouldn’t mind revisiting now that our friendship had deepened into something more.  “Sorry, we don’t get to be together like this very much.  We’ll behave, I promise.”
 
   “Behaving ain’t what I had in mind when I brung you here,” he muttered.  Me neither, but what could we do with his family there?    
 
   “Is Leila coming back?” I asked, trying to focus on something other than the feel of his hand in mine.  
 
   “She’ll be around soon enough,” Rob said, blowing across the top of his mug.  “She’s busy with something or other, shooed me right out without so much as a hi and goodbye.  So, what you been doing to keep out of trouble, Veda?”
 
   “Call me that again and I’ll show you trouble.”  She wagged her finger at him before her eyes lit upon the clock.  “Holy shitballs, is that the time?  I’d better leg it soon or I’ll be late for work.”  Grabbing a couple of ice cubes from the tiny freezer compartment in their fridge, she stirred them into her coffee, gulping it down as soon as it was cool enough.
 
   “Where do you work?” I asked, wondering what kind of a place she’d start so late in the day.
 
   “Place called Bird in Hand, do you know it?”
 
   My mouth fell open in surprise.  “You seriously work there?”  She seemed so… normal.  Not at all like the women I’d met there on my one and only visit.  Rob’s face instantly hardened into a scowl at the news.  
 
   “I thought we agreed you’d give up this lifestyle?”
 
   “You agreed, I happen to like this lifestyle,” Laveda said loftily, setting her mug into the bottom of the sink with a thunk and pulling out a tube of slick lip gloss.
 
   Rob was out of his chair in a flash, grabbing her elbow roughly.  “Selling yourself as a feeder?  That’s a sure way to end up dead.”
 
   Laveda pulled her arm free without much effort, poking him in the chest with the gloss.  “Don’t you get stroppy with me, I can take care of myself.  I don’t need you sticking your nose into it, Robby.  And if you must know, I’m the help, not the menu.  I work there as a bartender.”
 
   The anger dissolved between them as he took in the piece of news.  “Oh,” he said, jaw unclenching.  “Well, that’s alright then.”
 
   “So glad you approve,” she muttered sourly.  “Not that it’s any business of yours to begin with.”
 
   “It’s my business to look after you, especially when you’re living under my roof.”
 
   “Which I appreciate, ta muchly.”  She leaned forward to kiss his cheek.  “But I can manage just fine.”  
 
   I still wasn’t clear on their relationship, it didn’t seem to follow any experiences I had with my distant cousins.  But I could see they cared about each other, that much was obvious.  
 
   Leila appeared, taking her seat at the table and immediately diving into the Tupperware container.  “Has everything been sorted?  I’ve packed your things,” she said around a mouthful of cookies.
 
   “Packed my things?” Rob asked, a pucker of confusion appearing on his brow.
 
   “Don’t be thick, Robby, it makes you sound daft.  I’ve packed Laveda’s things of course.”
 
   Laveda’s eyes stretched wide.  “What, you kicking me out then?”  
 
   “Of course not, you’ll be going with them to San Francisco.”  
 
   “I will?” she gasped.
 
   Right at the same time Rob and I both said, “She will?”
 
   “Didn’t I tell you before?”  Leila blinked, all innocence as she stole the last cookie.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    “You’ll love it there, Laveda, and the jet is posh as anything.  Leather soft enough bite into,” Leila beamed.
 
   I leaned closer to Rob as they chatted about the trip.  “Did you tell her we were leaving for home soon?”
 
   “No, I didn’t get a chance to.  But if Leila had one of her visions… it’s likely Laveda’s meant to go with us.”
 
   “Of course she’s meant to go,” Leila declared.  “I saw it for m’self.  And there’s a surprise waiting for you as well.”
 
   “What kind of surprise?”  Laveda’s eyes sparkled in anticipation. 
 
   “Can’t tell you or it won’t be a surprise.”  A roll of the eyes was given.  
 
   “Guess I’d better go give notice then.” Laveda decided, tucking her lip gloss away, unused.  
 
   “Just like that?” I asked in surprise and she turned to me in distress.  
 
   “Don’t you want me to go with?”  
 
   “Well, sure, you’re more than welcome to hitch a ride.  But isn’t this kind of sudden to uproot everything and move half a world away?  Do you even have a passport?”
 
   Laveda’s dimples sprang back to life.  “She’s adorable, ain’t she?” she grinned with a shake of the head.  “Picking up at the drop of a hat don’t mean nothing to our folk.  It’s what’s kept us alive all these years.”  All of a sudden I was reminded she might not be as young as she looked.  
 
   “Alright then, we’d be glad to have you.  Rob can send you the flight information as soon as it’s arranged.”
 
   “Aces.  Come on then, Leila, time to go walkies.”  She grabbed her coat off a hook hanging inside the broom closet.
 
   “But why?  I’m not going to work and I’ve just made my tea the right shade of tasty,” Leila pouted.
 
   “Because Robby’s bound to bust a nut if we don’t give them some alone time soon,” she said, holding out Leila’s coat.
 
   “Oi, you’re not so old I can’t lay you across my lap if you get too cheeky,” Rob warned, eyes narrowing.
 
   “And you’re not a close enough cousin that I’d mind,” she teased back.  
 
   Definitely an odd family relationship.  “You really don’t have to leave on our account.”  I hated the thought of chasing them out of their own home, especially on a cold winter night.
 
   “It’s no trouble.  Come on, Leila, I’ll buy you a treacle tart.”
 
   Leila’s eyes suddenly brimmed with happiness, reaching for her coat.  “With clotted cream?”
 
   “If you like.” 
 
   “You’re not taking her to the Bird in Hand,” Rob warned, winding a white scarf around Leila’s neck.
 
   “Course not, what do you take me for?  We’re for the Pink Poodle instead.”  Laveda shot me a quick wink, but Rob didn’t rise to the bait.  “Don’t let him give you any guff.  He’s all talk, yeah?”
 
   “Well, not all talk,” I grinned back.
 
   “It’s definitely time to clear out.  Let’s go, Leila.”
 
   “I’ll call you later, Bits,” Rob promised, dropping a kiss to his sister’s temple.  
 
   “No you won’t, but I’ll forgive you,” she replied with a twinkle in her eye.  “Take care of Anja.  When the time comes, don’t worry about me.  Won’t be no danger coming to my door.”
 
   “I’ll try to keep that in mind.”
 
   We escorted them to the door, hugs were exchanged, until it was only Rob and me left.  We stood there watching each other, a smile on my lips as we heard the girls clomping down the stairs in their boots, haggling over whether or not hot chestnuts were in order.  
 
   “Is there anyone you don’t try to take care of?” I asked when their voices started to fade.  “You were a bit hard on Laveda.”
 
   “She’s family.  I don’t like to see her mixed up in that crowd.”
 
   “What crowd, my crowd?  She’s also a grown woman, capable of making her own decisions.”
 
   “It’s dangerous, her being around vampires.”
 
   “Why’s that?”  The Bird in Hand might not be my favorite place, but it was the most regulated place I’d seen for feeding.  Plus, she wasn’t even a feeder, so it was probably even less of a risk for a bartender.
 
   “You liked her, didn’t you?”
 
   “Of course I did.  Why would that possibly be a bad thing?”  
 
   “Everybody likes her, vampires in particular.  She gives off a scent that’s particularly alluring, don’t tell me you didn’t notice it.”
 
   “I thought that was you,” I smiled, pulling him closer.  
 
   “It can be dangerous among those that don’t like to take no for an answer.  Laveda likes to think she can take care of herself, but one of these days she’ll end up in over her head, mark my words.”
 
   “Then maybe it’s for the best that she’s coming back with us.  That way you can keep an eye on her.” 
 
   “I’d rather keep my eyes on you.”  The silence loomed between us as we both realized at the same time we were utterly alone for the first time in forever.  “Hullo,” his voice rumbled through me as he pressed me up against the door.
 
   “Hi,” I whispered, our breath mingling as we drew closer, drawing out the moment so that I actually moaned the instant his lips touched mine.  The song swelled between us as we finally gave in, the kiss no less sweet without the tang of danger that haunted us at the mansion.  
 
   “I’ve missed you,” I breathed when he left my lips to nudge the underside of my jaw with his raspy cheek, mouth seeking the tender skin at my neck.
 
   “I’ve been right here the whole while.”
 
   “Not like this.”  
 
   “No, not like this,” he agreed, his hands moving lower to slip under my sweater as his hot breath fanned over my moist skin.  
 
   “Are you sure your sister won’t mind, us using her apartment like this?”  
 
   “She ought not to, I pay for the place.”
 
   Not that I would have stopped, mind you, but the thought still went through my mind as his fingers urged my sweater higher, and I reached for his belt.  The sound of a key in the lock registered, my jaw dropping in shock.
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me?” Rob muttered.  He went still, hands pressed on either side of me to keep the door shut.  “Whoever it is better sod off or I’ll be calling down a load of violence you ain’t never seen the likes of,” he growled menacingly enough that I sincerely hoped it might be someone else out there, but it was Laveda’s voice who came through the door.  
 
   “Sorry to be a bother, but have you got the flash car downstairs, parked near the corner?”
 
   Rob’s head cocked to one side, as surprised at the question as I was.  “Why?”
 
   “I don’t suppose it matters to you, but there’s a bloke messing around with it.  Thought you should know.”
 
   A string of curses left his lips as he pushed away from the door, headed straight for a window.  Tamping down my frustration, I unlocked the door, giving Laveda a grateful smile.  
 
   “Thanks, Laveda, you did the right thing in telling us.”
 
   “No worries, just doing my part.”  She darted a quick look in at Rob and turned to go.  “I’d better be on my way.”
 
   I shut the door and joined him at the window.  Sure enough, there was a guy down there leaning down to do something on the driver’s side by the front wheel well.  “Can you tell who it is from up here?”
 
   “Naw, it’s too far.  You stay put, I’ll go check it out.”
 
   Okay, so I know I should’ve stayed up there, but I really wanted to see who was monkeying around with our car.  Besides, what if there were more of them laying in wait?
 
   I caught up with Rob in time to see him approach the guy who was still bent over the car.  “Oi, what you doing to my car?” Rob demanded, pushing at his shoulder.  
 
   The guy wore dark pants made of parachute type material and a white singlet, his arms bare despite the chill of winter.  Short blonde hair was matted and uneven, as though he’d forgotten to comb it for a few days, and his eyes were trained at Rob’s feet.
 
   “Answer me, what the fuck were you doing to my car?” Rob shoved at him again, and the guy gave a limp shrug.  “Right then,” Rob’s hand fisted in the guy’s shirt and his other elbow cocked back, but I reached him in time to keep from throwing a punch.  
 
   “Hold on a sec.  Let me talk to him while you go check the car.”
 
   Rob was distracted enough by my appearance to forget to be mad at the guy anymore.  “You’re meant to be upstairs where it’s safe.”
 
   “And you’re not supposed to beat the crap out of every guy who comes near us.  It’s not even your car anyway, you signed it out at the mansion.”  I turned to the guy, wondering why he wouldn’t look up at us.  “Hey, what’s your name?”
 
   “Nigel.”
 
   “What are you doing with our car, Nigel?”
 
   “I wasn’t doing nothing,” he mumbled, eyes still trained on the ground.
 
   “What’s this then?” Rob said, coming up with a small magnetic device he fished out from under the wheel well.  “You been tracking us?”
 
   “Had to,” Nigel said with another shrug.  “He said we was to watch you at all costs, but I didn’t know what else to do if you was to split up again.  Mickey’s already off with the other two.”  
 
   I caught a whiff of his scent on the breeze then and recognized it right off the bat.  Werewolf.  “Who said?  Brody?”
 
   “Ain’t supposed to say.”
 
   I caught his chin, forcing his head up until I had his full attention.  “Who sent you after us, and why?”
 
   His blue eyes flared with panic as my will caught hold of him, but then the fight went out of him, his responses wooden.  “Jakob sent us to look after you, see you safely back to the mansion.  Said we was to keep out of sight, Mickey and me, but I wasn’t sure what to do when you went into the building.  I figured I’d slip a kit onto the car and track you up into the building when you didn’t come back out straight away.”
 
   Jakob sent him?  Rob let out a blistering string of expletives at the revelation, and it took me a good couple of minutes to recover enough to ask the next question.  
 
   “What about your friend, this Mickey, he’s tailing Gunnar and Tucker?”
 
   “That’s right, miss.”
 
   “Does Mickey know where you are right now?”
 
   “No, only that I’m followin’ you two.”  
 
   “I can’t believe this,” Rob muttered, sending a stray can skittering across the street with a well placed kick and I reached for his hand. 
 
   “It’s fine, I can fix this.”
 
   Rob immediately tore his hand from mine.  “Can you?  Can you fix Jakob sending spies after us at every turn?  This can’t be a good thing, him not trusting me to do my job.”
 
   “Maybe we’re overreacting.  Maybe this is more about his paranoia than anything else.  You know how he is about keeping me safe.”  I turned to the were, making extra sure I had a good hold on his will.  “Nigel, I want you to listen to me.  You followed us to Portabello Road where Rob watched over me like a hawk while I shopped.  After a while I picked out a human and fed, with no mishaps, and then we went to Pandora’s Cross to meet up with Gunnar and Tucker.  We were never here, and we never talked.  Do you understand?”
 
   “I understand,” he repeated.  
 
   “Good, now take this tracker thingy and go sit in your car until we leave.”
 
   Neither one of us spoke as we climbed into the black Mercedes, the minutes ticking by as we sat in silence before I ventured to say something.  
 
   “So much for our rendezvous, huh?”
 
   Rob didn’t reply, his attention wholly focused on the mirrors, where I assumed he watched Nigel watching us.  
 
   “I’ll talk to Jakob,” I tried again.  “I’ll tell him we don’t need the extra protection detail, we can handle it on our own.”
 
   “We can’t let on that we know about this,” he snapped, his mouth turned down into a deep frown and I recoiled from the anger there.
 
   “Why are you so mad?”
 
   “Because I let myself be too distracted by you not to notice we was being followed.  Maybe Jakob has the right of it and I can’t do a proper job of protecting you no more ‘cause I’m too close to see clearly?  What if it’d been someone else stalking you and I didn’t see them coming?”
 
   Was that what he was so worried about?  “Of course you can, you’re all about keeping me safe.”  I reached out to lay my hand over his on the seat between us.  “We don’t have to let this ruin our night together, you know.  We could go back upstairs, they don’t know we’re not having an innocent visit with your family.”
 
   “We can’t.”  Rob shook his head, but he didn’t pull his hand way.  “Don’t you see?  We don’t know who else could be out there.  We don’t know who might see us, and who might report it back to him.”  
 
   “It can’t be as bad as all that.  We have no reason to suspect he’d send anybody other than Nigel and his buddy.”
 
   “We had no reason to suspect he’d send anyone after us at all, yet here we are.”  He wouldn’t look at me, no mater how much I willed him to in the intimate confines of the car.  
 
   “There has to be a way.  I know we’re exposed out here, but somewhere.  We could go for a drive… we could…”
 
   “I just… I can’t.”  Unable to resist any longer, his hazel eyes swung around to meet mine, the heat there palpable even in the shadows.  “No matter how much I want…”  The air fairly crackled between us, each fighting the magnetic pull to come together.  “It can’t happen, the risk is too great.”
 
   I felt it like a physical loss when he looked away, the engine giving a low roar as he started the car.  “I can fix this.  I promise I’ll find a way.”  There had to be a way, otherwise what was the point of anything?
 
   Rob held my hand in the darkness for long seconds before he pulled away to attend to the shifter.  “Let’s go meet up with Gunnar and Tucker.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   I knew I should be patient.  I knew I should wait.  
 
   I’d never been ruled by my hormones before, and being undead, could I even really place the blame there anyway?  But the more the universe conspired to keep Rob and I apart, the more I burned to be with him.  
 
   I was good for the rest of the night.  We picked up Gunnar and Tucker at the bar, stayed for a single drink and then skedaddled back to the mansion so I could make my meeting with Faust and Erlendur.  I even sat at Jakob’s side for an hour, hoping to get a chance to talk to him in private about leaving for California, but it wasn’t in the cards.  If I had to hear – bide a moment, petal, this is important – one more time, I thought I might lose it and tear out a handful of his perfect blonde hair.  
 
   Then I tried waiting for him in our suite.  It figured the one time I actually wanted him there he was a no show.  Bridget kept me company playing cards, though my heart wasn’t really in it and she won eighteen hundred and twenty seven packs of gum off of me.    
 
   Rob was tired and cranky by the time I got changed for bed, and I couldn’t honestly blame him.  It was a terrible blow to him to learn about Jakob’s extra guard detail.  He barely said two words the whole night and made up his bed on the couch instead of staying up with me for a last cup of cocoa after Bridget left.  
 
   Jakob came in soon after that.  As I lay in my room, listening to the sounds of him getting ready for bed, I wondered if I should go bother him now, or if he might take my appearance in his bedroom as a different kind of sign.  He didn’t come visit me, and I admit, I was grateful when I heard him settle down.  
 
   I had something else in mind, something that kept me from sinking into oblivion as the night wore thin and the sun contemplated its undoing.  I’d never tried it before, but I knew it was possible for a vampire to enter another’s dreams.  Jakob had done the same to me not all that long ago, and that meant there was a chance I could do the same with Rob.  
 
   In dreams we could be together without fearing Jakob’s discovery.  In dreams I could tell him those three little words he’d asked me never to say out loud.  In dreams we could both have everything we wanted, at least for a while.  What did I have to lose?  
 
   Moving slowly, so as to avoid the clumsiness that tended to invade my limbs like a zombie plague in the late hours of the night, I tiptoed out into the sitting room, wincing as the chair creaked from my weight.  Rob’s chest rose and fell smoothly, with no sign that he’d heard a thing.  
 
   Only how the heck was I supposed to slip in there?  The best I could do was try to mirror the actions in Dreamscape, that creepy sci-fi/horror movie from the eighties with lousy effects and a pretty hot Dennis Quaid as a psychic who could put himself into other people’s dreams.  Only I didn’t have the benefit of any psychic powers.  
 
   Or did I?
 
   I could compel people with a single thought.  Never mind the fact that I couldn’t compel Rob or his family, I had to give it a shot.  Sitting in the chair, I closed my eyes, matching my breathing to Rob’s, concentrating on the slow, steady beat of his heart until I felt like every breath I took was linked to his.  I slipped into his unconscious mind, the dream arresting my senses as I was thrust into a world of color and music instead of the dark sitting room.  
 
   We were in Pandora’s Cross, Rob’s favorite bar where everyone seemed to know him.  The place was crowded, the dance floor packed with bodies, swaying to Sentimental Journey.  Rob sat at his usual table, all alone, drink in one hand and a cigarette in the other.  As far as I knew, he only smoked when he was very upset, and I wondered why he felt the need to smoke in a dream, where he could do anything he wanted.  
 
   I thought about approaching him and asking for a dance, or even insinuating myself into his lap, but chances were he wouldn’t go for it and I didn’t want to break the cover of the dream.  Besides, I wanted to tempt him into breaking his rigid control in a place without consequences.  
 
   Flexing my will inside the dream, I was suddenly wearing an evening gown of slinky white satin, my hair long and smooth, Veronica Lake style over one eye, no trace of my singed locks in sight.  Long gloves reached my elbows, and multiple loops of pristine pearls encircled my throat.  Instead of going to his side, I wended my way through the crowd to the stage.  I didn’t even have to speak to them to get them to play the song I wanted, Embraceable You.  This sneaking into dreams was pretty shiny!
 
   Rob blew out a long plume of smoke and came to the edge of the stage, the crowd of dancers obscuring his way from time to time before he reached me.  I sang the last few bars to him alone and when the song was over, he held out his hand to help me down from the stage, the band already starting in on the next song, Harlem Nocturne.  
 
   “I thought I told you not to single me out any more,” he said, but there wasn’t a real hint of censure behind it.  
 
   “I thought I was singing to the crowd.”
 
   He raised a single brow.  “Were you?”
 
   “No.”  
 
   A faint smile curved his lips, and he picked up a flower from a passing tray, tucking it behind my ear.  “There, now you’re a picture.”
 
   This was a side of him I rarely got to see, and never in public.  It had me smiling back at him like a loon, gathering my courage to say what I’d come to say.  “Thanks, I…”
 
   “Dance with me,” he said, already pulling me up against him, swaying to the beat of the music.  
 
   It had been far too long since we’d last danced, the last time I’d been too tipsy to appreciate it, really.  I’d almost forgotten how well we moved together on the dance floor.  Rob was a contradiction in so many ways; his rough exterior and powerful presence masking a surprisingly tender appreciation for beauty and simpler times.  It made sense though, he was light on his feet in combat, of course it could translate onto the dance floor.  
 
   “Sing… just for me,” he commanded, and I smiled against the shell of his ear.  
 
   “I always sing just for you.”  I gladly hummed along though, the song familiar to me from old reruns of Mike Hammer.  I could almost believe we were in an old noir movie, with the music and the setting.  I felt like some gangster’s moll, hopelessly head over heels with her hired muscle.  All that was missing was Jakob in a Fedora, chomping on a cigar while he watched us dance through slitted eyes.  
 
   Rob spun me out with a great flourish, pulling me back up tight against his body as the last note hung in the air.  I didn’t recognize the song that came on next, but it felt like everyone around us moved in slow motion to the languid trumpet strains.  He’d lost his smile, replaced by a hunger so sharp, I thought he might take me right there in the middle of all those people.  At that moment I might not have cared.  
 
   Instead, he caught up my hand, pulling me outside, through an employee entrance to the darkened alley.  An overhang protected us from the worst of the rain, which fell in sheets to splash on the cobblestones.  
 
   The door had barely clicked shut before Rob pulled me back into his arms again, his mouth slanting over mine as he pressed me up against the building.  The bricks were hard and cold against my back, but I didn’t care.  I was entirely too focused on the heat before me, the wonder of his mouth and the feel of his hands on my body.  
 
   But I wanted more.  With a surge of strength, I pushed back, flipping him against the wall as I pinned him there.  I split his shirt open, buttons flying, my gloved hands sliding against his skin, revealing his chest, smooth and healthy, the scar not having taken a permanent hold in his mind yet.  The stupid gloves kept me from feeling his skin and I let go of him to reach up and tug one of them free with my teeth.  I tossed it aside in the alley and started in on the next one.
 
   “Allow me,” he said, taking hold of the end and slowly drawing the glove off my arm.  Only instead of tossing it aside, he pushed me back against the wall again, bringing my hands together up over my head as he kissed me deeply.  We weren’t under the protection of the eave anymore, and the rain coursed over us in rivulets, adding a cool tingle against the heat from wherever our bodies touched.  
 
   There was a sharp delight as he wrapped the long, satin glove around my wrists, binding them together as his mouth ravaged mine.  Once done tying, his hands slid lower, over my curves and down to my hips and back up again, his thumbs brushing against the undersides of my breasts.  I kept my arms up, even though I could’ve easily brought them down between us, or even torn the glove in two if I wanted, but that wasn’t what this was about.  This was about Rob taking control of a situation he felt utterly powerless over in real life, and I was all kinds of happy to give it to him. 
 
   His hands framed my face, pulling back to meet my gaze.  “I’ve mussed your hair,” he realized, tucking the loose strands back behind my ear.  
 
   “I don’t care.  I wouldn’t mind a little mussing.”
 
   “Told you, there wouldn’t be nothing little about it.”  The corner of his mouth tugged up into a half smile before it covered mine again, and I tasted the sweet rain mingled with his unique tang, my senses on overload as those talented hands had me gasping for breath.  He was the one to break the kiss, his lips traveling south, keeping me pinned against the wall with his body.  Nibbling and sucking, his teeth scraped the sensitive skin down the side of my neck, nudging at the pearls there until he reached up and tore them free.  They skittered every which way, already forgotten as his mouth pulled against my flesh hard enough to mark me, for a short time anyway, branding me as his.  
 
   “Feel like living dangerously, do you?” I approved, wishing I had the use of my hands, but there was something thrilling about being entirely under his power.
 
   “I feel like living for once,” Rob rasped against my skin, hands moving lower again, with purpose.  There was no fumbling, his hands were strong and sure, testing my readiness for him and lifting my hips with ease.  Now I did lower my arms, but only to place them around his neck, pulling him closer as my legs wrapped around his waist in anticipation.  He slid into me, hot and fast, and the breath left my body in a ragged moan of devastating pleasure.
 
   The sitting room superimposed over the alley for a moment, and I could see myself sitting on the chair, my head thrown back in rapture.
 
   Rob froze between my thighs, his face buried in my neck as he edged closer to wakefulness and I chased after his mouth with mine.  
 
   “Don’t stop, it’s safe here, I promise,” I coaxed, but he pulled back to look at me, brows drawn together.
 
   “This isn’t real.”
 
   “It’s real if you want it to be,” I insisted, lips teasing the corner of his mouth, willing him to stay in the dream, but it was no good.  In the next instant I slammed back into full consciousness, sucking in a breath even as he rolled to a seated position, eyes narrowing suspiciously.
 
   “What did you do?”  His words came out as a harsh whisper.
 
   “The only thing I could.”  I pleaded with him to understand, to go back to sleep where the dream waited, or another, I wasn’t picky.  
 
   “You ought not to have done that,” he said shortly, tugging on his pants with brisk movements, and his shoes after that.  
 
   “Where are you going?” I said as loudly as I dared, following him to the door, but he didn’t answer me.  Rob didn’t stop at all, flinging open the door and striding down the hall bare chested.  I scrambled after him, shutting the door as quietly as I could, with Tucker following after me in wolf form.  He was fast, but I was faster, and I caught up with him in the deserted kitchens, trekking with purpose to the garden outside into the biting air.  
 
   “Hey, don’t walk away from me,” I demanded when he showed no signs of slowing.  
 
   Rob turned, his breath steaming in the bitter cold.  “Not here,” was all he said, his head jerking to the maze out back.
 
   I might have preferred the deserted levels the Order had vacated, but I could understand his need to get outside.  “Stay inside, Tucker.  I’ll be fine,” I said, following after Rob, keeping half an ear attuned to make sure Tucker did as he was told and no one else had the bright idea of following us into the hedges.  As near as I could tell, no one else was crazy enough to attempt it so close to dawn.  In fact, there were few signs of life in the mansion at all, it being late for vampires and early for humans on staff.  
 
   We were nearly to the center of the maze when Rob whirled on me, his words harsh and guttural.  “You ought not to have done that,” he repeated.
 
   “Okay, so maybe I should’ve asked you first, but what’s the big deal?  I didn’t do anything but join you in there, I didn’t make you do anything you didn’t want to.  Did I?”  The sudden flare of doubt plagued me, but that wasn’t his concern at all.  
 
   “You do realize Jakob can do the same thing, right?  What if he was to enter your dream and find you and I together like that?”
 
   “He couldn’t blame me for a harmless dream.”
 
   “Want to bet?  What if he learned we was sharing the same dream?  You were sitting out there in the same room for anyone to see.  Alls it would take is a quick look into each of our heads.  He’d end us before we could so much as open our eyes.”
 
   My jaw dropped as the idea solidified into a very real threat and I’d been utterly clueless to the danger.  Head hanging in shame, it made me sick to think what might have happened if Jakob had been the one to discover us.  “I’m sorry, I didn’t think of that.”
 
   “Put this out of your head for now, it ain’t worth the risk.”  His voice softened as he tipped my head up to meet his gaze.  “Promise me you won’t do such a daft thing again without talking it over with me, yeah?”
 
   “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make things worse.  I just want…”
 
   Rob cut me off, pressing his forehead to mine.  “I know.  I want it too.  I want…”  His tongue darted out to moisten his lips, mouth inching closer to mine before he caught hold of himself, drawing in a deep breath as he took a step back.  “It’s time for you to be getting on up to bed, miss.  It’ll be dawn soon.”
 
   “Please don’t call me miss.”  If there was anything that made me feel the rift between us, it was that single word.  
 
   “I don’t think I can say your name no more without giving myself away.”
 
   “Oh.”  He was right, it was getting harder and harder to act like he meant nothing more to me than Gunnar or any other member of my staff.  But what else could we do?
 
   “Tell you what, every time I call you miss, you can think of this.”  Rob leaned in and gently kissed my lips, slowly, full of bittersweet longing.  
 
   I nodded when he pulled back, reaching up to wrap my fingers around the back of his neck.  “And every time I say your name, you think of this.”  My lips lowered to his neck, fangs extending slightly.  I made the tiniest of punctures there, drawing against his flesh just enough to send a ribbon of pleasure through him, relishing the hint of his blood across my tongue.  
 
   “The things you say.”  His voice rumbled through me as we held each other close.  It was crazy cold outside though, and despite the heat his body put out, I could tell it was starting to get to him.
 
   “Are you really alright?” I asked, pulling back for my first up close and personal look at the ridge of scar over his heart.  My fingers skimmed over it lightly, and he shivered, whether from my touch or the cold, I wasn’t sure.  
 
   His hand covered mine, pressing my hand closer.  “I healed right enough.  But there’s an ache in my heart Jakob’s blood can’t fill.”
 
   “I’m there, he can’t take that away from us.”
 
   “No, he can’t,” he agreed softly.
 
   There was so much more I wanted to say, more than anything I wanted to stay in his arms, but he was right.  Now wasn’t our time.  Every second that ticked by spelled danger for the two of us.  I could feel the sun rising higher in the sky and my eyes began to itch with the coming dawn.  At some unspoken agreement we turned and meandered back to the house, our hands uncoupling as we left the protection of the maze.  
 
   Tucker barely lifted his head as we slipped into the suite and I didn’t look back until I reached the door to my bedroom.
 
   “Goodnight, miss.” Rob’s voice was barely more than a whisper, but it reached my ears fine.  
 
   “G’nite, Rob,” I said, taking one last longing look before I climbed into my cold bed alone.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   I had a feeling I dreamt about Rob that day, but the dream slipped away with the sun, no matter how hard I chased after it.  For once I had Jakob to myself, as I found him consuming a ginormous meal of fish and chips with an ocean of steamed clams on the side.  I swiped a fry off his plate, nibbling on it as I settled on the chair opposite him, giving nothing more than a polite smile to Rob who sat at the couch, cleaning one of his guns on the coffee table.  
 
   “So um, I’ve been meaning to talk to you.”
 
   “I know, petal,” he said, delicately licking the grease from his fingers.  “My apologies, my time has not been my own.”
 
   “No biggie, I know you’re a living god or whatever to these guys, but I did want to ask you something.”  That wasn’t strictly true.  I didn’t want to ask him anything, but I figured I’d get better results if I couched my desire to leave in terms that made it sound like I was hanging on his every word.
 
   Jakob smiled indulgently.  “You can ask me anything, älskling.”
 
   “Great,” I smiled.  In for a penny, in for a pound…  “I’ve been thinking, since you have things pretty much sewn up around here, I might go home early.  There’s a lot to do before my formal inauguration, and I’m sure there are a ton of questions right now with you stepping forward as my Sire.  I figure Felix can funnel any outstanding business to me as it comes up.”  I said nothing of the unrest waiting for me, figuring he might deem it too dangerous for poor little Anja to handle on her own.  I only hoped he hadn’t heard about it through the grapevine, but he showed no sign of anything but approval in his reply.
 
   “That’s a good idea.  You would do well to prepare for my return.  There will be quite a fuss, I expect,” he smiled.  “I have some business to see to before I join you there, but I see no reason why you can’t make the journey, provided you are properly protected.”
 
   Cool beans on toast!  “Right, of course.  We’d be taking the private jet, so it’s pretty well protected.”
 
   “You’ll take a full security detail with you wherever you go once you leave the House of Vetis,” Jakob insisted, dipping his fingers in lemon scented water before drying them on the napkin folded across his lap.  “Even to the smallest errand.”  
 
   Again with the extra security.  I positively itched to ask him about the extra werewolf buddies he’d sent after us the night before, but I held my tongue except to say, “Okay.  Um, why the need for more red shirts?”
 
   “Because the world is fraught with danger,” he said as though it was patently obvious.
 
   Who did he think he was talking to?  If there was anyplace I felt safe in the world, it was in San Francisco among my own people.  “I’m pretty sure I can take care of myself.”
 
   “I wish that were so, petal.”  Jakob reached out and patted me on the cheek like a child and it was all I could do not to bite him as he pulled his hand away.  “Rob, don’t you leave her side for one moment from dusk ‘til dawn until I return to her side, is that clear?”
 
   “As crystal,” Rob replied without looking up from the oily rag.  
 
   I couldn’t complain about that, but it worried me, what Jakob meant by returning to my side.  I wasn’t about to press him on it though.  “Great, well, I should get things in motion then.  I’d like to leave tonight and I should probably make the rounds, see if anyone needs me for anything before we go.  Also, I wanted to say goodbye to Sylvius too.  Rob, can you check and see if we need to put a request in for that or something?”
 
   “Sure thing, miss.”
 
   I smiled on the inside all the way out the door.  
 
    
 
   * * * 
 
    
 
   My first stop was to see Felix and let him get cooking on the logistics to fly us out of there.  By the time we left, Bridget was complaining she needed a whole new suitcase to take home all the loot she’d picked up on the trip.  When had she gone shopping and why hadn’t she invited me along?
 
   Rob excused himself after getting a text from Jakob requiring his immediate assistance, and Gunnar took over as my primary babysitter with the promise that I wouldn’t leave the grounds without waiting for Rob to catch up with me.  Deciding to skip any formalities, I dragged Gunnar down to the lower levels to see Sylvius, figuring it was simpler that way.   
 
   Hoping to find Sylvius in one of his more lucid periods, I was trying to figure out a good way to bring up keeping an eye on Aubrey or at least appointing someone to keep an eye on him, when the man himself emerged from Sylvius’ chambers.  I opened my mouth to say something, but Aubrey turned and skedaddled in the opposite direction so fast, I wasn’t sure if he’d seen me at all.  Heck, maybe he was late for a cricket match on TV or something for all I knew.  
 
   I knocked softly, but the great wooden door all but swallowed the sound.
 
   “Maybe you try harder, like this.”  Gunnar thumped on the door, the sound echoing in the stone corridor with an ominous tone. 
 
   “Way to sound like the villagers with torches and pitchforks, now he’ll never answer,” I muttered, pushing the door open a crack to peek inside.  The lamps were turned down low, despite the hour, most of the light coming from the fireplace.  Sylvius sat slumped at his table before the fire, unmoving.  
 
   “Sylvius?” I called out softly.  I knew he could hear me, if he chose to.  The Elder jerked in his chair, but didn’t say anything.  Jeez, maybe I’d woken him from a nap? “Sylvius?  I’m sorry to disturb you, but can I talk to you for a few minutes?”  I pushed further into the room, my eyes adjusting to the gloom.  “It’s me, Anja.  Remember?  Daughter of Jakob?”  There was no sense in skirting the issue now.  
 
   His shoulders were even more stooped than they’d been the last time I’d seen him, as though he was caving in on himself.  His long, brown hair fell loose around his shoulders, but wild, as though it hadn’t been brushed in a couple of days.  One arm was retracted close to his body, the other pushed puzzle pieces around in short, jerky movements.  
 
   “Sylvius?  Do you remember me?”  It didn’t look like we’d caught him on a good day at all.
 
   “Doesn’t much matter now,” he replied, sounding winded, as though he’d been running.  “You won’t remember me after I’m gone either.”
 
   “Of course I will.  Sylvius, when the time comes you’ll be leaving behind a great legacy.  A thousand years is nothing to sneeze at.  Think of all you’ve accomplished.”  Not that I had an inkling of what he’d actually done with his lifetime, but reaching the status of Elder, it had to be pretty impressive.  
 
   “Doesn’t much matter now,” he repeated, fingers scrabbling at a puzzle piece that eluded his fingers, the fine dexterity needed to pick it up having left him.  “Must hurry now, it’s coming… I can feel it.”
 
   “What’s coming?”
 
   “I can feel it eating at me from the inside.  Won’t be anything left.  Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.  Gnawing and eating…”
 
   “Okay, you’re starting to freak me out.  Gunnar, maybe we should call someone for help, don’t you think?”  
 
   “Too late.  Too late to help me.”  Sylvius finally looked up at me, and my veins froze as I saw his eye filling up with blood.  I knew only too well what that meant.  “Gunnar, hit the bell pull and go get the Doc!  Frak, wait… he’s gone, all the Order’s gone.  Go get Bishop… he’ll know what to do.”
 
   “Too late…” Sylvius burbled, his voice thick and decaying.  As I watched, his body caved in on itself as the ACBT ran its course and true to his words, Sylvius turned into a pile of dust in a matter of seconds.  A younger vampire might have left more of a mess, but one as ancient as Sylvius left nothing but oily ash.  
 
   If he’d been left alone, there would be no sign of how he’d died, and no hint of the Order’s current weapon of choice.  Certainly no link to Aubrey if we hadn’t seen him leave minutes before.  
 
   Gunnar hovered beside me, unsure what orders to carry out.  “What do I do, boss?” 
 
   “Find Bishop, tell him what happened.  I’m going to go look for Aubrey.  He has some explaining to do.”
 
   “Are you sure this is a good idea?  Why I don’t come with you?”
 
   He was right, Rob would kill me himself if he found out I planned to accuse Aubrey of murder without backup.  “Fine, we’ll stick together.”  I reached for the bell pull, jerking it over and over until the sounds of footsteps scurrying in the halls reached my ears.  A nameless page entered, face crumpling in confusion when he found us there and not Sylvius.  
 
   “Go get Aubrey and Bishop, right away, it’s an emergency,” I said, barely catching myself in time from blurting out that Sylvius had been murdered.  The last thing I wanted to do was start a panic.  The page hesitated for an instant, confused when he spotted the ash on the ground and I sent him a quick burst of compulsion.  “Get moving!”
 
   More than anything I wanted it to be Bishop who came in first, but it was Aubrey who sauntered in, completely at ease for being summoned in his own House.  “Something amiss?” he asked, eyes lingering on the pile of ash for a moment before he turned to pour himself a drink.  
 
   “You know exactly what happened here.  I’m giving you the chance to come clean about it.”
 
   “Come clean about what?  There’s no crime afoot here, so you can climb off your high horse, sweets.”
 
   How could he be so calm when all I wanted to do was tear his face off?  “You don’t call murdering Sylvius with ACBT a crime?”
 
   “That’s a bit dramatic, don’t you think?” he smirked, taking a sip and then pouring the rest of the glass.  “It was more of a mercy killing than murder.  Like putting down an old dog who was only suffering.  You should be thanking me, really.”
 
   I stared at him, utterly floored by the admission, even if it was only in front of Gunnar and me.  “He wasn’t suffering!” I slammed the table with my fist, sending puzzle pieces scattering everywhere.  “Why did you do it?  He wasn’t getting in your way.”  
 
   “Power unused is power lost.  I thought you would have learned that by now.  I’m the Elder now, not that wreck of a man.  Now I can do as I please.”
 
   “Corley did as he pleased for hundreds of years.  Why did you have to kill Sylvius?”
 
   “Because it’s my nature,” he bit back, eyes snapping with lost patience.  “Don’t stand there and tell me you haven’t done the same.  We’ve all heard the tales of what happens to those who block your path.  Or is that somehow different?”  
 
   “I didn’t…” I closed my eyes, biting back the denial.  It wouldn’t do any good to cop to the deception, it wouldn’t bring Sylvius back, and I’d already been caught out in way too many lies so far.  “I won’t let you get away with this.  I’ll make sure everyone knows what you did to him.”
 
   “Go ahead.”  Aubrey tossed back the rest of his drink, the smirk returning to his lips.  “Now, if there’s nothing else, I have a party to plan.  I’ll be sure to save a dance for you, sweets.”  He blew me a kiss, not even bothering to dodge the ornate porcelain box I winged at his head with enough force to shatter it into smithereens when it hit the wall instead.  
 
   “Can you believe that guy?” I fumed, but Gunnar gave me an uneasy shrug, looking very, very nervous over the entire situation.  
 
   Bishop showed up moments later, taking in the mess when his boots crunched on the porcelain bits.  “Hey, everything copacetic down here?  Should I be worried Aubrey looks like the cat that ate the canary?”
 
   A wave of relief washed over me as soon as I saw him, and I immediately darted forward to draw him deeper into the room.  “Yes, yes you should worry.  Bishop, he killed Sylvius.  Aubrey killed Sylvius.”
 
   “What?” he blinked, the amusement fading, replaced by shock as he noticed the ash on the ground.
 
   “It’s true, Aubrey shot him up with ACBT and it was too late to help him, and he just… he died right there and I didn’t do anything.  Bishop, he died right there…”  I dissolved into tears, unable to continue.  I couldn’t say why it hit me so hard since I barely knew Sylvius, but no one deserved to die like that.  Especially when he’d known it was coming the whole time.   
 
   “Hey, it’s okay.”  Bishop gathered me into a hug, stroking my back in a soothing manner.  “There’s nothing you could have done to save him.  You know how the ACBT works.  Once you’re hit, you’re a goner.”
 
   “But you didn’t give up on me when I got hit with it,” I sniffed.  “You found a way to save me.  I just stood there and watched like a dumbhole while he fell apart.”
 
   “That was before the Order weaponized it.  Anja, there’s no cure for that.”
 
   I wanted to believe him.  I wanted to believe there was nothing I could’ve done differently.  Now, more than ever, I needed to avenge Sylvius.  “We have to do something about Aubrey.  He admitted to killing Sylvius in cold blood.  Gunnar heard him, didn’t you?  The smug son of a bitch admitted it right to my face.” 
 
   Gunnar didn’t say a word, and I could tell from the way Bishop stroked my hair, he wasn’t all for sending the guard after Aubrey.  “I’m sorry for his passing, and I’m sorry you’re upset, but I don’t see what I can do about it.”   
 
   I pulled back from the false comfort to peer up at him through teary eyes.  “What do you mean?  We have to bring him to justice.”
 
   “Anja, the strong can take what they want, it’s always been that way.”
 
   He couldn’t be serious.  “That’s barbaric.”
 
   “We’re vampires.  It’s not like changes in power are preceded by a vote.  This is the way it’s always been done.”
 
   “Well, maybe that should change!” 
 
   Bishop tried again, choosing his words carefully.  “You’re young, in time you’ll get used to it.”
 
   “I don’t want to get used to it.”  I pushed away from him, no longer wanting to be coddled.  “Then you’re not going to help me?  You’re not going to lift a finger against Aubrey?”
 
   “I can’t.  I have no jurisdiction over him.  There is no Order left in Vetis.”
 
   “But you’re still here.”
 
   “I don’t have jurisdiction over anyone anymore.  I’m a civilian, same as you.”
 
   My jaw dropped at the admission.  “You quit?”
 
   “I did.  I think I’ve given them enough years of my life.”
 
   “I thought you wanted to go back to San Francisco.”  Hadn’t he promised to go back with me and help clean things up?
 
   “I do, but not for them, for myself.”
 
   I couldn’t believe it.  Bishop without the Order was like the Avengers without Cap.  Sure, they could still kick booty, but it was a chaotic mess.  “Now you decide to get a life?”
 
   His brows drew together into a single dark line.  “Isn’t that what you wanted?”
 
   Holy hell biscuits – had he done it for himself or for me?  “No, I’m glad, if that’s what you truly want.  But to be honest, I could’ve used the support right now.” 
 
   “There wouldn’t be any now even if I wanted to.  I had instructions to return to Rome.  The Order wouldn’t have taken any interest in Aubrey’s rise to power except to note it.”
 
   That made my point with what was wrong with the Order – break one tiny rule and it’s instant execution, commit out and out murder and it’s fine and dandy with them.  There was only one thing left for me to do.  
 
   “Fine.  I guess it’s up to me then,” I sighed, my mind already racing ahead to what I’d say and what he’d say and how to get around any likely problems.  
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   “You said the strong can take what they want.  I’ll challenge Aubrey then, like I challenged Angel.”
 
   “The hell you will,” Bishop thundered, his eyes snapping with green fire.  “Aubrey is over twice as old as Angel.  If you get in a jam you won’t be able to compel him.”
 
   “It worked on you.  You’re older than him, right?  And you’re convinced I’ve been compelling you this whole time.  Nothing between us was real, isn’t that what you think?”
 
   His face darkened, but when he spoke, Bishop sounded almost hesitant.  “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about this.  I may have been a little quick to jump to conclusions there.”
 
   Had I slid into a parallel universe?  Was Bishop really standing there admitting he was wrong about our relationship?  Would the God of thunder appear and hang his mighty hammer up on a coat peg and join us for Pop Tarts next?  “Which is it?  I’m either facing a vampire much too tough for me, or I’m all powerful, able to keep the big bad Bishop completely under my sway.  Only one of those can be true.”
 
   Bishop picked up my hands, looking deeply into my eyes.  “I know, I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have been so quick to doubt what we had.  It’s just that you changed my life in so many ways… it scared me how quickly you turned everything upside down.”  
 
   “I didn’t mean to.”  
 
   He laughed at that, giving my hands a squeeze.  “I know, that’s part of your charm.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say.  There was a time when I would’ve given anything to hear him say those words.  I’d begged him for it.  But now… things with Rob were…  Ugh, my head was starting to hurt.  
 
   “I’ve made more than my share of mistakes and I’m not about to make another.  I won’t let you challenge him.”
 
   And just like that, his Neanderthal ways simpled things up.  “It’s not up to you.”  I pulled my hands from his.  “I got this, I can make him pay.”
 
   “Anja… don’t do anything rash.  You can’t go accusing the Elder in his own house.”
 
   “The hell I can’t.  I’m not some goober off the street.  I’m Anja Gudrun, daughter of Jakob, and I’m the gorram Elder of the West!”
 
   “Only by being a liar and a fraud.  Are you absolutely sure you’ll still be Elder when you get back home?”
 
   He had me there.  I had no idea how I’d be received by the friends I’d been lying to for the past months.  “Fine, I’ll go talk to Jakob about it.”  The more I thought of it, the more I was convinced that was the way to go.  He’d take care of Aubrey without thinking twice about it.  Look how quickly he’d jumped on the Order’s throat.  
 
   Bishop didn’t have a single qualm about my proposed plan.  “Actually, that’s a good idea.  Go talk to Jakob.”
 
   His ready agreement took some of the wind out of my sails.  What did he know that I didn’t?  “I will.”
 
   “Good, go then.”  He all but shoved me toward the door.
 
   “I am,” I scowled.  “Come on, Gunnar, let’s go.” 
 
   Gunnar peeled himself away from the wall where he was doing his best impression of a floor lamp, following beside me, while Bishop brought up the rear.
 
   “Where do you think you’re going?” I asked when he stepped into the elevator with us.
 
   “Who me?  I’m not gonna miss the show,” he grinned, and I punched him in the shoulder.  
 
   “Jerk...”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   We didn’t say another word to each other until we reached the great hall where Jakob reclined on Aubrey’s leather couches, holding court.  
 
   “Have you said your goodbyes, petal?” Jakob smiled as we approached.  
 
   “Aubrey killed Sylvius,” I blurted out, deciding not to mince words.  “He flat out murdered him and all I can offer for proof is my testimony and Gunnar’s.”  Jakob took the news in stride, not saying anything right away.  The other vampires were also curiously silent, barely a murmur between them, but I saw Rob’s shoulders bunch with tension where he stood.  “Did you hear me?  I said he killed Sylvius in cold blood.”
 
   “I heard you, beloved.  Have a seat by my side.”  He patted the space next to him, and I took it, motioning Gunnar to stand nearby.  “You know this to be a fact, that Sylvius is gone?”
 
   “I saw him die with my own eyes.  All that’s left of him is dust.”
 
   Jakob nodded, his voice ringing out to fill the hall.  “Sylvius is no more, long may his memory live on.”
 
   “To Sylvius,” the court responded as one, those with drinks in hand toasting him.
 
   Was that all he was going to do?  “What about Aubrey?” 
 
   “Aubrey, what have you to say?  Did you kill Sylvius?”
 
   My eyes searched the crowd, I hadn’t even spotted him in there, but he came forward at being acknowledged by Jakob.  “I did,” he admitted readily, with no trace of remorse.  “Sylvius was old and infirmed, no longer capable of holding office.  I did what was necessary for Vetis.”
 
   Jakob barely mulled it over before he passed judgment, if you could call it that.  “I find nothing objectionable to that.  Sylvius’ time was long past.  Henceforth, you are the Elder of Vetis, until which time someone else wrests it from you.”
 
   “That’s it?  That’s all you’re going to say?” I hissed, floored by how little anyone seemed to care about the murder in our midst.
 
   “What else would you have me say?” Jakob asked mildly, but there was a threat behind his eyes that seemed to say – take care, Anja.  I read him loud and clear.  I was on my own.  Fortunately, that didn’t leave me entirely without power.  
 
   I rose to my feet, addressing the room as well as Jakob or Aubrey.  “I stand before you, Anja Evans, daughter of Jakob and Elder of the West, and I don’t deal with backstabbing murderers.  I hereby cut all formal ties with Vetis, and I break faith with any accords we hold.”
 
   Now there were murmurs aplenty as my declaration rippled through the room.  
 
   “I am leaving Vetis until such a time as a new Elder sits as head of this House.  If anyone wants to approach me with an accord of their own, you know where to find me.”  And with that, I turned on my heel and marched out of there, my head held high, hoping like hell Felix had made the arrangements for the jet to leave soon.  
 
   “What did you do?” Rob demanded the moment we stepped out into the hallway.
 
   “I’m tired of being here where I can’t trust anyone as far as I can throw them.  I’m going home where I don’t feel spied on every second of every day.”
 
   “That was some show you put on there, boss,” Felix beamed, over the moon with my declaration.  
 
   “You’re not mad I broke the treaty with Vetis?”
 
   Felix shook his head.  “Aubrey would be out of his tree if he tangled with you right now, especially with Jakob backing you.  If you’re sure he’s backing you right now.  He didn’t look too pleased when you stood up there like that.”  
 
   “You let me worry about Jakob, I know how to handle him,” I replied with more confidence than I felt.  
 
   “A sentiment best expressed elsewhere,” Rob reminded me, and I nodded, zipping my lips until we reached the suite.  
 
   Luckily, we were all mostly packed and only needed a few last minute things to be on our way.  Felix excused himself to call down for a couple of cars and get Bridget rolling and Gunnar left to fetch his meager belongings as well.  I could care less if my trunks of elaborate dresses made it back with me or not, I wouldn’t have much use for them back home.  
 
   Rob wouldn’t so much as look at me with Bishop present, going through the motions of packing with short, angry movements.  I imagined I’d get an earful once we got home, all about the dangers of making powerful political enemies, particularly the ones who’d already shown themselves capable of murder.  
 
   “What about you, are you going to read me the riot act too?” I asked Bishop when he lingered, figuring he’d probably disapprove of my rash judgment as well.  
 
   “Actually, I think you made the right decision,” he surprised me by saying.  “And now we can go back to the States without worrying about what Aubrey does next.  Let him have Vetis, it’s all going to hell in a hand basket anyway.”
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.”  He waved my question away.  “The important thing is, we get you back to the West where you belong.”
 
   We.  “Are you still coming?  I thought you quit the Order.”
 
   “I did, but I still made my home in San Francisco and I have friends there.”
 
   “And that’s all?”
 
   He let out a short breath.  “I’ll be the first to admit I want to be near you if you’ll let me.”
 
   I could practically hear Rob’s teeth grinding from across the room.  “Bishop…”
 
   He held his hands up, cutting me off with a faint smile.  “Let me save you the diplomatic let down.  I know we’re not together like that anymore, but I’d still like to be in your life.”
 
   “You want to be friends?”
 
   “To start with, yeah.”  Bishop held up his hands again.  “Either way, there’s nothing left for me here anymore, and maybe I can help you wrangle some peace and quiet back home.”
 
   Friends with Bishop.  I wasn’t entirely sure it was possible, we’d sort of skipped over the whole friends part and gone right to doomed romance.  Still, I had to give him credit for trying to be mature about it.  “Okay, first of all, bonus points for the use of the word wrangle,” I smiled.  “And second, I’d be glad to have you, if and I mean if, you can remember I’m the Elder of the West.  What I say goes, so no more of this I won’t let you business.  Agreed?”
 
   “Sure,” he agreed equably.  “As long as you don’t do anything that puts you in danger.”
 
   “I have an entire staff of people designed to step in if I put myself in danger, I don’t need you too.”
 
   “Gotcha.”  His chin tucked lower, hiding the disappointment my words cost him.  
 
   “But… I would like it if you came home with us.”  I knew it was the only place where he stood a chance of finding out who he was without the Order pulling the strings.  Maybe he could even learn to be happy.  
 
   “Great, I’ll go get my bag.  I’m all packed up and ready to go.”
 
   I turned to Rob as soon as Bishop left and we were finally alone.  “Don’t start with me, okay?” 
 
   “Why would I start anything when you’re so good at ending them?”
 
   “I had to do something.  You heard what happened, I couldn’t let him get away with killing Sylvius after how nice he was to me.”
 
   Rob dropped his bags by the door, giving me his full attention.  “You didn’t have to confront him in public.  You could have come to me, and I would’ve taken care of it private like.”
 
   “You mean by killing Aubrey?”
 
   “If that’s what you wanted.”
 
   “I don’t want anyone dead.”  Okay, so I wouldn’t have cried my eyes out if Jakob had ordered Aubrey’s head removed, but I hadn’t been after blood when I denounced him.  “What I did sends a strong message that his behavior won’t be tolerated in the West and I don’t have to look at his smirky face anymore, win-win.  Plus, I don’t have to worry about you getting hurt trying to rub him out for me, so add another win to the pile.”  
 
   “Alls I’m saying is, cutting ties with Vetis was rash and potentially dangerous, and all I care is that it don’t come back to bite you in the bum.  As for cutting ties with Aubrey, I could care less what that prat thinks.  The less we see of him, the better.  So we’d best get going before I feel the urge to make him eat that smirky face of his.”
 
   “Then you’re not mad at me?”
 
   “It’s not my place to be mad at you, miss,” he said with a half smile.  “I’m only the help.”
 
   “Wait until we get home, I’ll show you help,” I pretended to scowl at him, unable to keep the answering smile from my face.  
 
   Our procession grew bigger as we neared the front entrance, picking up Tucker, Felix and Bridget, Gunnar and a few onlookers as we pulled our strategic retreat.  Gunnar saw to the loading of the cars and I took a few minutes to say my goodbyes.  Most of the delegates kept a safe distance, maybe not wanting my brand of crazy to rub off on them, but Macallister came right up to pay his respects.  
 
   “You sure know how to put on a good show,” he grinned, dimples in evidence as he offered his hand. 
 
   “I’m glad you enjoyed it, I aim to please,” I smiled back, taking it.  “Maybe next time I’ll come and visit you and see what trouble I can stir up.”
 
   “Any time, darlin’.  You consider that an open invitation,” he beamed.  “I can’t thank you enough for the doors you opened for me up here.”
 
   “I’m sorry we’re going back before planned, I hope this doesn’t put you out too much.”
 
   “Naw, it’s fine.  I can charter a plane for myself at any time.”
 
   I gave him a sidelong look.  “Then why did you bum a ride with us?”
 
   “Wasn’t never about how I got here, it was about who I arrived with.  Thanks for lettin’ me ride on your coattails for a spell.”  
 
   “My pleasure.”
 
   “You take care now, darlin’, and give my regards to the lovely Jenessa.”
 
   “You got it.  Give ‘em hell, Mac.”  
 
   I almost expected Tucker to say goodbye in wolf form, he’d spent so much time that way during my stay, but he slouched beside the car in a pair of cargo pants and a weathered Beatles t-shirt.  
 
   “Thanks for all your help on this trip.  I hope I didn’t keep you running too much.”
 
   “N-no worries,” he smiled bashfully, ducking his head down and to the side.  “I’m s-sorry you’re leaving so s-s-soon.”
 
   “I know, but this is for the best, I promise.  Hey, if you ever find your way out to California, definitely look me up.  I can offer you a place to stay for as long as you want, and I know Maggie’d be glad to see you.”
 
   “Yeah?”  His head came up a notch at that.  “M-maybe s-s-s-some day,” he allowed with a half shrug.  
 
   “Take care, Tucker.”  I leaned in to kiss his cheek, and he turned two shades pinker, a faint smile on his lips.  
 
   “I will have the last taste of your lips, petal.”  Jakob spun me around by the shoulders, hauling me up against his body for a deep kiss, pressing me back against the side of the car.  Essentially trapped, I tensed in his arms, feeling more invaded than anything else, until I remembered who I was supposed to belong to in the eyes of vampire society.  He was giving them a good show.  Forcing myself to relax, I kissed him back, trying not to think about how awkward it was going to be facing both Rob and Bishop in the car on the way to the airport.  
 
   When he finally let me up, I took the bull by the horns, my voice swelling dramatically as I declared, “I’ll count the hours until you’re once more by my side, älskling.”
 
   His eyes brimmed with happiness over my performance, and his tone matched mine as he kissed my amber ring.  “I’ll return to you as swiftly as I can.  Until then, keep the home fires burning for me.”
 
   I had no idea what the next line was for our impromptu play acting, so I settled for giving his face one last lingering touch and climbing into the car with as much grace as I could muster.  
 
   “What the crap was that?” Bridget demanded as soon as we pulled away.
 
   “I have no idea,” I admitted, waggling my fingers at Jakob through the rear window.  “Viking theater?”
 
   “Parting is such sweet sorrow.”  She fluttered her eyelashes at me and I kicked her in the shin. 
 
   “Oh, stop it.  Hey, if it saves him a little face and lets us get back home without having to wait for him to chaperone, it’s worth it.  It was just a kiss.”  I said that more for Rob’s benefit than anything else, but he didn’t take his eyes off the road.
 
   “Keep telling yourself that,” Bishop muttered from the front seat.  
 
   “You have something to add to this conversation?” I prompted him, leaning forward, but he shook his head.  
 
   “I dunno, An,” Bridget agreed.  “It sure looked like you promised him a whole hell of a lot more than a kiss when he returns to your side.”
 
   “Guys… it’s not that big of a deal, I promise.  When we get home things will get back to normal, you’ll see.  The people will settle down and we’ll be back to business as usual.  Jakob knows he can’t force me to do anything I don’t want to.”
 
   “Oh, so you wanted his tongue down your throat then?” Bishop simmered.
 
   Where was this coming from?  It was a single kiss, it’s not like Jakob bent me over the hood of the car and had his way with me.  “Why is that kiss bothering you so much?  I thought you just wanted to be friends?”
 
   Bishop’s mouth opened and closed before he took another breath, choosing his words carefully.  “I… am saying… as a friend, that it looks like Jakob wants more than friendship from you.  That’s all.  If you want to kiss him, that’s your prerogative.”
 
   “Am I missing something here?” Felix blinked.  “If Jakob wants you, he takes you.  What makes you think he can’t force you to do anything he wants?”
 
   “Because Jakob and I understand each other.  Sure, he could compel me to do just about anything, but he won’t.  He knows it’ll damage what we have.” 
 
   “What do you have?” Bridget asked.
 
   “We’re friends, nothing more.”
 
   Bishop wasn’t buying it.  “Don’t be too sure about that.”
 
   “You don’t believe Jakob and I can be friends?”  Talk about the pot calling the kettle black.
 
   “Not without him having a hidden motive, no.”
 
   I raised a single brow at him.  “Like you do?”
 
   Bishop met my gaze in the rearview mirror.  “There’s nothing hidden about my motives.  You know exactly where we stand.”  
 
   “Hot damn, do you think you guys are gonna have a duel over Anja?” Bridget’s grin was a mile wide, prompting Felix to snake an arm around her waist, pulling her closer.  
 
   “You got a thing for swords, babydoll?”
 
   “You know I do,” she purred at his ear.
 
   Eewh.  When had this turned into that kind of conversation?  “Guys, can we talk about something else?”
 
   The request was met with deafening silence while Bishop stonily looked out the window and Felix was more interested in seeing down Bridget’s top than contributing to the new topic.  I didn’t mind so much though, better an awkward silence than awkward conversation. 
 
   “Can I say one thing?” Bridget asked, after my mind had already switched tacks.
 
   “Sure, Bridge, what’s up?”
 
   “If they end up fighting over you, can I watch?  ‘Cause that would be hot.”
 
   Lord, beer me strength.  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   I was right about it being awkward with Rob and Bishop on the trip, especially with Rob acting more distant than normal to help further our façade, but things got really uncomfortable when his cousin met us at the airport.  
 
   “Oh, I almost forgot,” I smiled when I spotted her waiting in the private lounge, a huge military surplus duffel at her feet.  “Hey, everybody, this is Laveda.  She’ll be flying back with us to the States.  She’s Rob’s cousin.” I waved to her and then to each person in turn.  “This is Felix, Bridget, Gunnar, and Bishop.”
 
   “We’ve met,” Bishop said stiffly, looking like he wanted to fade into the fake potted palm in the corner.  
 
   Laveda, on the other hand, lit up like a kid getting a puppy for Christmas.  “Bishop… you’re looking fit as ever,” she smiled invitingly, head tilting to one side to expose the smooth column of her throat.  
 
   “Thanks, you’re very…” Bishop swallowed, at a loss for words and Laveda positively beamed.
 
   “Ta, that’s the look I was going for.”
 
   “Oh, how do you two know each other?” I asked, wondering again how old Laveda was.  
 
   “We had an arrangement, back in the day,” she answered readily enough while Bishop studied his shoes.  
 
   “It was a long time ago.”
 
   “Not so long, really.  Not long enough to forget me, I hope.”
 
   “No danger of that.”  Bishop’s lips curved into a half smile and I felt a stab of something murderous before I could shove it away.  Bishop wasn’t mine to be jealous over anymore.  And even if he was, I could hardly get upset over a past… whatever it was. 
 
   “What kind of an arrangement?” I asked.  
 
   “The kind where money exchanges hands,” Rob said flatly and Laveda smacked him on the bicep.
 
   “You make it sound like I’m a right slapper.  I’m not Maeve, you know.  It wasn’t like that at all, I gave of my own free will.”
 
   I had to be missing something.  They were almost talking like she’d been trading sexual favors for cash, but I hadn’t gotten that kind of a vibe from her before.  She had a quick tongue alright, but she didn’t seem like a… “You paid her for…?”
 
   “Blood,” Bishop said shortly, but Laveda’s wink kept my imagination hopping.
 
   “Among other things,” she purred.  “It’s good to see you again, Bishop.  You’ll have to give us a ring once you’re settled in San Francisco, yeah?”
 
   “I don’t ah… It’s good to, you know…”  I’d never seen Bishop so tongue tied around a woman, or in any situation.  Where was the hardened vampire cop, capable of dispensing fear with a single withering glare?  “Excuse me, please.”  He shouldered his bag, heading for the automatic doors to the tarmac even though our plane wasn’t ready for boarding.  Rob, Gunnar and Felix took the opportunity to retreat as well, seeing to the loading of our baggage.
 
   “So, Bishop got his fang on with you, huh?”  Bridget insinuated herself between Laveda and me the moment Bishop stalked off, and I could see she was primed for gossip.  “Finally, a chance to get some good dirt on Bishop.  How is he, really?  ‘Cause he looks like he could go all night like a lumberjack,” she grinned.
 
   “He did have remarkable stamina,” Laveda admitted, and I bit my lip, wishing I could fade into the potted palm at the turn in conversation.  “That one’s always been easy on the eyes,” she sighed heavily.  “I’m not a fan of the hair all short like that though.  Nothing to hold onto, you know?”
 
   “I knew it,” Bridget cackled with glee.  “See, Anja, it’s not tacky to compare notes, it’s natural.  I swear, you’d have thought he wasn’t ringing her bell from all the details she didn’t share when they were going out.”
 
   Laveda’s amber eyes widened slightly, freckles standing out against her pale skin.  “Hold a tic, have you and he…?”
 
   “We have a convoluted past,” I said carefully, refusing to look at Rob, who I could imagine was even more uncomfortable than I was with the topic or he wouldn’t have skedaddled like that.  
 
   “Shit, I’m sorry, my bad.  I didn’t reckon to meet up with anyone who’d had the pleasure.  Bishop was never one for entanglements, as well you know.”
 
   “It’s all good, we’re all adults here,” Bridget responded when I couldn’t think of anything to say.  “I know what you mean about the short hair though.  I think if I had to pick one bad thing about Rob, that would be it.”
 
   “You and Rob?” Laveda blinked, her eyes darting to me for the briefest second before they went back to Bridget.  “I thought you was with the handsome fella in the striped suit?” she said, tossing her head at Felix.
 
   “Oh yeah, I’m with Felix now,” Bridget readily admitted.  “Rob was more of a… crazy, thrill-ride, like going on Space Mountain six times in a row.”
 
   “Six?”  My brows rose despite my best efforts to stay out of the conversation.  
 
   “Give or take.”  Bridget gave a self-satisfied smile.  
 
   “Blimey, is there anyone going on this plane ain’t been shagging each other?”  Laveda’s voice carried, reaching the far corners of the lounge.  I didn’t know her well enough to know if she found the entire topic in bad taste, or just the bits with Bridget bonking her cousin.
 
   Rob appeared at her side within three seconds of the declaration, taking a light hold of her elbow.  “Come and have a sit over here.  There’s a few things we need to get straight.”  His voice made it clear there was no room for complaint.  I flashed him a quick look of thanks, steering Bridget back to Felix’s side to wait for the go ahead to board the plane.  
 
   Felix was on the phone, talking to Cordelia from the council by the sound of it, going over plans for the inauguration given our early return to California.  I was more than happy to relax with Gunnar and Bridget while we waited.  I had plenty on my mind that had nothing to do with Jakob’s goodbye kiss or Bishop’s adventures in Lavedaland.  
 
   “What got your panties in a wad?” Bridget asked after I gave noncommittal answers to a few questions in a row.  
 
   “Hmmm?” I looked up, only catching half of that.  “Oh, no wads, just worries.  I mean, you guys were great in understanding about Jakob and all the lies I told about who I am, but Jarrod and Leander and those guys from the Hart…  What are they going to think?  I’ve straight up lied to so many people… it has me a little nervous.”
 
   “You are still the same person,” Gunnar observed after a moment’s thought.
 
   “But they might not think so,” I pointed out.  “They might wonder who that person is entirely.”  
 
   “If they’ve got half a brain they’ll realize you didn’t have much of a choice.  Isn’t that the vampire creed?” Bridget asked.  “Ellri get what they want and the rest of you have to do whatever they say?”
 
   “That is the prevailing opinion, yes.”
 
   “And Jakob compelled us not to speak of him.  You are not at fault for that,” Gunnar reminded me.
 
   “I guess so,” I allowed.  “I feel nervous going back, like I’ve been caught wearing my mom’s pantyhose and high heels, you know?  Like they all know what a fraud I’ve been this whole time, pretending to be something I’m not.”
 
   “You might not be a badass vamp from back in the day, but you pulled it off, babycakes.” Bridget wrapped an arm around my shoulders.  “So you got caught in a few lies, that makes you a politician.”
 
   Cool beans.  
 
   We were allowed to board the plane then, and we funneled through the sliding glass doors to the jet waiting out on the tarmac.  Instead of taking a seat near the entertainment center with Felix and Bridget, or even hanging with Laveda or Rob, I made my way to the rear of the plane where Bishop sat looking out the window. 
 
   I admit, part of the reason why I chose to sit in the back was because I was trying to distance myself from Rob every bit as much as he tried to avoid me.  There was another reason why I wanted to sit by Bishop though, as curiosity got the better of me.  
 
   “Do you mind if I join you?” I asked, prepared to retreat if he looked like he’d rather have a spot of privacy, but Bishop perked up, waving me to the seat next to him.
 
   “Not at all,” he said, all smiles.  At least, until I spoke again.
 
   “So, you and Laveda, huh?”  I didn’t say it in an accusatory manner, I didn’t have any business demanding an explanation of his past any more than he had a right to know my current affairs.  I couldn’t help but be a tad curious about it though, and I didn’t know Laveda well enough to broach the subject.  (Not without Bridget wanting intimate details I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear, anyway.)
 
   Bishop immediately bristled, squirming in his seat.  “It’s not what you’re thinking.”
 
   “I’m thinking you shared a lot more than her blood from the sound of it.”
 
   “We weren’t involved.  It was business, nothing more.”
 
   “Then why were you so bajiggity when you saw her again?”  
 
   “I’m a private person, you know that.  Laveda is very…” he let out a long breath.  “I don’t like people knowing my business, that’s all.”
 
   “We all know you’re a vampire, Bishop, it’s not that big of a deal.  And hey, she’s beautiful.  I totally get how intimate it can be, especially with a regular.”
 
   The corners of his mouth turned down into a frown.  “Who are you feeding from regularly?”
 
   “That’s not what I…”  I stopped myself before it turned into a different conversation.  “I’m sorry, maybe I shouldn’t have brought it up.  It isn’t any of my business who you shared what with before you met me.  I was just under the impression that you hadn’t been with anyone exclusive for a while.”
 
   “I told you, it wasn’t like that.”
 
   “Seems like it was to her.”
 
   “Laveda knew exactly what it was and what it wasn’t.”
 
   “Which was what?”  Okay, so I knew I’d said it wasn’t any of my business, but I couldn’t help myself.
 
   Bishop didn’t appear offended by my prying, if anything he seemed like he wanted the opportunity to explain himself to me.  “It was only for one summer while I was working on a special project for Volkov in Germany a few years back.  And before you get all uppity with me, that didn’t make her a teenager, I’m not that depraved.”
 
   “I didn’t say a word.”  I pressed my lips together for emphasis.  So, Laveda was older than she appeared.  Good to know.  
 
   “Taking a human for a blood companion is common, you know that.  But with my work, I didn’t have time for attachments, and it was quicker and easier to have someone I could count on when I needed to feed without the hassle of hunting.  Laveda was running a bar near the town I was based out of, and she was… hospitable.  Her blood is… well, her family’s heritage is especially tempting, and my bloodline made me particularly appealing to her as well.  I’m not saying there wasn’t a physical component to our association, but it wasn’t a relationship.”
 
   “So she’s not a professional blood companion then?”  
 
   “No, she’s not a professional, despite Rob’s opinion of the arrangement.”
 
   I hadn’t thought so.  “Then why are you so uncomfortable?”
 
   “How would you feel if the last guy you slept with showed up and announced to the room how much he’d like to get you back between the sheets again, in front of your new guy?  That’s sort of what this feels like.  I’m not ashamed of what I did with Laveda, she’s a nice girl and we both got something out of it.  That doesn’t mean I like her going on about it in front of you.”
 
   I ignored the part where both Bishop and Jakob fit the bill as a recent guy I’d slept with who’d declared he wanted me back right in front of Rob, I figured that wasn’t his point.  Then again, the last regular guy I’d been with before my life went catawampus was dead by Jakob’s hand, so there was little chance of that either.  Only I wasn’t Bishop’s girl, not anymore.  
 
   “But you and I, we’re not together anymore,” I said gently.  “You could be sitting up there with Laveda right now if you wanted to and I wouldn’t have the right to say boo about it.”
 
   “That’s not where I want to be.”  The look in his green eyes left no doubt where he’d rather be and I took in a deep breath.  
 
   “Bishop, we agreed to be friends.  I don’t want you putting your life on hold, waiting for me to…”
 
   “We are friends, and I’m not trying to pressure you into anything, I swear I’m not.  But those days of bloodlust that turned more lusty… I’m not about that anymore.”
 
   “Are you saying you’ve given up on feeding from the opposite sex?”  Holy buckets… that was quite a proclamation from someone who just wanted to be my friend.
 
   “I’m saying I spent too much of my life on autopilot, going through the motions as my job took up every waking moment.  I don’t want that kind of companionship, no matter how tempting it is.  That’s what Laveda represents to me, temptation and weakness.”
 
   “It’s not weak to crave human companionship.  In fact, I think it’s pretty normal.”
 
   “I want more.”  With you… I could practically hear the words, despite his claims to friendship and nothing more and I dropped my gaze, unable to meet the intensity any longer.    
 
   “I hope you get it some day.”  I didn’t examine too closely what I meant by that.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   There was a flurry of activity as the plane landed and Bishop was the first one to jump ship, not bothering to wait for the car to come and collect us.  Felix and Bridget split off too, taking a cab to the hotel they were staying at, despite my offer to bunk at the house.  Gunnar and Rob started loading up the cars (one for us and one for the extra red shirts and our luggage) and Laveda took the opportunity to pull me aside.
 
   “Listen, I didn’t mean to offend before by what I said about Bishop,” she started to say, but I waved off her apology.
 
   “Don’t be silly.  I don’t have any claim to Bishop these days, you know that better than most.”
 
   Her smile stretched wider.  “Then you don’t mind if I have a crack at him?”
 
   “Um… no, not at all,” I managed to say without too much of a hesitation, though my insides were strung tight as a drum.  It shouldn’t bother me – I’d moved on and been hoping he would do the same.  Now I just had to learn to practice what I preached.  “Actually, it might be a good thing for him, to spend some time with someone real.”
 
   “That’s one of the nicest things anyone’s ever said about me,” she beamed, giving me an impromptu hug.  “How long ago did you guys end things, if you don’t mind my asking.
 
   “Ah… a few weeks.”  I struggled to recall how many exactly.  It felt like forever ago and not, at the same time.  
 
   “Oh… so it’s recent then.  Did you leave him for…”  Her eyes flicked to Rob, but she stopped short of actually saying his name, thank God.  
 
   “It’s complicated.  Someday I’ll tell you about it, maybe, but not now.”
 
   “Fair enough.  You sure you’re cool with it then?  I was under the impression you two were yonks ago.”
 
   “No, like I said, it’s totally fine.  But um, don’t take offense if Bishop doesn’t go for it, okay?  I doubt it’d be a reflection on you.  I’m not sure he’s in the right headspace to start dating again.”
 
   Laveda took the caution in stride.  “Nothing ventured nothing gained, right?  I’d much prefer Bishop as a benefactor.  He’s still the big honcho in these parts, ain’t he?”
 
   “Actually, no.  He quit the Order.”
 
   That cut through her indomitable confidence.  “Things really have changed then, haven’t they?  I’ll have to give him a bell once I’ve found my footing here.”  Laveda shouldered her bag, nearly dwarfed by the thing, but she managed it easily enough.  
 
   “Are you sure I can’t tempt you to stay with us?  We honestly do have plenty of room.”
 
   “Naw, I’d prefer to skulk around a bit, get a lay of the land before I decide where to settle in, especially since I’ll be here for a while to hear Leila tell it.” 
 
   “Okay, but if you change your mind, you know where to find us, right?”
 
   “I do,” she nodded as her gaze went to Rob, who was giving brusque instructions to the security staff assembled for our three car procession.  We were probably going to look like a motorcade by the time we got mobilized.  “It’s a big strange, yeah?  You being traveling companions with no one knowing the state of your heart.”
 
   “You have no idea,” I murmured.  “I keep thinking I’m going to do or say something to muck things up and end up with one or both of us in hot water.  It’ll be good to get home where I can relax again.”
 
   “I won’t keep you then.  Keep your chin up, Anja, I have it on good authority you’ll work it out in the end.  Ta now.”
 
   I wasn’t sure if she meant her own intuition, or if Leila had thrown out a prediction on the matter before our departure, or if it was just something nice to say.  With that family you could never completely tell.  “Bye, Laveda.  Good luck and we’ll see you soon.”
 
   It was sort of like a motorcade as we left the airport, taking care not to let anyone else between us and the two cars in front and behind ours.  Even though I was in the back with Rob, we couldn’t talk much with Gunnar up in the driver’s seat, not about anything private at any rate.  Not that I felt super chatty anyway.  Even though there were at least two hours left until dawn, I was tired from all the traveling and different time zones, but I knew a decent day’s sleep and I’d be good as new.  
 
   Maggie and Marcus stood on the porch to welcome us as we pulled in front of my Victorian, and my tired brain might have imagined it, but I thought I saw them holding hands before I stepped onto the walk.  It might have been the late hour, but they were both dressed very casually.  Maggie in an oversized sweater that nearly swallowed her willowy frame, her long, golden brown hair pulled back into a fat braid that hung over one shoulder.  I’d never seen Marcus in anything other than a suit, but the sleek black turtleneck and charcoal slacks fit him well, his ash brown hair artfully mussed.  
 
   “Welcome back!” Maggie called out in more of a stage whisper than a shout, which I’m sure my neighbors appreciated.  
 
   “Thanks, it’s good to be home,” I smiled back, greeting her with a hug.  But before I could even pull back completely, Rob started to herd me inside, away from the open.  “What’s the big deal?  Are we expecting an invasion?”
 
   “Security’s been stepped up with all the trouble in the area,” Rob said.  “You can’t be too careful.”  And he wasn’t kidding.  I counted at least six guys milling around on the property outside.  At least there weren’t a ton of them loitering in the halls inside, I had the house’s magic to thank for that.  
 
   “Yes, we should probably talk about the situation here,” Marcus agreed, but I waved him off.  
 
   “Can it wait until tomorrow night?  I’m pretty beat.  All I want to do is take a hot bath and have a cup of cocoa before bed.”  I’d spent too long trying to look strong in front of others, I needed a break.  
 
   “Of course,” Marcus agreed readily, and I was reminded that I had a few things to share from my trip as well.  
 
   “Oh, but schedule a videoconference with the council as soon as possible tomorrow night,” I added.  “We’ve officially broken ties with Vetis.”
 
   “We have?” he blinked, knocked for a loop.
 
   “It was an interesting trip.”
 
   “Sounds like it.”
 
   “I promise I’ll tell you all about it tomorrow night.  But for now, Maggie could I get you to bring me that cocoa?”
 
   “Of course, I’ll bring it down to you in the bath,” she promised.  
 
   “I’ll see your luggage is brought down,” Rob offered.  “Gunnar, you take the trunk, I’ll get the rest of the lot.”
 
   “Thanks, guys.  I’ll see you tomorrow night.”  
 
   I don’t know why, but just being back in my own bedroom made me feel more relaxed, even before I had a chance to slip off my shoes.  I started filling the tub and lazily undressing, making a mental list of all the things I had to go over with the council.  I figured I’d start with my true heritage and ask them flat out if they intended to boot me out as Elder.  There wouldn’t be too much point in getting to the rest of it if I was out of the job.  
 
   Maggie’s soft knock came as I eased myself into the steamy water, and she rested the mug on the tile surround.  “Can I fetch you anything else?  I’ll just be going up to the office to finish a few more things before I turn in for the night.”
 
   “Actually, I wondered if you might have any ideas to help with this mess.”  I pulled off the headband I’d taken to wearing since my hair was singed off in front, showing her the destruction.  
 
   “What on Earth have you done to yourself?” she exclaimed, combing her fingers through the damaged ends.
 
   “Believe me, it wasn’t my idea.  But it could’ve been a lot worse.”  The scar on my cheek had already faded, barely noticeable any more.  “This is the only lasting reminder I ended up with, and it’ll grow back.  Better my hair than a permanent scar like Rob ended up with.”
 
   Her fingers curled up as she withdrew her hands in shock.  “Oh…” she breathed, averting my gaze.  “Felix mentioned you’d had difficulties with the Order, but he wasn’t at all specific.”
 
   “This is courtesy of a hot poker.  Is there anything you can do with it that won’t look awful, or am I doomed to headbands and hats for the next two months?”  Not that I cared in general, but with the inauguration coming up, I wanted to look my best.  
 
   “It’s not so bad,” Maggie said, a speculative gleam coming into her eyes as she reached out to touch the locks.  “I think if we go for a heavier, layered fringe we can blend it in a fair piece.  It’ll be a change though.”
 
   “As long as it looks deliberate instead of sparking conversation on my time in the Vetis dungeons, I’m good.”
 
   “I’ll go fetch my shears then.  Enjoy your bath and I’ll be back soon enough.”  
 
   I think she took longer than was strictly necessary, allowing me to soak in peace before she returned with the tools for a full service makeover.  By then I was ready to climb out of the tub, eager for a new look.  Pulling on a soft, silky robe, I sat in front of the mirror as she draped a cloth over me and got to work.  
 
   At first I was alarmed by how much hair she pulled forward to make into bangs, but I had to let go and trust that she knew what she was doing.  To keep my mind off of it, I took the opportunity to catch up in a way you couldn’t do over the phone or Skype.  
 
   “How have you been, really?” I asked, as she nudged my chin down, scissors snipping with short, quick movements.  “Marcus said he’s been worried about you with all the shenanigans going around about the Order.”
 
   “He did?”  She sounded surprised, but I couldn’t see her face.  “That’s sweet of him to think of me.  To be honest, I haven’t been too involved in any of that.  I’ve been keeping to the house lately, under his advisement.  Was that the right thing to do?”
 
   “As long as you’re safe, it seems that way.  And how has Marcus been since he’s been staying here?  Did I make things more uncomfortable for you inviting him?”
 
   “Oh no, he’s been a perfect gentleman.”  
 
   “Really?”  My threats must have worked.
 
   “Yes, rather more than I’d prefer him to be.”
 
   Interesting.  “So you wouldn’t mind if the two of you took things to the next level then?” I asked, having no idea what level they were actually on at all.
 
   “I think so.  He’s been very respectful of me, much more than I thought him capable of.  Then again, perhaps he views me as a challenge and nothing more.”
 
   That was a possibility, I had to agree.  “Would you prefer it if I asked him to stay on or move back to his place now that we’re back?”
 
   “Oh…”  She considered that for a few seconds, and I lifted my head to catch her expression in the mirror.  “Well, it is easier for us to get work done with us both here, and he has had trouble finding a permanent home since he relocated.”
 
   “Then you’d like him to stay?”
 
   “Only if you think it’s best.”  
 
   My foot.  She wanted him there, I could see it on her face.  “I’ll see what his opinion is about it tomorrow.  It’s probably for the best not to make too many plans without consulting him first.  Thanks for keeping everything rolling for me while we were gone, I can’t tell you how much it meant to know things were going smoothly.  And in the end, it was the best decision for you not to come, or you might’ve ended up in the clink with the rest of my entourage.”  
 
   Her fingers combed through my bangs, the weight of them strange, but not altogether unpleasant.  Finally, she worked up the nerve to ask, “Was it… was it awful?”
 
   “It’s not something I like to think about, but we all survived, that’s the important thing.”
 
   “Because Jakob came for you.”
 
   “Yes, and you don’t have to keep quiet about him any more.”
 
   “Easy for you to say, I’m still under his compulsion,” she sighed and I realized that was true.  I’d have to ask him about that.  “And Bishop’s come back with you?”
 
   “Not with me, with us.  I’m hoping he can help us settle people down.  I’d hate for the Order to step in and start cracking skulls.”
 
   “Is that all he came back for?”
 
   “We’re working on being friends for now, that’s all.”
 
   “But in the future?”
 
   I couldn’t begin to speculate, not with my heart tied to the man I heard poking around in the room next to mine.  “I can’t think about the future right now, not with so many things in flux.  I’ve got to keep my head firmly planted in the present or it’ll get away from me.”  
 
   “Well, this is one less thing you have to worry about.  It came out rather fetching, if I do say so myself.”  Maggie stepped away, giving me my first good look in the mirror at the new style.  The bangs were a good deal heavier than I’d pictured, but it hid the damaged bits tolerably well.  “What do you think?”
 
   “I think I like it,” I said slowly, turning my head one way and then the other.
 
   “But you’re not sure?”
 
   “It’s a big change.  Don’t get me wrong, it looks tons better, I’m just not sure it’s me.”
 
   “Let’s get another opinion then, shall we?”  Catching up my hand, she dragged me down the hall, rapping on Rob’s door.  “Rob, we need your superior powers of observation,” she called out with a silly grin.
 
   “What you going on about now?” he asked, pulling open the door.  His jacket and tie were gone, shirt unbuttoned, showing the white singlet beneath, and my fingers itched to push his shirt the rest of the way off to get a look at his shoulders.  
 
   “Tell Anja she looks ravishing.”
 
   “She fixed my hair,” I butted in, feeling awkward with Maggie there.  “What do you think?”
 
   Rob barely gave me a cursory glance.  “That’s what you came banging about?”  He let out a disgusted snort.  “It looks nice, can I get on to bed now?”
 
   “That’s all you have to say?”  Maggie’s face crumpled in disappointment, and even though I knew what he was doing, I couldn’t help but leap to her defense. 
 
   “Hey, just because you’re tired doesn’t mean you have to be so grumpycakes.  I happen to think she did a great job.”
 
   “Sorry, Maggie,” he bit out, rubbing the back of his neck as if it pained him.  “I reckon I’m a bit knackered, but that’s no excuse to act like a git, yeah?”
 
   “It’s alright.  It’s late, I wasn’t thinking.”  The timid girl offered a tremulous smile and I wrapped my arm around her shoulders.
 
   “I think we’re all tired.  Why don’t you head on up to bed, okay Maggie?”
 
   “Sure, I’ll wake you at the usual time then?”
 
   “That’d be nice, thanks.  And thanks for making me presentable again.”
 
   “I do think it came out lovely, even if some don’t think do.”  She stuck her tongue out at Rob before darting up the stairs as though half afraid he might chase her for the impertinence.  
 
   “Watch it,” Rob called up after her, but there was a smile on his lips.  “It’s very nice,” he added, his eyes finally showing me his approval now that we were alone.
 
   “Thanks.”  We stood in the hallway, looking our fill for a few moments, his bed a very visible temptation right behind him.  Almost as if he’d read my mind, he stepped completely into the hall, shutting the bedroom door behind him.  
 
   “We’re back,” I said, unnecessarily, feeling that pull to touch him again, and my fingers curled into fists to keep from reaching out to slide up his chest.  
 
   “Yes, we are.”   He could feel it too, I could tell.  Almost without noticing it we’d drifted closer together, barely a few inches separating us.  So close… I couldn’t stand it anymore.  Rolling up on the tips of my feet I stole a kiss, intending it to be a brief one, just a taste, but his strong arms immediately encircled me, not letting me get away so easily.  Our mouths tangled, hungry for more, and I indulged in the urge to slip my hands up under his shirt to smooth across the glorious ridges of muscle across his back.  
 
   His hands fisted in my shirt, binding me to him, until at some point he decided we’d crossed a line and Rob pulled me away from him, his muscles shaking with the effort it cost him.  “It’s late,” he said, his voice hoarse.  
 
   “You’re right,” I nodded, trying to sound as normal as I could.  “We should get to bed.”  Tangling my fingers with his, I tugged slightly toward my bedroom, leaving no doubt as to the invitation to join me.  As long as he left before the sun went down, no one would ever know.
 
   “Yes, we should.”  His voice sounded a bit stronger as he pulled his hand free of mine, laying a finger across my lips when I opened them to protest.  Leaning close, his lips barely made a sound.  “There are ears everywhere.  Upstairs, outside…”
 
   Stifling a groan of disappointment, I closed my eyes, listening.  I could hear Maggie and Marcus speaking softly high above, but not well enough to make out what was said.  The guards’ footfalls outside were few and far between; soon it would be time for the sun to chase away most of my brute squad, at least the vampires.  The regular humans patrolling outside wouldn’t be able to hear anything untoward.  Gunnar must have gone to sleep already.  No one was close, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t change in a heartbeat.  
 
   “We could be quiet,” I tried, my lips brushing against the curve of his ear.
 
   “Not bloody likely,” he growled back, sending a ripple of desire to all my tingly bits.  
 
   “You’re to stay by my side.  Jakob’s orders, remember?” 
 
   He pulled back to offer a half smile, amused by my efforts.  “Whenever we leave the house.”  
 
   I let out a long breath, trying to tamp down the longing and frustration, but it didn’t help.  Not one bit.  “Goodnight, Rob,” I said finally, backing away before I did something we might end up regretting.
 
   “Goodnight, miss.”  His voice was calm again, but his hazel eyes watched me until I disappeared behind my door.    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   The phone ringing off the hook woke me up way before Maggie had a chance to come down.  Apparently the cat was out of the bag about my return and everyone was abuzz, wondering if Jakob would show for the inauguration.  Since I’d barely mentioned it to him at all, I doubted he’d cut his trip short early for it, and to be honest, I’d just as soon he stay in England for as long as possible.  
 
   Felix and Cordelia operated under the notion that he’d be there though, and the few details I overheard seemed wildly lavish for my tastes.  I kept mum about it, letting them do what they would.  I hated how stressed out Maggie was over the process though.  It seemed like every time I tried to talk to her the phone would ring again, and I was grateful for her screening process or I wouldn’t have been able to get a lick of work done.  
 
   Marcus set the videoconference up with the council for eight p.m., which gave me plenty of time to meet with him first.  I pulled him into my office to get the real scoop on what was going on in my absence.  “Okay… lay it on me.  How bad is it?” I asked as soon as he took a seat across from my desk.  
 
   Marcus wore his polished best again, a navy blue suit with a sparkle of diamonds at the cuffs.  He made me feel schlumpy in my pink fuzzy sweater and leggings, but I was still enjoying wearing whatever I wanted to after my visit to stuffy central.  
 
   “It’s become very unpopular to be a member of the Order around here.”
 
   “Yes, that much you’ve made clear before.  What kind of stuff is going down?  Has there been something else since the car bomb?”  
 
   Marcus fixed me with his most charming smile, and I prepared myself for the worst.  “Actually, I lied.  I wanted to get you alone for a talk before we get too much farther here.”
 
   “Ahh…” That’s all I had.  I couldn’t begin to imagine what he wanted bad enough to fake an emergency meeting.
 
   “What I wanted to talk to you about is as scary as open violence in the streets though.”
 
   Cool beans.  “Okay, you’ve got my attention, let’s hear it.”  I braced myself for the worst, especially since his face screwed up like he was waiting for someone to lop off a diseased limb or something.
 
   “I want to ask your permission to formally court Maggie.”  He said it fast, much quicker than it took my brain to process the words.  
 
   “Shénme?” I blinked.  “That’s what this is about?  You want to date Maggie?”  Weren’t they already doing exactly that?
 
   “No, I want to court her.  There’s a difference,” he pointed out.  “Also, I’m asking you to lift your restrictions on me, with regards to consensual sharing.”  
 
   He meant drinking her blood.  “That’s for her to decide, not me.  Look, it’s not that I object to the two of you being together, as long as that’s something she wants, but Maggie’s had a very difficult past when it comes to vampires.  I’m not sure that’s the kind of an arrangement she wants to get back into, now or ever.”
 
   “It would be nothing like her experience with Jasper, I give you my word on that.”
 
   So she’d already told him about her past with Jasper.  Then they were already closer than I’d thought for her to share such an intimate hurt.  “You’re looking to court her… to what end?  I mean, are you planning on marrying her and buying a house in the suburbs?  Setting her up as your blood companion?  Turning her?”
 
   “I… maybe a bit of all three?”  He shook his head as soon as the words left his mouth, his hands coming up.  “No, that sounds wrong.  I just… I want to be with her, but I want to do it the right way.  The only way I know how to do that is by paying her the respect of a formal courtship.  Where it ends up… it’s too early to say right now.”
 
   “Alright, fair enough.  I’ll tell you what I’m going to do.  I give you permission to court her, but it’s entirely up to Maggie as to how far this goes and the pace is up to her, do you get me?  If I get even a whiff of compulsion on your part…”
 
   “I would never…”
 
   “Because I’d be able to tell.  Having an Ellri for a Sire gives me certain benefits that I’m willing to exploit to keep my family safe.  And Maggie is my family now.”  Okay, so maybe that was overselling it a little.  There was no guarantee I’d be able to break any compulsion he put on her, especially if they shared a blood connection, but he didn’t have to know that.    
 
   “I understand completely.”
 
   “You’ll continue to live here so I can chaperone the process.”    
 
   “Thank you, that’s very generous.” 
 
   I could see my invitation pleased him, and from my conversation with Maggie the night before, I hoped it turned out to be what she wanted.  “I’m counting on you to be a stand up guy, Marcus.  Your request to do the right thing by Maggie is a step in the right direction, and I appreciate you coming to me.  But next time, don’t lie to me to finagle a meeting.”
 
   His expression turned contrite.  “I’m sorry about that, I needed to get this sorted out and I know how busy you are.”
 
   “I always make time for my friends.”  Not that I didn’t intend to have Rob run a thorough background check on the guy.  “Now then, let’s talk about how things fell apart with Vetis.  I’ll need your help on how to handle the council.”
 
   We spent the better part of an hour going over my strategy for spinning the break as a good thing, being sure to trot out my other victories with Texas and Belonoc first.  Marcus seemed to think I’d made the right decision, especially given Corley’s offer to purchase Canada.  He thought there was something more than a simple land deal going on in Vetis interests.  
 
   Still, there were giant wriggly butterflies in my stomach by the time the conference started, and I gave my heartfelt apology for deceiving them about my ties to Carys and Jakob, feeling like I had to hurl the entire time.  To my surprise, they were pretty supportive, far more impressed with the West’s ties to a real live Ellri to be bothered by my lies.  So far his being my Sire was turning out to be more of a perk than I’d anticipated.  
 
   It turned out they completely supported my breaking ties with Vetis after they heard about the way Aubrey rose to power, and they were much more concerned with the state of affairs with the Order.  Jakob’s decision to banish them from Vetis sparked a lively debate as to whether or not we should do the same.  
 
   In the end, I won out by arguing that we still needed a body to police the vampire population, and we weren’t anywhere near coming up with one of our own.  It was only a matter of bringing the Order around to enforcing the laws our way.  I was convinced we could make it work if we could get people to simmer down and listen to each other.  I outlined some of the plans we’d made at the Gathering to revise the Order’s charter, and the council was excited by the prospect.  
 
   That left quelling the current unrest in the San Francisco area.  Terry Byrne’s name kept cropping up as the lead instigator, and I had to wonder if he actually had anything against the Order or if it was all designed to sabotage my rule.  After all, hadn’t he been preaching to ‘get along’ at Nightshade not all that long ago?  Now, to hear him tell it, the Order was an abomination that needed to be stamped out by any means necessary.  What bothered me more was my people’s embracing violence so easily.  It was still hard to tell if it was only a few rabble rousers or if everyone hated the Order with equal passion.
 
   There was only one way I knew to suss out how bad it was on the streets, and that was to get out there myself.  That was the only way to tell if all I needed was a few minutes alone with Byrne to set him straight or if we had a much larger problem at hand.   
 
   I was still trying to figure out the best way to track Byrne down, when the conversation turned back to the topic of the inauguration and whether or not Jakob would attend.  Promising to ask him about it, I ended the conference, preferring to work on stamping out Byrne’s influence before Jakob got back and saw how out of control my city was.  
 
   A quick check of the time showed it was early morning in England, so I decided not to bug Jakob about coming to the inauguration yet, in case he’d already gone to bed.  I had other fish to fry.
 
    
 
   * * * 
 
    
 
   It was more of a hassle than I thought it would be to pop down to Nightshade for a drink and put some feelers out to track down Byrne.  By the time my security entourage was ready to go, it was well past midnight, but barely the shank of the evening by vampire standards.  
 
   The moment Jarrod spotted us, he came over to greet me with an effusive smile that quickly dimmed when my security stopped him more than five feet away from me.  
 
   “Oh, come on, guys.  Jarrod’s a friend,” I scowled, even as Gunnar stepped up to let him pass.  “I’m sorry about this, Jarrod, security precautions.”  I made a face.  
 
   “Surely there’s no need for all the muscle here where you’re among friends,” he said, straightening his tie.
 
   “I know, but it’s out of my hands.  Jakob’s orders.”  The name Jakob spread through the club like wildfire.  If I’d been famous before, it was nothing compared to now – it felt like they all hung on my every word, waiting to hear some inside scoop on the elusive Ellri.  
 
   “Come and have a sit and tell me all about it,” Jarrod’s eyes practically glowed, ushering me to my usual table.  
 
   “Listen, about that… I’m sorry some of the tales I told when we first met were less than accurate.”
 
   “No worries, it’s all part of the mystique, isn’t it?  Leander’s going to be green with envy when he learns he missed out seeing you first.  Hullo, Rob, didn’t see you there for a moment.  Crikey, you sure brought them out in force, didn’t ya?”
 
   “Anything to keep the boss safe.”
 
   “You won’t have to worry on that account.  No one here would dare so much as say a word against you,” Jarrod insisted.
 
   “Only takes one,” Rob muttered, taking a seat beside me, his eyes sweeping the crowd.  “Oi, you lot, spread out.  Can’t see past my elbow with you hulking about,” he growled, and the security team filtered into the room.  
 
   “Listen, I’m glad to hear you say that,” I said to Jarrod, trying to steer the conversation back my way.  “I’m here to try and track down Terry Byrne.  Has he been in here lately?”
 
   “Byrne?”  Jarrod’s brows inched higher.  “We wouldn’t let that wanker in here, not since you gave him his walking papers.”
 
   “Do you know where he’s hanging out?”
 
   “Nah, ‘fraid not.  Could ask around for you if you like.”
 
   “Thanks, I’d appreciate the favor.”  I should’ve known it wouldn’t be that easy to fix.  
 
   “Anything for you,” Jarrod beamed and I decided to take advantage of his enthusiasm.
 
   “Great, how about one more?  I have a friend in town who could use a job as a bartender.”  I hoped Laveda wouldn’t mind me asking on her behalf but Jarrod seemed open to the idea.
 
   “Sure, send him over, I’d love to meet him.”
 
   “It’s a her actually, and I’ll see if I can arrange it,” I said.  Rob gave no sign as to whether he approved of my request or not, his eyes scanning the crowd that seemed to be inching closer with every word.  “Oh, also, since I’ve got you…”
 
   “You can have me for as long as you want,” Jarrod winked.
 
   “I wanted to have a chat with you about the situation with the Order.”
 
   Jarrod’s hands came up in a gesture of supplication.  “We haven’t got anything to do with that mess.  We’re strictly neutral territory here.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear that.  But what’s your sense for the average vamp on the street?”
 
   He took a few moments to mull it over before he responded.  “To be honest, I expect most of us is just waiting for it all to blow over and go back to normal.”
 
   “That’s good too.  That’s the smart position to take.”  I let my voice rise a notch, knowing there weren’t many in the club that couldn’t hone in our conversation anyway.  “I’m going to do everything in my power to put an end to the violence on both sides.  I hope you’ll all give me that chance.”
 
   “Right-o, whatever you think is best,” Jarrod nodded, and nobody else said anything differently.  That was good to hear.  It meant my chances of ending the so called revolt lay heavily in shutting Terry Byrne up.  
 
   “Can I have a picture taken with you, your grace?”  The request came from a curly haired club waitress, I couldn’t remember her name.  
 
   “Ah, yes, I guess so.”  I waved her through, all smiles as she handed her phone to Gunnar to do the honors.  
 
   “Me too?” another waitress chimed in, I think her name was Amber.
 
   “What for?  You see me here all the time.”
 
   “That was before, now you’re famous,” Amber giggled as the dam broke and the rest of the club eased closer.  Now I was actually glad for my red shirts who kept them from swarming, cameras in hand.  
 
   “Sure, but… I’m the same person I was when you elected me Jarl.  I just have a higher title now.”
 
   “Oh, it’s not that,” the curly haired waitress said after the picture was taken.  “You’re the Ellri’s consort, aren’t you?”
 
   “He’s my Sire, I don’t know about consort.  That term’s sort of out dated, don’t you think?”
 
   “I wouldn’t mind being his consort, or anything else he asked me to be,” she giggled.  “Is it true he’s alive, like actually living and breathing and everything, but still like a vampire?”
 
   They all crowded closer, barely restrained by my team.  “Very much so.”  I realized most of them probably hardly knew what an Ellri was, let alone ever meeting one.  Not out west in the hinterlands, as most of the old school vamps considered us.  “The Ellri are their own thing, children of the Gods and humans.  Jakob can walk around in the sun, eat whatever he wants, just like a human, but he’s stronger than all of us put together and he can compel anyone to do anything.”  
 
   “He could compel me anytime.”
 
   “The Gods?  Which ones?  Have you met any?”
 
   “I’ve heard his blood is an aphrodisiac.”
 
   The questions came faster than I could answer them.  “I don’t know about that…” I stumbled over the last one, as it started to get too personal.  
 
   “Boys…” Rob’s quiet word was enough for security to push everyone back a foot to give me a bit more breathing room.  “I think maybe it’s time to go,” he said in a low voice.
 
   “I think maybe you’re right,” I agreed.  Rob signaled to Gunnar, who stepped them back another few feet, enough for me to make my getaway.
 
   “You can all see Miss Gudrun at the inauguration,” Gunnar said, before turning back to me.  “Is it Gudrun, or Evans now?”
 
   “Evans, but either’s fine for now,” I waved it away.  “I’ll see you at the party, Jarrod.”  I’m pretty sure he heard me.  It was hard to tell with all the chatter about the upcoming ceremony and whether or not Jakob would let people touch him.  Sheesh.  No wonder he had such a big ego!  
 
   “There’s no getting around it, I need to invite him to this shindig,” I sighed as we reached the car.  
 
   “Seems that way,” Rob agreed, scooting in beside me.  
 
   “I was kind of hoping to check out a few other places to look for Byrne tonight.  At least the Bleeding Hart.  I feel like it’s been ages since I’ve been there.”
 
   “I can check around for you, boss,” Gunnar volunteered.  “I can put the word out you’re looking for him.”
 
   “No, don’t do that, I don’t want to spook him.  Just pop in and take a discreet look around.  If you find him, call me and we’ll come down lickety split.”  
 
   Gunnar nodded, grinning from ear to ear.  “I can do that.”  I think he envisioned himself as a super spy, because he was way too gung ho about the chance to go hang out in a couple of bars.  
 
   It was decided that he’d take me home first to ensure my safe return before going back out again, no matter how many times I tried to convince them that Rob was more than capable of seeing me home safely.  Rob didn’t even try to argue for privacy, weighing in on the side of more security.  
 
   “I sure hope this all dies down soon and I can go back to moving around with some anonymity soon,” I sulked, heading straight for my office to start working on the pile of messages Maggie had screened for me.  
 
   Rob followed me in.  “That’s not likely anytime soon, especially if Jakob’s planning to set up permanent shop here.  I’m afraid your anonymity’s a thing of the past.”  
 
   Cool beans.  At least it was limited to the vampire community (which was probably still too afraid of me to do anything too overt).  I didn’t have to worry about TMZ camping out on my front lawn.
 
   “You going to call Jakob up then?” he asked, when my brain was busy conjuring up images of Jakob and me, dodging paparazzi.  
 
   “I probably should.  It seems like everyone’s counting on him to show for this thing.”
 
   “You going to invite him in?”
 
   “Into the house?”  I hadn’t given it much thought so far.  “Does that spell even work on Ellri, or can he come in any old time he wants to?”
 
   “It’ll work on him right enough, if you want it to.”
 
   Of course I wanted it to.  More than anything I craved a quiet sanctuary from my increasingly public life, and that included my unpredictable Sire.  The memory of Jakob standing beside my bed in Vetis creeped me out every time it flashed through my mind.  But did I have that as a real option?  
 
   “I don’t know.  He’d probably get mad if I didn’t, right?  I am supposed to be his consort, at least in the public eye.  It’d look pretty bad if I barred him from entering my house.  The house he paid for, no less.”
 
   “It’s your home though, not his.  Something to think on at least.”  And with that, Rob left me to mull it over on my own.  
 
   I decided to put the decision off for now, focusing on trying to find out if he was even coming any time soon.  Taking a chance on reaching his voicemail, I dialed his cell, hoping the number was still the same.  
 
   His deep voice answered after a single ring.  “I wondered how long it would be until you called.”
 
   “Why?  What have you heard?”
 
   “Nothing.”  He paused, suspicion creeping into his tone.  “Why, has something happened?”
 
   “No, not at all, I just thought you meant…” I took a breath.  “What did you mean then?”
 
   “Only that I knew you’d miss me before too long.”
 
   “Oh.”  Was that all?  I sidestepped the observation, not wanting to feed that inaccuracy.  “So, am I catching you at a bad time?”
 
   “Not at all, petal.  It does me good to hear your voice.  All is well, I hope?”
 
   “Yep, we’re doing fine, thanks.  Listen, I know you had some more business to take care of over there, but do you think you’ll be back in time for my inauguration?”  
 
   “Already you miss me… I like this.”
 
   I could picture the smug satisfaction on his face.  “Well, it’s just that everyone’s pretty excited to meet you and they’re wondering if you’re planning on coming.”
 
   “I will be there, älskling, have no fear,” he chuckled.  
 
   “Great, I’ll see you then.”
 
   “Make yourself ready for me.”
 
   Good gravy…  What did he mean by that?
 
  
 
  



Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   For the next few nights it felt like the only thing anyone talked about was the inaugural party.  A spectacular creation of red silk and chiffon arrived from FF Fashions, but it was hard to get excited over it.  More than anything I wanted the night to be over with, so I could get back to business and leave Jakob to his groupies.  
 
   Gunnar didn’t have much luck spotting Byrne at any of the usual vampire spots in town and all we could think was maybe he’d gone into hiding upon my return.  At least the violence against the Order had simmered down, and I wondered if Bishop had anything to do with it.  He’d left me a couple of messages since our return, but all I had time for was a quick text back to tell him I’d talk to him later.  
 
   Actually, scratch that.  I could’ve made the time to talk to Bishop, but I was trying to put some distance between us, the better to maintain that friendship thing instead of the soulful longing I inevitably got from him whenever we talked for more than five minutes.  I did reach out to Laveda, inviting her to the party, but all I got was her voicemail and Rob said he hadn’t heard a peep from her since we parted ways.  
 
   On the night of the inauguration ceremony, Maggie helped me into my dress, and I was glad I didn’t have to breathe or I might’ve passed out.  Either the ladies’ calculations were a bit off or I’d gained some weight on my trip.  Since the latter didn’t make sense with my undead metabolism, I chalked it up to the rush job and kept it sucked in as much as possible. 
 
   When I saw my sister Hanna’s number come up on the screen, I was more than ready for a distraction from the primping, giving Maggie a break from the curling iron.  “Hey, Hanna.  Long time no hear.  How’re things?”  I kept my voice light, no need to bother her with my nerves over the upcoming ceremony.  The less she knew about my vampire life, the better, as far as I was concerned.  
 
   “Couldn’t be better!”  I could tell she was in a great mood right off the bat, her voice full of laughter, and possibly, not a small amount of alcohol.
 
   “That’s good to hear.  What are you up to?”  I wasn’t entirely sure if Mason had told her about the party or not.  Hopefully they’d stay in the Silicon Valley where it was safe.  
 
   “No good,” she laughed.  “I’m in Tahiti, being plied with fruity rum drinks as we speak.  So, no complaints from me.”
 
   “Mason took you to Tahiti?”  My jaw dropped.  It was easy to guess why he’d decided to get her out of town, but a sun drenched spot like that would be the last place I’d think of for a vampire vacation.  Maybe that was the point though.
 
   “Mason?”  She made a squishy sound with her mouth.  “God no, that’s over.  Way over.”
 
   “You broke up with Mason?  Oh, Hanna, I’m so sorry.  What happened?”   
 
   She let out a long breath.  “A few days ago.  He kept pestering me to get out of town with him and then I came home from work the other night and he had my bags packed and everything.  He said it wasn’t safe here for me anymore, and he wanted me to leave everything behind and run away with him.  Just like that.  Can you imagine?”
 
   Mason wanted her to leave town?  “Did he say why?”
 
   “It had something to do with his work, I don’t know,” she sighed heavily.  “I’m just, I’m done with secrets, you know?  I was prepared to accept the whole vampire thing, but I don’t want to leave my whole life behind at the drop of a hat.”
 
   “So you ran away to Tahiti?”  I couldn’t help but frown.  “That doesn’t sound like you.  Why didn’t you call me?”
 
   “Because you’re busy with all that vampire stuff, and that’s the last thing I wanted to hear about.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I’d like to think I could still be here for you if you needed me though.  I can keep from talking about vampire stuff if you want me to.”
 
   There was a delay, I think she might’ve been taking another drink.  “It’s not a big deal, really.  I’m having a blast with Logan.”
 
   “Who’s Logan?”
 
   “Oh, didn’t I tell you?  He’s the guy who brought me to Tahiti.”  
 
   “Wait… you’re in Tahiti with some random guy?”
 
   “No, I’m in Tahiti with a hot guy.  Important distinction, I think.”  
 
   “But what do you know about this hot guy?  What’s his last name?”
 
   “See, I knew you’d get all grumbly over this, that’s why I didn’t call you before now.  That and I’ve been pretty busy, if you know what I mean,” she giggled.  My sister never giggled.  Not even when she was a teenager.  Junior high, maybe, but most of the time her sense of humor was more snarky than giggly.  
 
   “Where did you meet this Logan?”
 
   “He was my knight in shining armor, saved me from a fate worse than death.”
 
   “Um…”
 
   “Public transportation.  He gave me a lift when my car broke down on Highway 17, even had his driver get my car fixed and dropped off at my work.  Who does stuff like that?”
 
   “You tell me, sis.  What’s his last name?”
 
   “Oh, I’d better motor.  We’re going skydiving, could you die?”
 
   “I thought you were afraid of heights.”
 
   “Only one way to conquer fear, and that’s to soldier through it.”
 
   Where had that platitude come from?  “Hanna, I’m not so sure you should be skydiving if you’ve been drinking.”
 
   “Oh, come on, you gotta live a little, Anja.  I thought you of all people could understand after what happened to you.  I gotta run.  I’ll call you when we get back stateside, I can’t wait for you to meet him.”
 
   “I can’t… either.”  She’d already hung up.  I was still sitting there holding the phone in my lap when Maggie came back in to finish my hair.  
 
   “Did you have a nice visit with your sister?”
 
   “She broke up with Mason.  Can you believe it?”  I shook my head.  “I sincerely thought they had a shot at making it once she got over the vampire thing.”
 
   “Perhaps she found this world a bit frightening?  I know I do sometimes.”
 
   “She didn’t sound frightened.  In fact, she’s already moved on to another guy.”
 
   “Perhaps that’s it then?  She fell for another man.  It happens all the time.  You think your life’s headed in one direction, and then a chance encounter sends you off in another entirely different.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, meeting her gaze in the mirror.
 
   “About what?”
 
   “If you find this world a bit frightening sometimes.  I know I’ve said it before, but if you want to try a new start somewhere less fangy…”
 
   “I didn’t mean now,” she said with a shake of the head.  “For once things are going exactly how I want them to be.  For the most part.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear it,” I smiled.  “I’ve been meaning to ask you something.”
 
   “You can ask me anything,” she smiled back, fingers arranging a curl, just so.
 
   “So… Marcus asked me for permission to court you.”
 
   “Yes, I know.”
 
   “And how’s that going?”
 
   Maggie tapped the cool tip of the curling iron against her bottom lip.  “It’s strange.  If anything he’s less forward with me now that you’ve given your permission.”
 
   “That’s probably my fault.  I warned him if he rushed you into anything, I’d make his guts ooze nice like melted malted.”  I quoted a line from a movie, but I didn’t think she caught the reference.
 
   “Ah, I see.”  She nodded in understanding.
 
   “Do you want me to ask him to step up his game?”
 
   Her eyes flew wider.  “Lord, no!”
 
   “Well then… maybe it’s your turn to make a move?  Basically, I said it was up to you to set the pace.  So, maybe you should set it.”
 
   “You mean… be the aggressor?”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I suppose I could at that.”  The realization changed her entire demeanor, from the slope of her shoulders to the shape of her eyes as she caught onto the idea.  “Are you fine here to do the rest of your make up on your own?”
 
   “Sure, of course.  Why, where are you going?”
 
   “I’m going to change into another frock.”
 
   “Oh?  Which one?”
 
   “Something more… aggressive,” she grinned, her eyes alight with mischief. 
 
    
 
   * * * 
 
    
 
   Jakob’s knock came far sooner than I’d anticipated, but I was ready for him, finishing with the clasp on the diamond choker he’d given me months ago.  I had earrings to match now but I left my wrists bare, the only other jewelry I wore being the amber ring Jakob had given me.  Felix had already taken my ring of office, to be formally presented to me again during the ceremony.  Immune to the cold, I didn’t bother with a wrap or coat.  Besides, it would be a shame to cover up the dress for even a moment, even if it was too tight.   
 
   As I crested the top of the stairs, Rob flashed me a look, and I could tell he was hoping for some sign as to what I’d decided to do about inviting Jakob in.  There wasn’t a way to acknowledge it with everyone standing around though.  Instead, I offered him the briefest of smiles before Gunnar pulled the door open, directing my attention to Jakob, who stood resplendent in a tuxedo with tails.  The formal look softened by the lack of a requisite tie, his shirt open at the throat.  
 
   “Hello, Jakob.  Don’t you look dashing tonight,” I smiled, stepping out onto the porch to join him.
 
   “And you, älskling, look positively radiant, and eager to go?  I thought we might enjoy a private drink before we leave.  We must let the anticipation for our arrival grow, I think.”
 
   “It’s already grown plenty big, trust me.  I’d rather get to the hall and see what Felix has cooked up for the night.”  I slipped my arm through his, giving him a subtle tug toward the street.  “Come on, let’s get going.  We’ll have plenty of time to talk later.”
 
   “Are you so eager to be presented on my arm?”  His brows drew together a fraction as he fixed me with a penetrating stare.  “No… I think there’s some other mischief at work here.  Why do you not wish me to enter your home?”
 
   Okay, so apparently I wasn’t quite as subtle as I’d thought.  “There’s no particular reason, I’m just ready to go.  Aren’t you?  Your public awaits.”  
 
   The furrow between his brows grew deeper, and I practically felt Rob tense behind me.  “Are you refusing me your hospitality?”
 
   I drew in a steadying breath, refusing to flinch from the steel in his voice.  “I’m sorry, I can’t invite you in.”
 
   Instead of going ballistic, his face crumpled in pain.  “Why do you seek to hurt me, petal?”
 
   The pain was harder to take, but I kept my resolve.  “I’ll let you into my world, but not into my home.”  
 
   His eyes searched my face, as if he was looking for some sign I might be kidding.  “Did you not tell me you would count the hours until I returned to your side?”
 
   “Yes, but that was just for show.  You didn’t really think…”  Frak, he had.  “I’m sorry, Jakob.  I thought you understood we were playing a role.  You and I haven’t been together like that for a while now.  You know I’m grateful to you for everything, but I need my own space.  This is the only way I know how to get it.”
 
   The furrows on his brow hardened from pain to anger, but his voice was restrained.  “I could compel you to cease this foolishness and let me in as is my due.”
 
   “We’ve had this conversation before.  Is that seriously how you want to play things?”  It took everything I had to hold my ground.  If I gave in now I was lost, any chance at free will gone forever, let alone those few stolen moments with Rob.  
 
   Jakob stared me down for long seconds, before a grudging nod was given.  “I’ll allow it – for now – as long as you do the same to anyone else.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You may not invite anyone else into the house unless they’ve been vetted by me.”
 
   “What?  That’s ridiculous,” I sputtered over the heavy handedness of the request.  
 
   “Those are my stipulations.”
 
   “It’s not up to you.”
 
   His eyes hardened once more.  “Don’t challenge me in this, petal.  You will lose.”
 
   We stared back at each other at the threshold of my house, and I wondered what would happen if I suddenly dashed inside and refused his ridiculous rules?  Would he huff and puff and blow the house down?
 
   “Fine, I won’t invite anyone else in.  Happy now?”
 
   “Transcendently.  Now, shall we go?” The smug smile was back, the one I wanted to knock off his face, but I took his arm, my face a mask of serenity.  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Rob jogged out in front of us, taking over the driving duties of the limousine.  Marcus and Maggie followed in the car behind with Gunnar, and we had a whole other car for added security guys.  The ceremony was to be held at the Regency Ballroom, in the Tenderloin district. 
 
   I’d been there before, to a concert with Trent back when we were dating, but the sound was terrible, making me wish I’d brought earplugs from the throb of the bass.  The venue itself was gorgeous though, with thirty-five foot ceilings and teardrop crystal chandeliers, polished blonde hardwood floors, gilt walls, and a horseshoe-shaped balcony above if you didn’t feel like being jammed in with the sweaty masses below.  
 
   For a simple ceremony, I was pleased with the choice.  The raised stage was perfect so everyone could get a good look-see at the happenings and there were three bars to offer refreshments once the party kicked into gear.  Hopefully they’d be able to do something about the sound or they’d end up with a revolt on their hands.      
 
   Once we got inside, I saw the outfit Maggie changed into as the attendant took her coat.  I’d seen the dress before, or at least part of it.  This time the lace overlay that covered her from neck to wrists was missing entirely, her body ripe and bursting from the fitted bodice.  Her make-up was still soft and feminine, making her look young and fresh despite the display of skin.  From the way Marcus stared, I could tell he hadn’t seen her dressed up like that before, and I hid a smile; he was a goner.  
 
   Jakob noticed the smile.  “Something amuses you, petal?” 
 
   “Just admiring the general splendor,” I quoted, but he missed the reference, nodding blandly as we stepped into the main ballroom.  The chandeliers blazed high above, casting the elegant room with golden light.  Thankfully, there was no booming base as the soft and genteel strains of Chopin played over the sound system.  
 
   Straight away I noticed the enormous champagne fountain set up directly beneath the stage, lit from beneath, bubbling and frothing away like a sculpture come to life.  A pyramid of crystal glasses stood stacked beside it on a table draped with pristine white linen.  Despite the lovely centerpiece’s appeal, not a soul went near it, not so much as to take a peek at the display up close.  
 
   I thought about asking Jakob to get me a taste, since the top glass was perched awfully high, but he was busy talking to councilman Durand, and I realized they knew each other.  Only it sounded like they’d never met face to face before.  I decided to leave them to their talk about boring business stuff I couldn’t make heads or tails out of, as Jakob utterly forgot I existed.  
 
   “That’s champagne, isn’t it?” I asked Felix, figuring he knew more about the set up than most present.
 
   “Oh yeah, but that’s for the ceremony.”
 
   “Oh.”  I realized I should’ve asked him more about what to expect before.  “What’s it used for, a toast?”
 
   “Yep, it’s part of the blooding.”
 
   There was that word again.  “Right, I forgot to ask you about that.  What does that mean, the blooding?”
 
   My worry must have shown on my face.  “Relax, boss, it won’t hardly hurt a bit,” he grinned, slipping off to talk to Cordelia about some detail or other, and I turned to Bridget.
 
   “Do you know what he’s talking about?”
 
   “Beats the hell out of me.  I figure you’ll either be the bleeder or the bleedee.  I hope it doesn’t ruin the champagne.”  She gave a disinterested shrug.  “I’m gonna go investigate that thing in the corner though, it looks like some kind of hot cheese.  You want?”
 
   “No, you go right ahead,” I waved her on.  “Rob?  Any thoughts?”
 
   “I’m thinking about looking into the city’s stance on building a shooting range in the back yard,” he answered with a completely straight face.
 
   “That’s fascinating,” I deadpanned.  “Any thoughts pertinent to the discussion at hand?”
 
   “You look uncomfortable, would you like to sit?”
 
   “I’m not sure I can in this dress.  But I meant about the blooding.”
 
   “It’s nothing to be gutted about.  As I understand it, you’ll share some of your blood with those gathered, not enough to do you any harm.”
 
   “Oh, is that all.”  It didn’t sound nearly as sinister as I’d thought.  “So, they’ll put it in the champagne?  Eewh.”  Then again, for all I knew it was a vampire delicacy, but it still sounded gross to me.  
 
   Rob shrugged.  “It’s better than letting ‘em fang you up close and personal-like.”
 
   “True.”  I noticed Bishop halfway across the room, wearing his dark suit.  I had a smile half ready for him to look up, but he didn’t so much as glance in my direction.  Instead he headed straight for the bar, coming away with a pair of drinks and making a beeline for the opposite corner of the room where Laveda waited, looking amazing in a creamy top and leggings.  
 
   “Isn’t that an interesting development,” Rob muttered beside me.  
 
   I knew she’d intended to get something going with Bishop again, but frankly it surprised me to see her successful at it so soon after his words on the plane.  “She could do worse,” I shrugged, trying to sound as disinterested as possible.  It was none of my business.  “I should go talk to him before things get started, I want to ask him about how things are going with the Order down here.”
 
   “Is that so.”  His tone of voice left me to guess he doubted my reasons for talking to Bishop.
 
   “Yes, I think it’s an important concern.  That’s why he came back with us, after all, to help settle things down.”
 
   “If you say so, miss,” he said mildly.  “Looks like it’ll have to wait for another time though.”
 
   By the time I looked back over there, I couldn’t spot either Bishop or Laveda in the crowd.  Had they left already?  Why’d they even bother to show in the first place?  With an effort, I smoothed away the lines in my forehead.  “It’s no big deal, I’ll find someone else to ask about it.”  Only there wasn’t a single member of the Order in attendance, from what I could see.  
 
   “Anja, you will join me now.”  Jakob tugged at my arm, and I gave Rob a rueful smile.
 
   “Duty calls.”
 
   What followed was the most mind-numbingly boring time I’d had since calculus in college.  I wanted to go and explore the venue, look backstage, all those things I’d thought about doing the last time I was there, but Jakob kept me glued to his side the entire time.  And it wasn’t like anyone talked about interesting stuff either.  No one wanted to talk about social reform or even what was happening this season on Castle.  All they wanted to do was compete for the best spot up Jakob’s… well, you get the idea.  
 
   It only got interesting after he openly spoke about banishing the Order from Vetis, and then it was like that was the only thing people talked about.  All manner of theories surfaced as to what would happen if they were ever banished from the West as well.  Most sounded scared to death of what that could mean for society as we knew it, but there were murmurs out there, those supporting the idea that the Order’s time had passed.  
 
   Cordelia approached the lone microphone on the stage, and the lights dimmed as Felix appeared by my side.  “It’s time,” he whispered.  
 
   I half expected Jakob to come with me, but only Felix, Rob and Gunnar accompanied me, Gunnar hovering by the wings while Rob escorted me to the center of the stage.  Felix retrieved a small bundle from a table off stage then loped out to join us, his dimples winking like crazy.  
 
   “Thank you for all coming to this most historic event,” Cordelia began, all smiles.  “I would ask you all to take a glass now, while we prepare for the blooding.”  
 
   There was quite a lot of milling about as glasses were circulated through the room, not only from the pretty pyramid display up front, but from trays produced by the bars in the corners.  I hoped like hell they all planned on a tiny sip or they’d end up bleeding me dry before everyone in the room had a taste.  
 
   While this was going on, Felix carefully unwrapped the cloth bundle in his hands, producing a short dagger, thick like a dirk, with a handle carved out of bone.  He handed it to Cordelia, who held it up for those gathered to see.  
 
   “We honor a new Elder today, long may she reign.”
 
   “Long may she reign,” the crowd repeated as one.  
 
   “We gift her with our allegiance, our devotion, and our lives, if need be.  In return, she gifts us with her leadership, her strength, and her blood.”  She held her hand out for mine, and I tried not to wince as the dagger drew across my wrist.  She left it there, the metal embedded in my flesh to keep the wound open as the blood ran down the tip and into the fountain.  It turned the champagne a ruddy pink, illuminated by the fountain.  The idea of drinking it still turned my stomach, and when Jakob appeared on the stage, I could see he found it distasteful as well.  
 
   “Enough of this frippery,” he scowled, snatching up the dagger and returning it to Felix.  Before I could so much as close my mouth, he hopped down to the floor below, upending the well of tainted champagne at the base of the fountain onto the hardwood floor, while everybody stared at him, aghast.  
 
   “We shall do this as it was done in days of old,” he declared, setting the large basin back on the table again.  “Come here, child,” he said, beckoning to a human in the crowd I didn’t recognize.  She was young, eighteen at the most, her dark hair shaped into a pixie cut which flattered her elfin face.  She approached hesitantly at first, but I soon recognized the blank look that accompanied his compulsion.  
 
   He pressed his lips to her forehead, in a benediction of sorts, before raising her slender wrist to his mouth.  I expected pretty words or some kind of ceremony, but all he did was bite deep into her arm, pulling at her pulse once… twice… before holding her torn flesh over the bowl, where the blood poured out swiftly.  The girl didn’t make a sound, her doe-like eyes trained on Jakob the entire time as the crowd watched, transfixed by the scent of spilled blood in the air.  He caught her to him, holding her close, murmuring endearments as her life’s blood emptied into the basin.  
 
   It was too much.  Was I the only person listening to the shudder of her heart as it struggled to pump while her blood pressure dropped?  “Jakob…” I tried to get his attention softly at first, but he ignored me completely.  “Jakob, she’ll die.”
 
   Jakob merely stroked her face, closing her eyelids as she started to swoon.  “And her sacrifice will be noted.”
 
   I started forward, prepared to wrench her out of his arms and offer her some of my blood before it was too late, but Rob laid a restraining hand on her arm.  “She’ll die,” I repeated, for his ears only, and all Rob replied with was a barely perceptible shake of the head.  I understood him loud and clear.  
 
   Yes, she would die, and there wasn’t a gorram thing I could do about it.  There was no way I could stand up to Jakob strength-wise, and if I started a fight, there was no telling how the crowd would react with the scent of fresh blood in the air.  All I could do was stand by and watch as her heartbeat grew slower, and fainter, until it rattled and stopped, the only sound the drip of blood from her wrist until he set her gently aside.  
 
   Twice more he repeated the procedure, singling out a human from the crowd and summoning them to the base of the stage.  The second was a big, burly guy I’d seen working as a bouncer at Smoke and Mirrors before.  The third, another girl, Stacy something… she belonged to Mr. Vaughn, who watched with glittering eyes, his emotions unreadable as Jakob drained his companion to the point of death.  
 
   When the bowl was filled with thick, dark blood, Jakob turned to address the crowd.  “You are all as children, but I will raise you up and make your nation great.  All things are possible, through my blood.”  He bit savagely at his own wrist, the potent blood flowing into the basin to mix with the humans’.  When the flow stopped to a trickle, he waved the closest person forward, who happened to be Durand.  “Drekka,” Jakob bade him, filling a glass with the mixture and offering a single drink like a priest administering holy communion.  
 
   “By your blood,” Durand acknowledged, swallowing as though it was the finest ambrosia he’d ever tasted.  One by one they queued up to do the same.  No pushing, no crowding, the room curiously subdued as they waited for their taste.  
 
   “By your blood,” was repeated by one and all, with Jakob nodding his approval.  No one gave even a second glance at the bodies slumped behind him.  When they were done, the music came back on and it was party like it’s 1999, with no thought to the rest of the ceremony.  
 
   I took the opportunity to slip away as Jakob was surrounded by admirers, hiding among the dark curtains backstage.  Rob joined me a few seconds later, keeping a respectful distance as I got a hold of my emotions before edging closer.  
 
   “You alright?”
 
   “What do you think?” I sniffed, wishing I had a tissue.
 
   “I think it’s not a good time to show a tender heart.  You’re the Elder now.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean I support the murder of innocent humans.”
 
   “They knew the lifestyle they was choosing when they became feeders, that hardly makes ‘em innocent.”  
 
   “Really?  ‘Cause I’m pretty sure they thought they were coming to a mixer tonight.  The biggest danger should’ve been high cholesterol from hot cheese.”
 
   Rob acknowledged that with a short nod, inching closer still, his voice pitched low.  “Alls I’m saying is choose your battles carefully.  Making a scene here and embarrassing him ain’t the right way to go about it.”
 
   “Oh, I’m not through with this battle, not by a long shot,” I vowed in a fevered whisper.  Jakob would get an earful before the night was through.   
 
   “Hot damn, that was something special, wasn’t it?”  Felix made his way through the part in the curtains to find me.  
 
   “It was something alright,” I grumbled, more than a little annoyed by his giddy mood. 
 
   “What’s the matter, didn’t you enjoy the show?”
 
   “Is that all it was to you?  A show?”
 
   “Yeah, in a manner of speaking, a show of power.”
 
   “Jakob completely hijacked my inauguration.  That was supposed to be my blood they tasted tonight as a symbol of my leadership.”  
 
   “Right… but he’s the top dog.  We all owe allegiance to him first.”  
 
   “And don’t even get me started about the people he killed,” I snapped, and Felix held his hands up, recovering his grin.
 
   “Don’t sweat it, boss, I’m already on top of it.  The bodies are being taken care of as we speak.”
 
   “Really not what I meant, Felix.”  I had to clench my hands into tight fists to fight the urge to hit something.  Many somethings.  I shook my hands out, trying to let go of the anger and tension before I did something rash.  
 
   Felix noticed my strange behavior and I could feel him staring at me, trying to think up something to say next, when he remembered what he’d come back to do.  “Oh, here’s your ring back.  Sorry we didn’t get to present it to you.  Gee, is that what’s got you so sore?” he asked with the sudden realization. 
 
   “Yes, Felix, that’s exactly why I’m feeling peeved at the moment,” I said in a complete monotone.  “There’s nothing that bugs me more than a missed presentation.”  
 
   Felix swallowed uncomfortably in the face of my bizarre behavior by his standards.  He backed away to the stage entrance, watching me warily.  “I’ll go see to the um… whatever.”
 
   “Uh huh, you go do that,” I ground out, my anger targeting the boneheaded vamp in front of me until he’d retreated to a safe distance.  “Do you believe that guy?  None of them have a clue as to what’s wrong about tonight’s spectacle.”  
 
   Rob laid a single hand on my arm.  “Calm down, miss.  No need to get your knickers in a knot.”
 
   “I’ll have knotted knickers if I want to,” I snapped irritably.  He smirked at that, and I bit back my own smile, not wanting to give into it.  But the simple touch had the desired effect and I could feel some of my anger seeping away.  “This is a disaster, Rob.  How can I begin my term in office with a start like this?”
 
   “I ain’t so sure that’s what’s been started tonight.”
 
   My voice dropped to a whisper, even though I was fairly certain no one gave a rat’s behind what we were talking about.  “Do you think Jakob means to take over the West?”
 
   Rob’s lips compressed into a tight line as he considered the question, worry deeply etching his features.  “All things are possible through his blood.”
 
   “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
    “I think that went swimmingly well, don’t you?”  Jakob laid back against the plush, leather seat of the limousine with a self satisfied sigh.  
 
   “Oh, now you’re interested in my opinion?  What a novel idea for you,” I muttered, unable to keep it inside after saying less than ten words in the past hour.  I’d taken Rob’s advice to heart and bitten my lip against speaking out against Jakob in public, but all bets were off now.  
 
   Jakob’s brows twitched together as he started to get an inkling that I wasn’t having such a peachy time.  “Something troubles you?  You shouldn’t be concerned about the reports of unrest.  There is always unrest when there is change.  It will be far less here than in Vetis.  Don’t trouble yourself, petal.”  He patted my knee in a familiar way.  “Allow yourself to enjoy the victory.”
 
   “And what victory would that be?”
 
   “Your triumph as Elder, of course.” 
 
   “Sure, because tonight was all about me,” I murmured, looking out the window.
 
   Jakob was less than apologetic, offering a careless shrug.  “I warned you, there would be much of an impact when I stepped into the light again.  Try to enjoy it, there are benefits to being my consort.” 
 
   “Name one.”
 
   “I should have thought that would be self evident.”  His predatory grin stretched wide as he slipped his arm around my waist, pulling me closer.  “Come back with me to my home tonight.  I will show you what benefits there are to be had by my side.”  Jakob’s voice was all silky seduction, but I shoved him away, my anger bubbling higher.
 
   “Are you kidding me, after what you pulled tonight?”  Did he not know me at all?  Jakob stared at me, completely taken aback and I forged on when he didn’t speak.  “You expect me to get all cozy with you after you murdered three people right in front of me?  And don’t you dare say a word about their sacrifice, it’s not like you gave them any choice in the matter.”
 
   Jakob recovered his voice, defending himself against the venom in my words.  “I shared a ritual with your people in your honor.”
 
   “There wasn’t anything honorable about what you did tonight.  You made it all about you, your grand gesture to the little people, sharing your blood with them.  Do you have any idea the kind of message you gave them?”
 
   His chin came up with absolute authority.  “That I will make this petty land strong, to rival the most powerful Houses in the world.”
 
   “Is that what you’ve been planning this whole time?  To forge a new empire, or whatever you want to call it?”
 
   “I hadn’t planned to step forward at all, but I had little choice when I was required to save your lovely neck, did I?”  His head canted to one side, with a penetrating stare.  
 
   Okay, so maybe it was my fault he’d been pushed out into the open, but that didn’t mean he had to go down the path he’d chosen.  “You could’ve whisked us in and out of there if you wanted to.  No one would’ve been the wiser.”
 
   “That would have left you on the run.  I’ve been living in the shadows for too long, I couldn’t abide that life for you.”
 
   “At what cost?  Destroying the life I’ve made for myself so far?  You’ve made a mockery of everything I stand for.”
 
   “I’ve done nothing but add to your power base and your reputation.”  He was starting to get angry now, but I couldn’t back down.
 
   “That’s not the kind of reputation I want.”
 
   “A true leader must be revered but also feared.”  
 
   “No, that’s the definition of a true tyrant.”  
 
   “Tyrant or not, it is my right to rule as I see fit.”
 
   “Is that what you’re doing then?  Taking over the West?”  Why didn’t I see it coming?  The way he’d held court in Vetis, staying behind to conduct his business.  The stunt with the blood shouldn’t have come as a surprise.  
 
   “I see the heart of the matter,” Jakob said with a knowing smile.  “You fear I am wresting away all of your power – that is not so.  You may have your paltry kingdom, but all will swear their ultimate allegiance to me.  I will make this nation great for you, so none may destroy it.”
 
   “Who do you expect to come knocking on our door?  We had years of peace while you were away.  No one gave us any trouble.”
 
   “But neither did they take you seriously.  I don’t understand your upset, you began this.  You declared war on Vetis, I am merely taking steps to make you great enough to defend yourselves.” 
 
   “I didn’t declare war, I cut ties with them, those are two very different things.  And I hardly think Aubrey’s going to have Vetis vamps on our doorstep anytime soon.  He’s got his own problems since you got rid of the Order there.”  
 
   Jakob laid a hand on my shoulder.  “You must stop looking in the short term and start to grasp the end game.  That is the difference between us.  You still view things in human terms.”
 
   “Yes, I do.”  Why couldn’t he see that as a good thing?  “This is the world we live in, and I think it’s important to remember.”
 
   “You are wrong.  Fortunately, you have me to protect you when you come to that realization.”  
 
   Could he be any more condescending?  I sputtered beside him, trying to think of the right thing to say to put him in his place, but I came up with nothing.  It was clear to me there wasn’t anything I could say to change his mind, his opinion had taken centuries to take form.  “Take me home,” I said quietly, admitting defeat for the time being.
 
   He took on a cajoling tone, his hand massaging at my shoulder.  “The night is still young.  Let us leave off these minor differences and enjoy it together.”
 
   “No, thank you.  I have work I need to catch up on since I’ve been away.  Rob?” I met his gaze in the rearview mirror.  “Please, take me home.”  
 
   It killed me that Rob didn’t answer right away, instead he looked to Jakob for approval.  At Jakob’s nod, he changed the direction of the car.  “Right away, miss,” Rob said briskly.   
 
   “In time you’ll come around,” Jakob said, with absolute certainty.  
 
   I hope to hell you’re wrong about that, I managed to keep on the inside.
 
    
 
   * * * 
 
    
 
   I wasn’t lying about having work to do.  While the majority of the vamps in town were still partying until dawn, I took the opportunity to sit at my desk without the phone going nuts for once.  Only I couldn’t focus on work, mostly I sat there staring off into space, thinking about where the night had gone wrong and how to possibly salvage it.  
 
   I thought about Hanna and Mason, wondering if she was actually fine with the break up, or if the new guy was a coping mechanism.  Poor Mason… I thought about calling him even though we hadn’t been on the best of terms for a while.  He hadn’t shown at the ceremony, but then again, no one from the Order had.  
 
   Even Bishop hadn’t stayed long enough to finish a single drink.  I spent a half second wondering where he’d disappeared to with Laveda before I firmly backtracked and thought about something else.  
 
   I heard Maggie and Marcus come home, the gaps of silence punctuated by soft laughter between them telling me her aggressive turn seemed to have done the trick.  At least someone had cause to celebrate that night.  It made me both happy and sad at the same time, listening to those murmurs, the promise of something new.  Something I wasn’t free to share with the man I loved.  
 
   Right on cue, my office door creaked open and Rob appeared, a mug of cinnamon laced cocoa in hand.  “What you still doing up here?” he asked, with a light scolding.
 
   “Oh, you know,” I shrugged, blinking away the heavy emotion as I found a smile for him.  “No rest for the wicked.”
 
   “You should be sleeping like a baby then,” he said with a faint smile, setting the hot drink beside me.  
 
   “Somehow I don’t think warm milk will carry me off to dreamland.  I have way too many things on my mind.”
 
   Rob perched on the end of my desk.  “Want to talk about it?”
 
   Where to start?  “Everything’s gone crazy.  It’s like a crazy bomb went off and tiny bits of crazy globbed onto everything it hit.”  
 
   “Take a breath,” he rumbled, sliding the cocoa closer to my hand.  “You can’t fix everything, you know.  It’ll take time to set things right, but I know you can do it.  Let Jakob have his public spectacles.  You can make real change now, like you always wanted to.”
 
   I picked up the mug, the warmth and scent of the spiced chocolate soothing me before I’d even taken a sip.  “Yeah, maybe.”  Maybe it really would all blow over soon?  For all the sweeping statements about making the West great, Jakob hadn’t actually instituted any changes except to lead by example.  I could combat that if I had to.  Just because Jakob said it was groovy to slaughter humans didn’t mean vamps could go doing it willy nilly.  “I guess I don’t have much choice but to try and ride it out.”
 
   “Too right.  You’re not licked yet.”  He nodded in support.
 
   “That’s not all though,” I sighed, taking a shallow sip, but it was still too hot.  “My sister called, she broke things off with Mason.  I mean I know we had our differences, but I liked the guy.  I thought Hanna and Mason stood a chance, you know?”
 
   “Sorry to hear that,” Rob said simply, and I couldn’t tell what he thought about it, his face shuttered.  Even though he sat not three feet away from me, it felt like an ocean of distance between us.  I wanted to say something, anything to get him to look at me again, but I could practically feel the extra security lurking outside, Gunnar moving in the kitchen.  We were never truly alone anymore.  
 
   “This is all we get, isn’t it?” I murmured, a profound sadness sweeping over me at the realization.  “As long as Jakob’s in our lives, he’ll be running them whether he’s here or not.”
 
   Rob didn’t say anything, but his eyes held a world of regret.  “I should leave you to it,” he said finally, pushing away from my desk.
 
   “Do you have to?  There’s nothing wrong with staying up talking with me.  We used to do that all the time.  Remember?”  
 
   “You want me to stay, I’ll stay.”  Rob drew himself up, his tone formal as he stood by the door, his shoulders stiff, almost at attention.
 
   “I’m not ordering you to stick around and talk to me.”
 
   “Then if it’s all the same I’d rather go before one of us says something that can’t be taken back.”
 
   “We’re already past that point.”
 
   “Even more reason for me to go then.”  
 
   In a heartbeat I was up and around the desk, my hand closing over his on the doorknob.  “This is stupid,” I pitched my voice low for his ears only.  “We should be able to spend time together in our own home.  We’re not doing anything wrong.”  I reached up to caress his face.
 
   Rob’s eyes met mine, the furrow between them crinkling with sorrow.  “Don’t…” he said, his voice tight as he caught hold of my hand and pulled it away.  “We can’t.”  
 
   I nodded, stepping away from him, my heart heavy with loss and longing.  “Do you ever wonder what it would’ve been like if we’d met before?  When I was a regular human and my life was my own.”
 
   “My life ain’t never been my own since he stepped into it.  I just keep forgetting when you’re near is all,” he said with a sad half smile.    
 
   “If we’d never met him then.”
 
   “Then I’d have been dead long before you were born, more than likely.  Ain’t no use spinning fairy stories about what might have been, this is our lot in life.  I didn’t never figure on having you anyhow.  Being near you is more than I could’ve hoped for.”
 
   The simple admission tore at my heart.  “No, it’s not enough.”  
 
   “It has to be.  Tonight was reminder enough of that.”  
 
   He had me there.  We’d witnessed Jakob’s casual brutality, and we’d already seen his vindictive rage.  There was no hope for us with Jakob in the picture.  Numb with the realization, I didn’t object as he brushed past me to open the door.  
 
   “I’ll leave you to it then,” he said brusquely, his lips hard and cold as he left the room.  
 
   There was work to do.  Emails to answer, petitions to review, proposals to consider, but all I could do was sit by the window and wonder if we’d ever find the freedom to be happy together.  One thought gave me hope.  
 
   Forever is a long time.  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Bishop’s hands tightened on the steering wheel, the dark SUV redolent with Laveda’s tempting scent almost from the moment he shut his door.  “Are you sure about this?  We just got here.”
 
   “It’s all the same to me what you do.  I was sharing the bit of insight is all,” Laveda shrugged.  “I had the strongest feeling we should leave the party before things got out of hand.”
 
   “You had a feeling we should go, or you should go?”
 
   “Yes… both of us, but for different reasons.”  She shook her head.  “I’m sorry if it sounds a bit daft.  It’s not an exact science, you know.”
 
   “No, it’s fine.  I’ve learned to respect your hunches before,” he smiled, starting the engine.  Only… if things were going to get out of hand, shouldn’t he stick around to be there for Anja?  Not that she needed him.  There was enough security there to wrestle down a mastodon, not to mention Jakob.  And Rob…  No, Anja didn’t need him one bit.    
 
   “Where would you like me to drop you off?”  Bishop asked, pulling out into traffic.  
 
   Laveda’s expression turned hopeful.  “Can’t I go back to your place?” 
 
   Damn.  This really wasn’t how he’d envisioned the night going.  “I can help you find a place if you need somewhere to stay.”
 
   “I’d much rather stay with you.”
 
   Bishop held his breath, he couldn’t think with her fogging his senses, he never could.  “I wasn’t going to go back to my place right now.  I have some work to do.”
 
   “I thought you quit the Order.”
 
   “I told Anja I’d do some poking around, maybe see what I can do to help settle down some of the locals.”  Would it seem weak if he cracked a window?
 
   “I’m certain she’d understand a bit of a delay.  How much work can be done with everybody at the party anyhow?  Go on then, Bishop.  When’s the last time you had a proper taste?”  She leaned forward, fingers trailing down his forearm.  If it’d been bare skin he might’ve lunged for her, but the suit kept the heat of her from reaching him.  Mostly.
 
   “Laveda…” he swallowed, staring straight ahead.  “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I think that would be a bad idea.”
 
   Her lips drew to a pretty pout.  “How am I to take it then?”
 
   “It’s nothing personal, I’m just not in that headspace right now.”
 
   “Fine, we’ll leave your head out of it then.” Her hand dropped to his thigh and he gently scooped it up to return to her own lap before he ended up crashing the car.
 
   “Laveda…”  There was a warning in his tone.  
 
   “It was worth a shot,” she sighed, falling back against the seat.  “She said you’d say that, you know.”  
 
   “Who?”  She didn’t mean Anja, did she?  Christ, he could imagine how that conversation had gone.  “Did you talk to Anja about me?”
 
   “This is her territory, ain’t it?  I wanted to be sure I had a clear path, but I can see now it’s all jumbled.”
 
   “What did she say, about me?”
 
   “She said you wasn’t likely to take what I’m offering.  I hardly believed her, but here we are.”  
 
   “She did.”  That had to mean something, but what?  Was she subtly trying to steer Laveda away from him, or giving her the go ahead?  Bishop realized he’d been driving toward Anja’s old apartment, and pulled over.  “Where are we going?”
 
   “Good question that.”  Laveda reached over to take hold of his chin, turning his head so that he couldn’t escape looking at her without pulling away violently.  “She ain’t yours.  Not anymore,” she said softly.
 
   “I know.”  It was just about the only thing that filled his waking thoughts these days without the distraction of the Order.
 
   “I can help you forget.”
 
   Could it be that simple?  He was attracted to Laveda, that was never the problem, and for a few moments he let her give him the comfort he needed, losing himself in her kiss.  But it wasn’t Anja, and he pulled away before he let his body overrule his heart.
 
   “It wouldn’t be fair to you.”  
 
   “I wouldn’t mind.”
 
   “I would.”  He shook his head, trying to clear it.  “Look, I’m sorry.  I don’t mean to hurt your feelings, but…” 
 
   “Since when did you ever bother with feelings?”  The corner of her mouth tugged up in confusion.  “You’ve changed, Bishop.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess I have.”  Because of her.  
 
   “Fair enough.”  Laveda patted his arm and unbuckled her seatbelt.  “I think I feel like a bit of a walk.”
 
   “Are you sure?”  It wasn’t his intention to kick her to the curb.  “I can take you wherever you want to go.”
 
   “I think we already established that you can’t,” she smiled, opening the car door.  “Don’t you worry none about me, I can take care of myself right enough.”
 
   “I never doubted you for a moment,” Bishop smiled back.  “Goodnight, Laveda.  Be safe.”
 
   “Night, luv.  Give us a bell if you change your mind.  I’ll be around.”
 
   Bishop watched her sashay down the street until she disappeared around the corner.  Then he did open both front windows, allowing the cold night air in to clear his head.  Maybe he was stupid not taking what she offered, but he’d meant what he’d said to Anja before.  He wanted more, and he was willing to wait however long it took to find it.  
 
   It wasn’t complete bullshit, his wanting to start his investigation.  He’d been putting off going to see his friends for a few days, wanting to lessen the sting of his quitting the Order.  But it was time to put in an appearance.  
 
   At first he drove around, trying to connect with some of his old partners, figuring they might actually show their faces since every other vampire in town was likely to be at Anja’s inauguration.  He tried the Hart and Nightshade, but they were both closed up tight.  Even Dead Lazlo’s lived up to the name, no one there but a bored bartender who offered free drinks as long as Bishop stayed to keep him company.  He stayed for one round of poker out of pity before begging off to head for the HQ building, where he probably should’ve started in the first place.  
 
   Only it was gone.  
 
   Well, not completely gone, but after he’d managed to fight his way through the emergency crews to the heart of the blast zone, he found little more than a smoking hole in the ground where the brick building once stood.  Ignoring the efforts to pull him back from what remained of the blaze, Bishop stared in shock at what had to be a targeted attack against the Order.  
 
   Even if there had been an accidental explosion from the pharmaceutical company occupying the upper floors, it wouldn’t have caused such devastation to the sublevels.  That meant someone had gained access below and deliberately set off enough C-4 to level a normal city block.  
 
   “Bishop!” 
 
   Bishop looked up to find Frost calling his name, waving to him from the other side of the parking lot.  Frost wore his usual tactical gear, blending in well with the first responders.  His dark hair was messy, but clean, leading Bishop to believe he’d only arrived after the explosion.  
 
   “Report,” Bishop barked as soon as he came within speaking distance.  Never mind that he had no right to request any information from Frost, not anymore.  For his part, Frost didn’t hesitate.  
 
   “Word is we’re looking at four separate detonations, one on each of the levels.  Whoever did this had military training for sure, they blew the fuck out of us.  The locals are gonna be picking our ash out of their hair for a week.”
 
   “Casualties.”
 
   “Trick is gone, so is Preacher.  No one else was in the building, thank God.”
 
   “What about Jenessa?  Cage?”
 
   “Those two were the only confirmed kills.  Jenessa’s been off the grid for a few days, and Cage reported in about a half an hour ago.  He’s been laying low in Milpitas.  I haven’t heard back from Stone, Corazon or Mason yet.”
 
   “I thought Mason was still working down in San Jose?” Bishop frowned.  Was there a chance his friend had been in the building?
 
   “We had to pull him up here with all the shit coming down the pipe.”
 
   “Alright, keep an eye on the local investigation, see what you can find out and keep trying to round up the troops.  Once we know who’s left we can figure out our next step.”
 
   “Copy that,” Frost nodded.  “Bishop… I know you’re not officially here, but we could totally use you right now.”
 
   It felt nice to be needed, but Bishop put aside the question as to what it might mean for his future.  “I’m here, whether I’m on the payroll or not.  This shit has to end once and for all.”  
 
   “Good to have you back, man.”  Frost clapped him on the shoulder before wading back into the middle of it.  
 
   Even though he’d already asked Frost to keep an eye on the scene, Bishop circulated among the rescue workers until he found the fire chief.  A simple compulsion and the husky man confirmed most of what Frost had told him, adding that the Department of Homeland Security had also been contacted, given the extreme force of the blast and the materials used.  Their forensic team would be arriving momentarily, and the chief was peeved they weren’t allowed to continue their search for survivors in the meantime.  
 
   Bishop knew there wouldn’t be any bodies recovered in the investigation, dead or alive, but that didn’t mean there hadn’t been any other casualties.  He was on the phone before he made it halfway back to the car, pulling up Mason’s number.  “Come on, buddy… pick up,” he mumbled as it rang and rang.  Right before it went to voicemail, Mason clicked on the line, his voice slurred with drink.  
 
   “I’m not doing it, I don’t care if Frost is offering triple time.  I’m not going near that inauguration.”
 
   Breathing a sigh of relief, Bishop let go of one worry.  “That’s not why I’m calling.”
 
   “I don’t care how spread thin we are, I’ve paid my goddamn dues.  I want the night off to die in peace.”
 
   Bishop recognized the note of self pity in Mason’s voice and he spoke more sharply, trying to draw his friend out of the self induced pit of misery.  “Hey, crawl into a bottle some other night, I need you sharp and focused right now.”
 
   “Why… what happened?”
 
   He’d managed to capture Mason’s interest at least.  Bishop gave him a brief report on the explosion and the known losses.  “So you can see why it’s not a good time to joke about dying.”
 
   “Fuck me sideways,” Mason murmured, no longer sounding all that drunk anymore.  
“You really cashed in on the shitstorm sweepstakes, didn’t you?  Wait… I thought you quit the Order.  Shouldn’t Frost be making this call?”
 
   “You didn’t answer Frost’s call.”
 
   “Point taken,” Mason acknowledged.  “Does this mean you’re back?”
 
   “It means I’m going to do everything I can to end this war before the Order sends reinforcements.”
 
   “Maybe they should?  We’re dying out here.”
 
   “I’m hoping now that Anja’s back she can keep a lid on this.”
 
   “That’s your great plan?  Pinning your hopes on Anja?” Mason let out a snort.  “She doesn’t give a shit about us.”  
 
   “You don’t honestly believe that, do you?”
 
   “I don’t know what to believe anymore.  I’ve obviously lost my ability to read the women in that family.”
 
   “Are you on the outs with her sister again?”  
 
   “She flat out dumped my ass.”
 
   “You’re kidding.”  The last time they’d talked about it Mason had sounded close to retiring and going full-scale suburban with Hanna.
 
   “Nope.  Kicked me to the curb like last night’s garbage.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that,” Bishop sighed.  “But I can relate.  I blew my chance at fixing things with Anja.”  
 
   “That sucks, man.  I hate to say I told you so, but…”
 
   “Yeah, I know, it’s my own fault.”  And he’d been kicking himself for not realizing it sooner.  If only he’d opened up to Anja that night she’d been shot, when she begged him for some sign that he still cared.  That was one of his biggest regrets.  
 
   “Alright, well… let me take a quick shower to try and clear my head and I’ll get out there.  Where are we meeting up?”
 
   “I’ll let Frost decide on that one, he’s technically in charge.”
 
   “Right now he’s in charge of a fucking donut hole where our headquarters used to be, so excuse me if I’m not taking any orders from him for a while,” Mason griped.  
 
   “Mason…”
 
   “Right, I know, it’s not his fault.  I’ll see you later.  Welcome back to hell, buddy.”
 
   “Stay safe out there,” Bishop cautioned before hanging up.  
 
   His next call was to Jenessa, but it went straight to voicemail.  “I hope this means you’re laying low.  If that’s the case, stay wherever you are, don’t come back to the city unless you hear from either me or Anja that it’s safe.  If you need me for anything call, I’ll do the best I can.”  
 
   The next conversation would be better served in person, but Bishop stopped himself about halfway to Anja’s house, not sure if he could take showing up to find her and Rob in bed together.  Maybe that was selfish of him, but it was an image he’d rather not have burned into his memory, his imagination was troubling enough.  Better to give her a heads up, and he dialed her number by heart.  
 
   “Bishop?” Anja’s voice came through sounding tired and far away.  
 
   “I need to see you right away, can I come over?”
 
   There was a long pause on the line and for a moment he thought the call might have dropped before she came back on again.  “It’s kind of late.  Can it wait until tomorrow night?”
 
   “Nope.”  He could have elaborated, but it was something he really needed to talk to her about in person.  
 
   “Is it serious?”
 
   “About a serious as a corpse – if there was anything left to identify as a corpse anyway.”  He heard her soft intake of breath, he’d managed to shock her.  
 
   “Alright, but not here.  I’m on my way to you.  Are you at home?”
 
   “I will be in about ten minutes.”
 
   “Great, I’ll meet you there.  Bishop… it’s not Jenessa, is it?”  There was no mistaking the concern in her voice.
 
   “No, I haven’t been able to reach her.  Do you know where she is?”
 
   “Marcus said he’d been trying to get her to leave town for a few days, but I haven’t heard from her since we got back.”
 
   “That’s a good sign then.  If she got out a while ago, chances are she’s fine.”
 
   “Whatever it is, it sounds bad.”
 
   “I’ll tell you all about it when you get here.”
 
   “Alright, see you in a few.”  Was it bad that the blood ran a little faster through his veins at the prospect of seeing her again?  
 
   When her knock came, Bishop was there to pull the door open in a flash, only to find Rob standing there, looking just as eager to see him, practically blocking his view of Anja.  
 
   “Hi.  Rob needs to do a brief security sweep before I can come in, is that okay?” The top of Anja’s head peeped over Rob’s shoulder.  
 
   “Uh, sure… if you think it’s necessary.”  Bishop stepped aside, letting the bodyguard in.  
 
   “Ain’t my rules, mate,” Rob grumbled, brushing past him to sweep the open floor plan.  “You can thank Jakob for the added security protocols.”  He disappeared into the bedroom, giving Bishop a few moments of unease.
 
   “Yeah, but… it’s me.”
 
   “I know, but Jakob’s gone way past the deep end these days,” Anja sighed, leaning against the doorjamb.  “It’s nothing personal, I promise.”
 
   “All clear, you can come in now,” Rob reported.  “I’ll be waiting for you downstairs.”
 
   “Thanks, I won’t be too long.  Will I?”  Anja turned to Bishop, who gave her a surprised shake of the head.  He’d assumed Rob would stay for the entire visit.  Had Anja asked for some alone time with him?  
 
   “No, this won’t take too long.  I know it’s late, thanks for coming over on such short notice.”  
 
   “You made it sound important.”
 
   “It is,” he nodded.  “Can I get you anything?  A glass of wine, juice?  O positive?”  The corner of his mouth tugged up into a half smile. 
 
   “No, thanks.  Well… do you have any hot chocolate?  I didn’t get to drink mine.”
 
   “I should still have some, yes.”  Bishop retreated into the kitchen, glad to have something to do besides stare at her.  “I thought maybe you’d still be out celebrating.  Did the party wrap up early?”
 
   “It didn’t feel like much of a party after Jakob’s display,” she muttered, taking a seat at the breakfast bar.  
 
   “Uh oh, what did I miss?”
 
   Anja went on to describe the interrupted ceremony and the deaths of the three humans at Jakob’s hand.  It was a waste of life, it was true, but to be honest, Bishop spent more time watching the pucker of worry that popped up between her brows whenever she said Jakob’s name, and the way she bit the corner of her lip.  The death of three feeders troubled him less than Jakob’s disregard for her moment of honor, but he could appreciate how the loss of life would upset the tender hearted Anja.  
 
   “Jesus, what the hell was Jakob thinking?” Bishop shook his head, sliding the mug across the counter to her.  
 
   “Right?” she nodded enthusiastically.  “What kind of a message is that giving people?  Like I don’t have enough trouble getting vampires to see how wrong it is to kill people, now he’s using them for party favors.”  A shake of the head was given.  “How come you left so early?”
 
   “What?”  He hadn’t realized she’d seen him there at all.
 
   “I’m sorry, it’s none of my business,” she apologized, only to waffle back again.  “Is it because of Laveda?”
 
   “Would it bother you if it was?”
 
   “No, of course not.”  The words spilled out quickly, and Anja pressed her lips together afterwards.  Bishop wasn’t sure how to take the response.  Was she happy or sad that he’d left with Laveda?  
 
   “Actually, it sort of ties in with why I asked you to come over tonight.”
 
   “You don’t need my permission.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “To date Laveda.”
 
   Bishop’s brows inched skyward.  “I’m not asking for your permission to date her.”  
 
   “Well, you don’t have to rub my nose into it either,” she scowled, clearly offended.  
 
   “No… that’s not what this is about.  I didn’t take Laveda to the party.”
 
   “But you left with her.”
 
   “Yes, but only because she said we had to.”  At Anja’s raised brow he felt compelled to explain.  “Not because of that.  Because she had a feeling things were going to go badly at the party.”
 
   “Does that happen often?”
 
   “Enough that I’ve learned to trust her hunches.” 
 
   “Laveda wasn’t wrong.  She might’ve been in danger of ending up like those other humans if she’d stuck around.”
 
   “There’s another reason why she thought I should leave though.”
 
   “I’ll bet,” Anja muttered, barely reaching Bishop’s ears.  
 
   “And that’s the reason I had to see you tonight.  Anja, this violence against the Order has got to stop.”
 
   “I know, isn’t that why you came back here?  To help smooth things over?”
 
   Her faith in him was touching, but Bishop didn’t pause to savor it.  “This has gone way beyond my powers of intervention.  You’ve got to do something.”
 
   “I know, but I can’t find Byrne anywhere.  It’s like the weasel went to ground.  Hmm… maybe I should get Gunnar and those guys to comb the sewers, I’ll bet that’s where he’s hiding out.  I don’t suppose you guys have any high tech scanners we can use, do you?  Sort of like those motion detectors in Aliens, so we can detect life signs down there?”
 
   Bishop laid his hand on the table, which held an array of his personal weaponry.  “You’re pretty much looking at the extent of the Order’s resources right now.”  That wasn’t strictly true.  He knew the others would have their own personal stash of gear, and there was a weapons drop not too far away.  But the tech, the labs, the computers, they were all gone.  
 
   She stared at him blankly.  “I don’t understand.”
 
   “The headquarters building was attacked tonight.”
 
   “Oh my God, was anyone hurt?”  Her pretty blue eyes clouded with sympathy.
 
   “We lost Trick and Preacher.  At least we’re assuming so, they were in the building when it exploded.”
 
   “There was an explosion?”  Her jaw dropped.
 
   “With enough heavy duty explosives to level the place.”  
 
   “Holy Hannah, this can’t be happening…  How can things fall apart this badly?  People are dying now?”  Anja buried her face in her hands with a strangled cry before she looked up at him, eyes bright.  “What do I do, Bishop?  How do I fix this?”
 
   “You can try to appeal to people, get them to stop the violent attacks, let them know the Order won’t be able to sit on something like this.  They’re going to have to retaliate and then things will get worse.”
 
   “Oh sure, threaten them, I’m sure that’ll work.”
 
   “It’s not a threat, it’s the truth.  I have to think that Frost has already called this in.  They won’t leave this unpunished.”  
 
   Anja shook her head, reaching out to capture his hand with hers.  “The thing is, most of them aren’t involved.  They’re good people, Bishop.  I’ve talked to them, they want this to be over as much as we do.  It’s Byrne and his handful of terrorists, they’re the ones responsible.  I don’t know, should I put a bounty out on his head or something?”
 
   Distracted by the feel of her hand on his, it took him a few moments to respond.  “That’s an interesting idea.  Make it so he’s unable to move freely around.  It’ll probably just drive him out of the city, but it could help cut down on the attacks.”  
 
   Her teeth worried at her bottom lip.  “Maybe, but in the meantime you guys need more immediate assistance.”  
 
   “We can tough it out.”  
 
   “Easy for you to say, not everyone’s as old as dirt.”  Bishop opened his mouth to protest, but she waved him off.  “You know what I mean.  Listen, put the word out to your team, I’ll offer what Sanctuary I can.”  
 
   His brows inched higher.  “Are you opening your house to the Order?”
 
   “It’s the only thing I can think of for now.   At least they’ll be safe there until we can calm things down.”
 
   “That’s a genius idea.”  Bishop smiled widely, instantly warming to the plan that put him so close at hand.  “I’ll put the word out and be there before sunrise.”  
 
   Anja withdrew her hand, shifting uneasily on the stool.  “Ah… no, not for you.”
 
   Bishop froze.  “Why not?”  
 
   “I’m sorry, but I can’t.”  Her brows drew together as she searched for the right words.  “I need that level of detachment from you and I know you can take care of yourself.” 
 
   It hurt like hell, but Bishop nodded.  “I understand.”  He turned away, reaching for a bottle of burgundy and a wineglass.  
 
   “Bishop…”
 
   “No, it’s fine.  You’re right, I can take care of myself.  And you need your space right now.”  It was surprising how steady his voice sounded as he poured himself a glass of wine.  
 
   “If you need Sanctuary I’ll find a place for you.  You can use my old apartment if you need to, or…”
 
   He turned to face her, offering a tight smile.  “That’s okay.  I do know a thing or two about staying under the radar.  I can figure it out.”
 
   “Are you really alright?”  Her head canted to one side, studying him for a chink in his armor, he imagined, and he considered opening up to her, actually telling her how he felt.  But what good would that do?  She’d just said she didn’t want him too close.  
 
   “It’s late, you should probably get moving before Rob comes up here and busts through my door to make sure you’re safe.”
 
   She gave him a sad smile, sliding off the stool.  “Yes, I think he might at that.  He worries about me.”
 
   “Can’t blame him for that,” Bishop said, coming around to walk her to the door.  “Thanks for coming.  I’ll get the word out, like I said, so expect some visitors over the next couple of days.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll be in touch.  Thanks for letting me know about this, Bishop.  To be honest, I don’t know why no one else came to me about it.  You’d think with something of this magnitude I’d hear about from my own government, right?”
 
   “I’m thinking most people were too absorbed with your party to hear about it yet.  In fact, I thought you might be out there partying still.”
 
   “Well, you know me.  I’m not much of a party animal.”
 
   “Yeah, I know you.”  He couldn’t help but stare into those expressive blue eyes, wishing they looked at him the way they used to.  
 
   “I should go…” Anja reached for the knob, and Bishop surged forward, pressing his hand against the metal door, holding it closed.  “Bishop…”
 
   “I don’t want to hold you up, let me just say this and you can be on your way.  I know I messed things up big time, and I’ll have to live with that.  But for what it’s worth, I’m glad you’ve found someone who makes you happy.”
 
   A twinge of something that might be pain flashed across her face.  “I’m not sure I’d call this happiness,” she sighed. 
 
   “I thought that you and Rob…”
 
   She shook her head.  “It’s complicated.”  
 
   “Because of Jakob?” he frowned.  “It doesn’t have to be, you stood up to him before for me.  What’s different this time?”
 
   “You and I were already together when he came into the picture.  Rob has a long history with Jakob, it goes back with his whole family line.  He almost killed you when he found us together, remember?  If he finds out I’ve been with Rob… there’s no telling what Jakob might do.  To me, to him, to his sister, his whole family for all I know.  I can’t risk any of them for my happiness.”
 
   Her admission that she’d slept with Rob cut him to the quick, but he pushed aside the pain, struggling to make sense of the mess.  “Then you’re not together?”
 
   “No, not how we’d like to be.  And please don’t say anything…”
 
   “No, of course not,” he was quick to respond, still reeling over the discovery.  This changed everything.  He’d been willing to walk away for the sake of her happiness, but to find out she was more miserable than ever…
 
   “I should probably go, Rob and Gunnar are waiting for me downstairs.”
 
   “Wait, there’s something else I wanted to say, in case I don’t get a chance to say it again.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   Bishop didn’t think for once, he just acted.  His lips covered hers, unrelenting, coaxing, begging entrance.  Anja froze at first, her hands pressing against his chest at the sudden invasion, but he didn’t let her pull away, not yet… he wasn’t done gambling.  And then she was kissing him back, lips soft and sweet, her tongue sweeping out to meet his.  Her fingers curled into his lapel, holding him close as he drank in the familiar taste of her.  
 
   But she wasn’t his anymore, and when he felt her resistance rise to the surface again he left off his tender assault, giving her the chance to pull away.  She wouldn’t meet his gaze, her eyes trained on the floor as she sucked in a quick succession of breaths.  When she didn’t bolt from his arms, he leaned in again, but this time she pushed against his chest more firmly.
 
   “Bishop…” She used his name as a warning, or was it a plea?  He couldn’t tell.  
 
   “I know.  I wanted to have done that one more time, just in case.” 
 
   “You make it sound like we might never see each other again.”
 
   “Would that bother you?”
 
   Her eyes flew up to meet his, startled and wide.  “I have to go.”  
 
   This time Bishop let her escape without protest, smiling at the way her boots clopped on the stairs.  She might be running away from him for the moment, but he knew what he’d felt in that kiss.  And it was definitely worth fighting for.  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   Great googly moogly, what had I done?  Recognizing the fact that my security staff would take it the completely wrong way if I came barreling out of the building at full tilt, I paused at the bottom of the stairwell to get a hold of myself.  
 
   It was just a kiss.  Nothing to freak out over, it wasn’t like he’d swept me up and carried me to his bed and… a rush of memories of him doing that exact same thing made me gasp as I tried to steer my train of thought to a safer destination.  It was only a kiss.  A kiss that he’d started, that was an important distinction, right?
 
   But I’d kissed him back!  What the heck was I thinking?  I wasn’t thinking, that was the problem, and now, now Bishop probably thought he had a chance again and… I held my breath, counting backwards by fives from one hundred and then forward in German, forcing my brain to think about something else until the panicky sensation started to fade.  It helped after a while, but I still felt hot and flushed when I climbed into the back seat of the car with Rob and Gunnar in the front.  The other security team followed in a separate car.
 
   “And how is Ulrik?” Rob asked.
 
   “Why did you call him that?”
 
   He gave a half shrug.  “Ain’t in the Order, Bishop ain’t his name no more.”
 
   “He’s still Bishop to me.”  And he probably always would be.
 
   “I see.”
 
   “You see what?”  My head came up, trying to meet his gaze in the mirror, but he looked out the window.  
 
   “Doesn’t matter.”
 
   Was something bothering Rob, or had my guilty conscience read too much into it?  Deciding I shouldn’t go looking for trouble, I brought the subject around to greater issues.  “So, listen up guys, we’re about to go back into the Sanctuary business.”
 
   That got Rob’s attention.  “How do you mean?”
 
   I told them about the bombing of the Order’s headquarters and my offer of Sanctuary to the remaining members.  “I’ll want to call an emergency session of the council tomorrow to address this before we have full blown war on the streets.”
 
   “But you have promise to Jakob not to invite anyone else into the house,” Gunnar reminded me.  I was all kind of aware of the ramifications of my offer, but I wasn’t going to let Jakob intimidate me.  Not about this.
 
   “I don’t care.  I’m not turning my back on them.  If I hadn’t spoken out about the Order to begin with, we might never have ended up where we are.  Besides, it’s not like they’re total strangers.  Jakob said I couldn’t invite anyone he hasn’t approved, but anyone who’s in the Order has gone through a vetting process and he established that process, right?” 
 
   Rob didn’t bother to hide his scowl.  “He won’t be happy about this.”
 
   “You don’t seem to approve either.”  What did he want me to do, let them get picked off one by one?
 
   “It’s not for me to approve or disapprove.  You’re the Elder, ain’t ya?”
 
   “That’s the general idea.”
 
   “I am sure he meant it for strangers, boss,” Gunnar offered, playing peacemaker.  “He will understand the circumstances.”
 
   Rob didn’t say more on the subject, and it was silent and uncomfortable for the rest of the drive home.  I gave them both a list of instructions to carry out.  Gunnar was to oversee the preparations for additional guests, making sure the attic space was hospitable again.  Rob was to send out a couple of reliable men to see what they could pick up from the crime scene.  If we had something concrete to link it back to Byrne, maybe we could sic the Order on him instead of them targeting all of San Francisco when Rome inevitably responded to the attack.  
 
   I stayed up later than I normally would have, sending emails to Felix and the council, requesting they come to my house for an emergency session the next night as soon as it was dark.  I also put in another call to Jenessa, asking her to get back to me and offering her a safe place to stay if necessary.  
 
   Rob appeared at my office door very near dawn, his features tired and drawn as he closed the blinds and shut the black out curtains.  “It’s getting late.  Won’t do no one no good if you was to fall asleep at your desk here and fry to a crisp.”
 
   “Oh, come on, Rob, you’re not so mad you wouldn’t save me from turning into a crunchy critter, are you?”
 
   “What makes you think I’m angry?” he asked, his expression mild.  
 
   “It’s not like you made a secret of your disapproval over my opening the house up to the Order.”
 
   “Just makes my job harder is all.  I’ll end up sleeping outside your door like a dog before this is over.”
 
   “Where’s Tucker when you need him, right?” I said with an impish grin and he raised a single brow.
 
   “You trying to be funny?”
 
   “Apparently not,” I muttered.  “You’re overlooking the obvious here.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “This is a perfect excuse for you to have to share a room with me.  Maybe even a bed.”  I waggled my eyebrows at him, but he didn’t so much as crack a smile.  “Try not to freak out so much.  For all we know no one will even show up.  Those guys are pretty tough and I haven’t made myself a particular friend of theirs lately.”  
 
   The frantic knock on the front door said otherwise.  
 
   We were out in the foyer in a flash, Rob shoving me behind him as he darted a look through the window.  “It’s Mason and someone, can’t make out who,” he reported, and that was enough for me.  I flung open the door, wincing in the rapidly growing light to find Corazon hanging limp under Mason’s arm.  
 
   “She’s hurt bad,” Mason announced, no trace of his usual jocularity evident.  They both wore their standard tactical gear, Mason’s hulking frame filling the doorway.  There were cuts and scrapes on his body and dried blood on his forehead that told me their injuries were pretty recent, and tiny bits of broken glass peeped out of his shaggy brown hair.  
 
   Corazon was dwarfed by his bulk, wholly depending on his support with barely one foot under her.  Her dark hair was pulled back into a thick braid, matted and slick with blood from a partially healed gash to her left temple.  A deep stain on her abdomen oozed slowly and her eyes rolled, unfocused.  
 
   “Come in, both of you, quick,” I ushered them in, ignoring Rob’s scowl of disapproval.  They both passed the house’s protection spell though and that was all that mattered.  “Let’s get her up to the attic.  Mason, can you manage or are you hurt too?”
 
   “I’ll live, but she’s in bad shape.”  Once inside, Mason hefted her up in his arms, taking the staircase at a quick clip.
 
   I followed along behind them, trailed by Rob and Gunnar.  “What happened?”  
 
   “Her and Stone got ambushed coming out of Dead Lazlo’s.  Another car bomb, but it went off too early.  They got pinned down by heavy gunfire and Stone was able to call in for backup, but I was the only person dumb enough to be out on the streets.”  
 
   “Lucky for them,” I murmured.  “Where’s Stone, is he alright?”
 
   Mason shook his head, pausing on the landing to readjust his hold on her before he took the next flight, and I could tell he wasn’t up to his usual strength.  “Nothing left but ash by the time I got there.”  
 
   “I’m sorry.”  
 
   “Corazon took one in the gut and two to the leg, nicked her femoral artery by the size of the pool of blood she was in when I found her.  I tried to give her some blood, but it didn’t go very far and I had to stay sharp to get her out of there.”  He paused again at the top of the stairs, catching his breath.  “Damn, this place keeps going on and on, doesn’t it?”
 
   “Rob, could you?”  Rob took Corazon from Mason’s arms, taking her up the last flight of stairs to the attic while I steered Mason in the right direction.  His steps were a little unsteady, but he made it without too much trouble.  “You did the right thing bringing her here,” I said, kneeling on the mat where Rob had laid her out.  Corazon’s caramel skin held an ashy pallor, that couldn’t be good.  “She needs blood, and she needs it now.”
 
   Rob held out his wrist, but I pushed it away.  “I don’t think that’s going to be enough, not with how much she’s lost.  It’s going to take something a lot stronger.”  I held my wrist to her blue-tinged lips, but she didn’t stir, sweat standing out on her brow as her body consumed itself to repair the damage.  I’d have to help her out.  
 
   “Are you sure about this?” Rob asked as I brought my wrist to my lips, fangs descending.  
 
   “Her body will shut down soon if she doesn’t get enough blood.”  Mason panted from where he slumped on the ground, leaning against a support column.  “She’d survive it, as long as we got her more blood eventually, but it could seriously fuck up her brain for a while if she gets that far gone.”
 
   “It’ll be fine,” I said, tearing into my wrist deep enough to get the blood flowing.  The first pull hurt like a motherfrakker, as her fangs lengthened and sank into my flesh, and I saw Rob start toward me.  “It’s fine,” I managed to get out, the pain receding as the next draw of her mouth sent a frisson of delight dancing along my veins.  Definitely fine.  
 
   Corazon drank freely, a low growl of hunger muffling against my wrist as her throat worked to swallow.  I grasped under her shoulder to pull her closer, my body curving toward hers protectively by instinct.  Her eyes remained closed, but one hand bound my wrist to her mouth as she drank, the other slid across the top of my thigh, caressing, intimate.  
 
   My head fell back, fangs descending as I fought the urge to reciprocate, knowing it would defeat the purpose of giving her my blood entirely.  Instead, I gazed through slitted eyelids at Rob, his heartbeat taunting me from across the room.  More than anything I wanted his salty sweet taste in my mouth, and I moaned as the memory of his blood mingled with the bliss coursing through me as Corazon took her fill.  
 
   And then Rob was there, offering himself to me, and I didn’t have the strength to say no.  I took his wrist into my mouth, his low groan sending a tingling ripple through me as the taste of his blood exploded across my tongue.  One arm wrapped around Corazon, the other splayed across his chest, feeling the rapid throb of his heart mirroring the pulse of blood rushing into me.  
 
   Rob sat perfectly still, but I could tell from his labored breath it took everything he had not to touch me in kind as the pleasure danced between us.     
 
   “That um… that looks more than fine,” Mason swallowed, transfixed by the spectacle.  
 
   I didn’t care if we had a witness, I was too drunk with sensation.  I wouldn’t have cared if Jakob walked in at that very moment.  More than anything I wanted to take it to the next level.  To shove Corazon aside and lose myself completely in Rob’s embrace.  Heck, I might’ve pulled her in for a threesome if that’s what it took to be with Rob again, but luckily, for my psyche as well as theirs, Rob remained clear headed to put an end to it.  
 
   “That’s enough,” Rob said gruffly, pulling my wrist from her mouth when he deemed she was out of danger.  The pain as her teeth tried to keep me there was enough to cut through the haze of pleasure, and I let go of my hold on Rob, wincing until my flesh knit back together.   
 
   “Thanks,” I said, sucking in a deep breath as Rob produced a handkerchief, pressing it to his wrist. 
 
   “No problem, miss.”
 
   “Here, let me heal that for you,” I offered, but he shook his head, knotting it tightly.  Was he angry with me?  Corazon gave a lazy stretch, her dark eyes fluttering open.  “How are you feeling?” I asked.
 
   “Like I need a cigarette,” she said, raising a brow as she took in the unfamiliar surroundings and our positions.  “Something I should know about?”
 
   “I gave you some of my blood, that’s all.”
 
   I expected a smart aleck remark, or maybe even a protest that she didn’t need my help; at best she’d been prickly with me before.  Instead, her dark gaze held mine. “Thanks,” she said, her voice husky.  
 
   “Anytime.”    
 
   Now came the smirk I’d come to expect and I backtracked a smidge.  
 
   “Well, anytime you’ve been mortally wounded.” 
 
   “Too bad,” she sighed, eyes drifting shut again as she fell back asleep.  
 
   Rob stood, tugging his cuff lower to cover the makeshift bandage.  “Sun’s up,” he declared.  “Finish your business, I’ll wait for you downstairs.”  
 
   I realized he thought I meant to give Mason some of my blood as well, and he didn’t want to stick around and be a part of it.  “You don’t have to leave,” I said, trying to give him the message that I didn’t intend to do anything of the sort.  
 
   “I’ve given all I have to spare, miss.  I’ll send someone else up if you require more blood.”  His voice was utterly detached, as though he was my servant and nothing more.  I tamped down the urge to chase after him, knowing it would defeat the purpose.  
 
   “No, I’m good.  Thank you, Rob.  That’ll be all.”  I watched him leave, hearing the door open below, but not click shut, knowing he would be there, listening in case I needed him.  
 
   All at once I remembered Mason, feeling a tad guilty as I scooted away from where Corazon slept to check on him.  He’d fallen silent, still propped up against the support beam.  
 
   “Are you okay?  You look kind of scraped up yourself.”
 
   He shot me a lopsided grin.  “Apart from needing a cold shower?  Nothing I can’t recover from.”
 
   “Good,” I sighed, tired, despite the infusion of Rob’s blood.  I wouldn’t last long with the sun rising overhead.  “I don’t think my sister would forgive me if I let you drink my blood.”
 
   “I don’t think she much cares these days,” he muttered, losing the grin.
 
   “She told me you guys split up.  I’m sorry, Mason.  I have to tell you, I did not see this one coming at all.  I thought you guys were making it work.”
 
   “Me too.  One day we’re fine and the next… bam, she hits me right between the eyes.”
 
   “And you hadn’t been fighting or anything at all?”
 
   “No, not fighting.  I mean, I asked her to come away with me and she shot me down, but it wasn’t a fight.  I told her I understood.”  He shook his head and my heart went out to him.  It was plain to see how much he still loved her.  
 
   “Maybe it has something to do with the new guy she’s seeing?”
 
   Mason looked like I’d slapped him across the face, his mouth slack.  “She’s seeing a new guy?”
 
   Frak… “I’m sorry, I thought you knew.”  Me and my big mouth.
 
   “No, she said she needed some space, get back to a regular life again.  She didn’t mention anything about a…”  His face took on a resolved cant, and Mason sat up higher.  “What do we know about him?”
 
   Something about that look made my Spidey senses tingle unpleasantly.  “Why?”
 
   “Relax, I’m not gonna kill him.”
 
   “Um, good?”  The thought never crossed my mind, but it obviously had crossed his. 
 
   “I want to check him out though, to make sure he’s a stand up guy.”
 
   That didn’t sound so bad.  In fact, if I hadn’t been so distracted, I might have thought of that myself.  “All I know is his name is Logan and they’re in Tahiti.”
 
   “Okay… it’s not much, but it’s a start,” he nodded, his eyes lighting with purpose.  “If she’s in another country that means I can flag her passport and chances are, he’ll be sitting with her on the plane…”
 
   “Or I could call her and ask her about him,” I pointed out.  
 
   “Fuck, I can’t flag anything, our HQ was blown to shit,” he recalled, his head slamming against the post as he looked up in irritation.  His face a mask of frustration, he banged his head against the post again, and again, freaking me out a little.  
 
   “Try and calm down, get some rest.  We’ll figure it out, okay?”
 
   “What?” Mason seemed to realize I was still there and he took a calming breath.  “Yeah, okay.  Look, it’s cool, I know this is what you wanted, a normal life for Hanna all along.”
 
   “I did at first.  But I could see how much she loved you.”
 
   “Not enough to come away with me,” he said miserably.
 
   “A girl doesn’t like to be pressured.”
 
   “And I’m not normally a pressuring type of guy, but you saw what it’s like out there.  I wanted to get her away from all of this.  That’s all.”
 
   A sneaking suspicion began to dawn on me.  “Did you um, did you offer to turn her?”  He wouldn’t look at me, his silence speaking volumes.  No wonder she flipped out.  “Oh, Mason, how could you?  You of all people should know better than to offer something like that off the cuff, you know what the penalties are.”
 
   “I figured you’d finagle the paperwork later, I didn’t think it’d be an issue,” he shrugged.
 
   “She wouldn’t go for it though, huh?”
 
   Mason shook his head, slumping lower.  
 
   “I’m sorry, but I can’t say I’m not glad to see her retain her humanity.  I’m sorry you guys didn’t work out, but it’s true, I never wanted her mixed up in the vampire world.  Especially now when things are so messed up.  I never wanted this,” I gestured to Corazon, who looked like little more than a corpse in her death-like sleep, the wound in her abdomen healed, but still covered in sticky blood.  “I wanted the killing to stop, I didn’t want to paint a target on your backs.”
 
   “Yeah well, people suck,” Mason grunted, his eyes drifting shut.
 
   “I’m going to take care of this, I promise.”  
 
   “I’m gonna hold you to that, sis.” 
 
   At least the rift between us had been healed, that was one good thing to come out of all the bloodshed.  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   I’d always pictured a war council as something out of a Lord of the Rings movie.  A bunch of bearded elders sitting around a huge table, elegant, shining elves on the other side offering counsel, while demure women served steaming mead from mugs made of horn.
 
   All things being equal, I liked my version better.      
 
   We didn’t have elves, and none of us wore a beard, but as I faced the council in my dining room, at least the women present had more to say than would you like another drink?
 
   In fact, I’d have to say the women in the room were the most vocal as we went back and forth about how to stop the growing violence.  Anders didn’t say much throughout the meeting, mostly he stroked his moustache and looked worried.  Or maybe his coffee wasn’t sweet enough, I didn’t know him well enough to read his tells.  
 
   Holt and Powell didn’t think it would do much good to address the public and ask for an end to the terrorist activities.  They argued it was the Order’s problem to deal with as they would.  
 
   “Oh, we are doing something, make no mistake about that,” I snapped, when Powell shot down Cordelia’s idea to put a price on Byrne’s head.  “They blew up the Order, that’s not cool.”
 
   “Is that a precedent we want to set?  We have no direct evidence against him,” Powell insisted.  “I still don’t see how this is our problem.”
 
   “This is absolutely our problem.  Like it or not, there isn’t a functioning Order right now, and unless we want Rome sending a swarm of replacements, it’s up to us to take care of it.  That means besides sheltering anyone who needs it, we’ll also need to piggyback onto the official investigation to try and figure out who’s behind this thing.  Now that they’ve made such a public spectacle, we need to make sure no human looks too deeply.”
 
   “I’ll get some people on it right away, boss,” Felix offered and I shot him a grateful smile.  
 
   “Good, talk to Rob, he was going to get started with it last night.”
 
   “I still think this is the Order’s problem, not ours,” Powell said, pushing back from the table.
 
   “Good thing for us it’s not up to you,” Cordelia smiled sweetly.  “I can handle the media aspect of the investigation, make sure this story dies a fast death on all the outlets.”
 
   “Great, that’s what I like to hear,” I nodded, glad I had her on my team.  
 
   “What if we didn’t put out an open bounty on Byrne?” Durand suggested, his blue eyes gleaming.  “What if we put trackers on his trail?”   
 
   “I’m listening,” I said, not quite sure what the distinction was.  
 
   “Shifters?” Holt asked.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   We had werewolf trackers at our disposal?  Why hadn’t anyone told me before?  “Okay, that sounds like a good option, but no killing.  I agree, we don’t have any hard evidence on him.  I want him brought in for questioning only.”  Then I could compel him to knock it off, rat out all his accomplices and let him be on his merry way with a song in his heart.  
 
   “I like it, but we still have a big problem looming over our heads,” Cordelia said and I nodded, on the same wavelength with her.  
 
   “Once the door’s been opened, it’s hard to rein the crazy back in.  Especially when we don’t have the means to rein them in.”  
 
   “Right,” Durand nodded.  “Even if we get Byrne off the streets, the faith in the Order’s been compromised.  Without them, we can’t maintain basic vampire law.  Without the law…”
 
   “Chaos reigns,” Holt said, his mouth pressed into a grim line.  
 
   Maybe it was time to bring up an idea that’d been cooking in the back of my brain since before my return from Vetis.  “This is something that came up on a larger scale at the Gathering.  What if we come up with our own Order, so to speak?”
 
   “Our own police force?” Powell turned the idea over in his mind, not quite convinced. 
 
   “One we create with our own terms.  No Order looking over our shoulders, but safety and equality and the right to dispense justice as we see fit.”
 
   Durand’s face lit up in excitement.  “This could work.”  
 
   “Not quickly enough to police our streets,” Holt said, and I was inclined to agree with him.
 
   “And not quick enough to save my friends,” I added.  “But we have to start somewhere.”
 
   “It’s a good idea,” Cordelia nodded.  “I think it merits looking into.”  
 
   Thankfully, I saw other murmurs of assent around the table.  Not that I couldn’t have made it a decree, I supposed, but it was better to have the council behind it to make it work.  “Great, you look into it, and I’ll see what I can do to stop the violence in the meantime.”
 
   “What are you gonna do, boss?” Felix asked after the last of the council had filed out, each armed with specific tasks aimed at damage control.
 
   “What’s the point in having a sugar daddy if I can’t call in a favor when I want one?”
 
    
 
   * * * 
 
    
 
   “You do know where Jakob lives, right?” I asked Gunnar after he swore at the dash mounted GPS for the third time.  With my limited German, it sounded like he hated pig-dogs or something equally ridiculous.  
 
   “Yes, I know the address, but not the machine.  The machine keeps trying to send me on the goose chase,” he shook his head irritably.  
 
   “Turn left at the end of the block, three streets up then another left,” Rob said brusquely, head turned away from me to look out the window.  We hadn’t spoken much since last night’s incident, and apart from a quick check on my guests upstairs and the addition of Frost to the party, I’d been too busy with the council to think much about it.  More than anything I wanted to take him aside and see how he felt about what transpired in the attic, but we didn’t have that luxury, so I kept my head in the game and concentrated on what I’d say to Jakob.  
 
   “That’s it there, the gray building on the corner.”  
 
   Gunnar pulled up in front of the ten story building that occupied the entire corner of Pacific and Laguna.  
 
   “Which one is his?”  I craned my neck to get a better look at it.  Only a few sporadic windows were illuminated except for the top floor that was ablaze with light.   
 
   Rob came around to open my door.  “The whole thing.”
 
   “Holy guacamole…” I gasped.  Why would anyone need so much space?  There had to be room for at least four ginormous apartments or condos on each floor, probably more like six or eight.  “How much do you think a place like this goes for?”
 
   “Couldn’t say for sure,” he shrugged.  “Went for nearly four mil when he bought the place in sixty-nine.”
 
   I stopped in my tracks, making my security team a little antsy.  “Shut the front door.  Four million dollars?”  I gaped up at the building again.  The architectural details over the arched entrance were exquisite.  The place had to be worth twenty times that in today’s market, easy.  
 
   “You could have a place this size if you wanted.”
 
   “What for?”  I could house everyone I knew in it and still have room to open up a bowling alley on the ground floor.  “I prefer our place, it’s so much more cozy and homey.”
 
   “I believe that was Jakob’s thinking when he bought it for you,” Rob pointed out discreetly.  
 
   For us.  He’d bought it for us to share, and I wouldn’t even invite Jakob in.  Something to consider when I went to see him, hat in hand to beg for help.  I might have to break my own rule to get what I needed for the good of the community.  
 
   Inside the arched doors opened up to a grand entrance with twenty foot ceilings, the polished marble floors in an intricate basket weave pattern of light brown and gold.  A gleaming mahogany desk waited straight ahead, reminding me of a hotel reception counter.  Only instead of a concierge, two heavily armed men waited, their eyes sharp, but not overtly aggressive.  Both vampires.  Neither Rob nor Gunnar looked ill at ease in their presence, so I tried not to feel too nervous with all that firepower on display.  
 
   “Hello, I’m here to see Jakob, please.”
 
   “Chip?”  The one on the right held out a portable scanner and I obliged, offering my left wrist.  
 
   “Anja Gudrun,” he read off.  “Welcome, your grace.  Rob,” he nodded, and then held the scanner up to Gunnar, making a note on the console when he was finished.  
 
   “It’s Anja Evans,” I corrected him.  Jeez, I needed to get that fixed.  “Is he in?”
 
   The guy tapped on the keys, updating my file, or maybe ordering a pizza for all I knew.  “Is he expecting you?”
 
   “No, not exactly.”  
 
   “Just a moment, please.”  Raising his cuff to his lips, just like in the movies, he held a hushed conversation with another guard deeper in the building.  It was easy enough to hear both sides of the conversation, and I quickly gathered that Jakob was indeed in, and delighted to receive me.  
 
   “We’ll escort you up at once,” the guard smiled more openly now, guiding us to the gilt elevator.  Another guard took over once the doors slid open, conducting us to the top floor and down the hall to an enormous pair of double doors that swung open with a swish of air as we drew close, like those automatic doors at the supermarket.  Cool beans.  
 
   The interior of Jakob’s living quarters were surprisingly modern, with smooth wooden floors stained a deep espresso brown and creamy white walls.  The beams overhead had been treated with a metallic silver, the glow of recessed lighting stretching the entire length of the open concept room in a grid-like pattern.  In contrast, the furniture was plush and overstuffed, in soft buttery leathers and velvets, designed for comfort as well as style.  
 
   Jakob reclined by the gas fireplace, wearing a pair of ancient blue jeans, as supple as the couch he lounged on.  His white button up shirt was open at the throat, exposing an expanse of deeply tanned skin and a kiss of golden hair to match the locks that fell across his shoulders.  His feet were bare, sunk into the deep pile of lambskin that served as a rug.  Despite his casual wear I felt underdressed in my simple black swing dress and kitten heels, but he didn’t seem to mind.  
 
   Instead of rising to greet me, Jakob stayed right where he was, an arm stretched across the back of the sofa.  “This is a pleasant surprise, petal.  Welcome to my home.”
 
   “Thanks for having me,” I smiled back, moving deeper into the living room, noticing for the first time that Gunnar had stayed back in the hallway with the other security guy.  Jakob’s blue eyes flashed with amusement, and I realized he found my response titillating.  “I, um… this is a nice place you have here.”
 
   “It suits my needs,” he said with a self-deprecating shrug.  “Come and sit by the fire with me.”  Jakob patted the seat beside him, and I started forward, Rob taking up a post by one of the many arched windows.  “Rob, you may go,” he added, but Rob stood his ground.
 
   “I don’t leave her side, that’s the rule,” he said stubbornly.  What did he think was going to happen?  It wasn’t like he’d be able to do much if Jakob tried something.
 
   “Very amusing, Rob,” Jakob chuckled.  “You may find a sense of humor yet.  You may wait in the lounge, I’ll ring for you when I have need of you.”
 
   I nodded in agreement, what I had to talk about would probably go smoother without him present.  
 
   “As you wish.”  Rob gave a half bow, leaving without another word.
 
   “And now, älskling, you will tell me what has changed your mind since we last spoke.  Have you come to apologize?”
 
   I bit down on my tongue to keep from saying something suicidal.  Hard.  Smiling against the sting as I tasted my own blood, I nodded, blinking rapidly until the indignant anger faded enough to respond.  I’d been prepared to eat crow on the subject, I just hadn’t expected him to be such a jerkwad about it.  
 
   “Yes,” I nodded.  “Yes, I do apologize.  It was wrong of me to criticize your addition to the ceremony.  I should’ve been honored by your sacrifice.”  Eewh, eewh, ick!  Inside I choked over the words, but I delivered them without stumbling.  
 
   “I knew you would come to see it my way,” he flashed white teeth, wrapping his arm around my shoulders to pull me close for a kiss to the temple.  “I forgive you your impertinence.”
 
   “Thank you,” I responded with another thin smile, my teeth clamping down again.  If this kept up, my tongue was going to look like tenderized beef by the time the night was over.  
 
   “I am glad to hear you say these things.  In truth, I do not like it when we fight.”  
 
   “Neither do I.”  Not a lie. “All I’ve ever wanted was for us to be friends.”  
 
   His smile dimmed somewhat at the last word.  “Then you have not come to seek a deepening of our friendship to what it was before?”
 
   “Actually, I was hoping to get your advice on a problem that’s come up.  I knew someone of your vast experience would be the best person to come to, and I admit, I’m at the end of my rope.  Without your help, I have no idea how to fix this.”  Okay, so I was laying it on thick, but my morals felt a lot better about flattering him than seducing him to get what I needed.  
 
   Good thing he bought it, his brow creasing with concern.  “You have only to tell me your troubles, älskling, and I will move Heaven and Earth to resolve them for you.”
 
   “Thank you for being so kind,” I said with a genuine smile, going on to explain the circumstances with the escalating violence and the attack on the Order.  I described our efforts to both track Byrne and establish a new police force, but my concern that both would take too long to implement.  Jakob listened attentively, offering no comment until I mentioned offering Sanctuary to Frost, Mason and Corazon.  
 
   “Already you have disregarded your promise to me?  This is unforgiveable!” he bellowed, and I imagined Rob tensing out in the hallway.  
 
   “I’m sorry, I didn’t know how else to fix it at the time.  Besides, you said not to invite any more strangers into the house.  I already know these guys.”
 
   “I never said strangers,” he scowled.  
 
   “But they’re my friends.  I had to do something.  You didn’t object when you found out I was offering Sanctuary to other vampires.”
 
   “That was before.”
 
   “Before what?”  I couldn’t imagine what the difference might be.
 
   “It doesn’t matter.”  He shook his head in irritation.  “This is easily remedied.  The people simply need a strong ruler to tell them what to do.”
 
   I let out an inelegant snort.  “Easy for you to say, I can’t order them to all get along.”
 
   “I can.” 
 
   “I don’t see how.  First of all, how would you even put the word out?  It’s not like we can put you on the news for a press conference.”  Though maybe he was onto something?  I resolved to talk to Cordelia about considering our own public access channel.
 
   “Leave that to me.  I can make my wishes known very efficiently if need be.”
 
   “Okay then, second – even if you make a proclamation like that, you can’t expect everyone to do it because you said so.”
 
   “Why not?”  His tone made it clear he had confidence in his ability to do so.
 
   “These people are lawbreakers.  By definition they don’t do what they’re supposed to.”
 
   “Leave that to me.  I will make this declaration for you and save your people from ruination on one condition.”
 
   Why did that make my stomach flop over like a pancake?  “What would that be?” I asked with some hesitation.  
 
   “All I ask is one favor of you.  Not the council, not the Order, not the people of the West, of you.”
 
   Yep, flip flops galore.  “What do you want?”
 
   Jakob leaned forward, his blue gaze holding mine and I felt a stab of panic that he might be using his compulsion on me, but I was too chicken to try and look away in case it might be true.  “Give us another chance.”
 
   Was he asking me to trade my body for peace?  “You want me to…”
 
   He held up his hand, cutting off my flow of words.  “I merely ask to renew our courtship.  Instead of acting as my consort in public only, you will agree to accept my attentions and perhaps in time you may find a place for me in your heart again.”
 
   “You want to date me, is that it?”
 
   “If that is acceptable to you,” he nodded.  “In exchange, I will put an end to the aggression and make sure the Order is welcomed back with open arms.”   
 
   I still didn’t see how he could pull it off, but how could I say no?  Besides, I wasn’t promising to sleep with him, only date him again – which we were already doing as far as the public was concerned anyway.
 
   “Thank you, Jakob, I accept your generous offer,” I said formally, and he gathered me into his arms for a bone crushing hug.  
 
   “You will not regret this, you will see,” he whispered fervently into my hair.  “I will make you love me.”
 
   ‘Cause that didn’t sound as scary as Reavers.  Ugh, Rob was going to kill me.
 
    
 
   * * * 
 
    
 
   I didn’t speak from the time I stepped out into the hall until we reached the street, not wanting to see the look on Rob’s face after I’d been in the apartment with Jakob for over two hours.  When we got to the cars, I stopped Gunnar from reaching for the driver’s side door.  
 
   “Ride in the other car, Gunnar, I need to speak to Rob alone,” I declared. 
 
   He hesitated, duty warring with protocol.  “I am not so sure this is a good idea, boss.  I am to stay with you always.”  Gunnar looked to Rob, but I don’t know what kind of a sign he gave him, because I still wasn’t looking at Rob.  
 
   “We’re not going to try to ditch you guys.  You can follow us the whole way back, I promise.”  I went around to the front seat without waiting for an answer, letting them figure it out while I waited in the car.  Rob climbed in beside me, starting up the dark sedan without a word as Gunnar joined the other team in the identical car behind us.  
 
   “That wasn’t very smart,” he said finally.  “Alls you’re doing is drawing attention to us spending alone time together.  Plus, you’re going to give Gunnar a complex, keeping secrets from him.”
 
   “I needed to talk to you.”
 
   “Why, what happened up there?”   
 
   Now I did look at him, drawn by the worry I heard in his voice.  “It’s not what you think.”  Not yet, anyway.  “Jakob agreed to help.  He said he can make the violence go away.”  
 
   “As easy as that?”
 
   “Yep, pretty much.”
 
   “So what you want to talk to me about then?”
 
   I sucked in a long breath, getting the words out as quickly as possible.  “In exchange for his help I promised to date him again, give things another chance.”  There was breath left over and it left in a rush as I waited for his response.  Rob looked straight ahead, his hands tightening on the steering wheel.  
 
   “Come on, say something,” I prompted when we’d gone several blocks without a peep.
 
   “Is this something you want?” he said finally.
 
   “No, of course not.  But it’s the right thing to do to stop the bloodshed.  Don’t you think?”  
 
   “How far are you willing to take this?  To his bed?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I answered honestly.  “I’ll do what I have to for now.  Once things are more stable… then maybe I can break things off with him.”
 
   His voice lowered to a growl.  “Is that what you were doing up there for so long?  Sealing the deal?”
 
   “What?  No… he wanted me to stay and visit for a while.  What was I supposed to do?  Say – hey, thanks for agreeing to help me out, gotta go!  He promised not to pressure me into doing anything I don’t want to.”
 
   “Seems to me he already is.”
 
   “I meant more than that,” I said quietly.  “I’m already stuck acting like his consort in public anyway.  You know more than anyone he’s got the right to make me do this one way or another.  He’s claimed me whether I like it or not.”  
 
   Rob nodded, flexing his fingers against the steering wheel as if they ached.  “Jakob always gets what he wants.  Always has, always will as long as he draws breath.”
 
   We rode along in silence for the rest of the way, the gray drizzle outside matching my mood.  When we pulled up in front of the house, neither one of us made a move to leave the car.  I felt the hesitation of the security team watching us, waiting for me to appear, but I wasn’t eager to leave the warm cocoon.    
 
   “You know it’s not like I want it this way,” I said softly.  “It doesn’t seem like I get much I want these days.”  My fingers inched toward his in the darkness, but his were stiff and unmoving.  
 
   “I don’t like what he’s doing to you.”
 
   “It’s like you said before.  You don’t refuse an Ellri when he orders you to do something.  He may seem like he’s asking, but there’s no saying no to him, not ever.  All I can do is bide my time and hope he gets obsessed with some other project and then moves on when I don’t reciprocate his feelings.”
 
   “Don’t seem likely,” Rob said with a puff of air.  
 
   “Forever is a long time.  I just have to out-stubborn him until he gives up.”
 
   “Or until he loses patience and takes what he wants.”
 
   I will make you love me.  Jakob’s fervent words came back to me again.  
 
   “Or we could always run away together.”  I kept my voice light, but there was nothing light about the expression on his face when he finally turned to look at me.  
 
   “Anja…”
 
   “Time to go inside,” I announced with false cheer, not wanting to hear his argument why that was the stupidest idea since designing a Death Star that could be taken out by an X-wing starfighter.   I’d made my bed, now I had to lie in it and hope Jakob didn’t climb in beside me.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   Jakob’s offer of help manifested in the form of a grand ball to be held in a week’s time.  He sent the invitation along with an elaborate gown of pink chiffon.  It must be how he saw me, soft and delicate, in need of protection.  What chafed was the fact that it was true.  I wouldn’t be in this mess if I hadn’t gone to him for help.  
 
   Courting to him meant plying me with gifts again, and each night I woke to find some new trinket or baskets of flowers on my doorstep.  I would call him and thank him for the gift, claiming I had too much work to do to sneak away, but I was looking forward to his party. 
 
   It wasn’t a lie, I had plenty to keep me busy.  Intel trickled in about the attack on the Order HQ and we had every wolf on two legs out combing the city for Byrne.  I placed calls to Faust and Macallister, both still in Vetis, to see if any progress had been made on creating a new judicial system or even a new Order as we’d discussed, but I couldn’t reach either of them.  Maybe they weren’t taking my calls after my dramatic exit?  I hoped Mac at least would get back to me and give me the skinny on any decisions made that affected us on a global scale.  
 
   Marcus helped me draft a letter to the Order, expressing my condolences and full cooperation in any investigation they deemed necessary.  I sent it by messenger to Bishop’s place, not knowing where else to forward it to, or even if they’d replaced Volkov in Rome.  Bishop sent back a hand written note, thanking me for the missive and promising to get it in the hands of the right person.  The Order had not appointed anyone to take over for Volkov yet, and as far as he knew, and no decisions had been made as to how to respond to our local troubles.  He also thanked me for taking in Frost, Mason, and Corazon, promising to work with our team on the investigation.  
 
   I wondered why he didn’t call me, but it was kind of nice to get an old fashioned letter.  I even wrote him back, thanking him for thanking me.  He sent a single white carnation tied with a red ribbon in response that made me smile more than Jakob’s diamond tennis bracelet.  But it was the bracelet I wore to the ball when Jakob’s limousine arrived.  
 
   We were quite a procession.  Maggie attended with Marcus, stunning in a black strapless dress with a wide red sash.  I could see things were going well enough between them from her soaring confidence, and the tender way he placed the soft velvet cape around her shoulders.  Rob looked smashing as usual in his tailored suit and Gunnar wore a bright red tie, his power tie he called it.  I think he’d been watching too many old movies from the eighties.  In addition to my security team, Jakob had brought some of his guys as well, though I insisted on leaving two guys behind to guard the place with my houseguests up in the attic, in case of any trouble.  Felix and Bridget promised to meet up with us there.  
 
   This time when we stepped past the reception desk at Jakob’s building, we were ushered behind it to a large open space, as grand as any hotel ballroom.  There were already plenty of people milling about, enjoying free drinks and a few hors d’oeuvres for the humans present.  A fifteen piece orchestra played from the corner, and I recognized a classical version of Stairway to Heaven.  Shiny.   
 
   I hung on Jakob’s arm, Rob and the rest of my team fading to the sidelines while he squired me around the room, meeting and greeting people.  I had my best smile on until I caught sight of Terry Byrne standing by the entrance, flanked by a couple of muscle-bound men.  Too startled to do much more than gape at him at first, I waved as discreetly as I could to Rob, flagging him over.  
 
   “Something amiss?” he asked in a low voice. 
 
   “Byrne is here,” I hissed, darting my eyes in the direction of the man.  
 
   Jakob chuckled beside me.  “Yes, I invited him as my special guest.”  
 
   “Why would you do that exactly?” And how had he found him so easily?
 
   “I told you, all will be well.” He patted my arm and leaned down to kiss my cheek.  “If you’ll excuse me, I must needs speak with someone in private.”
 
   “Of course,” I smiled back, immediately turning back to Rob once Jakob sauntered away.  “Keep an eye on Byrne for me, would you?  Jakob obviously has something planned, but I don’t want him escaping until I’m sure it’s in our best interests.”
 
   Rob nodded once.  “He don’t leave this place unless it’s by your say so.”
 
   “Thanks,” I smiled, but he didn’t return it, stone-faced as he slipped off to do my bidding.  In fact, I hadn’t seen many smiles from Rob in the past week, despite the fact that I hadn’t spent much time in Jakob’s company.  
 
   He nodded in passing to Laveda, dressed to kill in an elegant sheath of green crepe, red-gold locks piled high to display the tantalizing slope of her neck.  She hardly noticed Rob, doing her best to try and wangle a beer from a waiter who only carried champagne and aquavit on his tray.
 
   “Hey, you made it,” I smiled, snagging a crystal flute of the bubbly.     
 
   “Couldn’t pass up a fancy to do such as this.  Thanks for the invite.”  She inclined her head to me, giving up on the beer and accepting champagne as well.  
 
   “I’m glad you’re here, there are a couple of people I want you to meet.  Those guys I told you about who own the vampire bars in town.”
 
   “Right-o, good thing I wore my best bra,” she said, and I wasn’t quite sure how to take it until she winked.  
 
   “I’m pretty sure you’ll get the job without having to show it, but it never hurts to be prepared,” I joked back.  “Oh, there they are now.”  I led her to the twins’ side.  “Jarrod and Leander, this is Laveda, she’s the one I was telling you about.”
 
   She offered her hand.  “Laveda Kasch – like money – which you’ll be rolling in if you take me on, ‘cause I know how to draw in a crowd,” she greeted them with a confidence I could only envy.
 
   “I’ll bet you do,” Jarrod smiled, bringing her hand to his lips for a kiss, inhaling deeply over her knuckles.  “You’re hired.”
 
   “Hang on a tic, we don’t know her qualifications.”  Leander jostled his brother aside.  “I’m kidding, luv, you’re hired,” he beamed, snatching up her hand for a kiss of his own.  “Crikey, ain’t you a breath of fresh air.”
 
   “Why don’t you come and have a drink with me and I’ll tell you all about our establishments and we’ll see which is the best fit for someone of your talents?” Jarrod said, picking up her other hand.
 
   “She’s already having a drink with me.”  Leander wasn’t about to let her go.    
 
   “Hold up a sec, boys.  She’s not a piece of meat.” I intervened before they pulled her apart, my voice low but sharp enough to cut through their haze of competition.
 
   “Sorry, we meant no disrespect.”  Leander hung his head.  
 
   “Good, because besides being under my protection, Laveda also happens to be Rob’s cousin.”
 
   They both dropped hold of her like a hot potato.  “Oh, is that a fact,” Jarrod replied, eyes searching the crowd for Rob, only relaxing when he spotted him far across the room.  “Well, we look forward to a long and healthy association with you, miss.”
 
   Leander smiled politely.  “Yes, feel free to call upon us at your earliest convenience.”
 
   “Are they always like that?” Laveda asked as they faded into the crowd.    
 
   “A bit, but you’re probably used to that by now.  You’re something like catnip to vampires, right?  Vampnip?”
 
   “I do have that fortunate effect, yes,” she smiled.  
 
   “Seems like it could get dangerous around so many,” I commented, remembering Rob’s distress over her cavalier attitude.  
 
   “That’s why I thought I’d set myself up with a benefactor around these parts.  I paid Bishop a visit, but you was right, he ain’t having any.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.”  Talk about an awkward topic.
 
   “It’s alright, I didn’t take it personal, like you said.  It’s a shame I won’t have access to him this time around though.  There’s definitely worse things than belonging to a bloke like Bishop,” she said with a forlorn sigh.  “I’ll need to find another source before too long.”
 
   I was still too hung up on the idea of her belonging to Bishop to process the last bit for a few seconds.  And then I clued in to what she was talking about.  “Do you mean vampire blood?”
 
   “I don’t need it as badly as Rob and Leila do, but those of you with Jakob’s bloodline are always extra tempting to our lot.”
 
   “That’s what Bishop said about you.  That you and your family are extra tempting to us too.”  Maybe that was part of why I found Rob so appealing?  I didn’t like to think of it being anything more than who he was, but he had been feeding me his blood almost from the start.  Was I chemically predisposed to want him now?
 
   “I reckon it wouldn’t have worked out anyway.  He’s still stuck on you if you ask me.”
 
   “Who is?” I focused on our conversation again.  
 
   “Bishop.”
 
   “Bishop and I are just friends.”
 
   Laveda raised a brow.  “Just like you’re friends with Rob?”
 
   “No, not at all,” I scowled, taking a quick surreptitious look around to see who might be within hearing distance.  “Rob dated my best friend.  I’m here with Jakob.”  I couldn’t believe she’d said something like that in public.
 
   “Oh, right, I suppose I did hear something to that effect,” she backtracked quickly, seeming to realize she’d overstepped her bounds and I let her off the hook.
 
   “It’s fine.  Hey, if you want, I could introduce you to Jakob.  Maybe you can make an arrangement with him and get something straight from the source?”
 
   “Thanks, but no thanks.  I’ve heard too many stories to want to get into bed with him, yeah?  I’ll find my way around my needs, I always do.  Here comes your friend now.”
 
   I looked up to find Bishop approaching, dressed to the nines in a new black suit that looked custom made.  “Good evening, ladies,” he smiled at each of us.  “You’re both looking well tonight.”
 
   “You had your chance,” Laveda grinned, tossing back the rest of her champagne.  “You’ll excuse me, won’t you?  I’m off to find a real drink.”
 
   “It’s a shame she doesn’t have any self confidence, isn’t it?” Bishop shook his head with a false sigh before noticing my near empty glass.  “Can I get you a refill?”
 
   “Thanks, but no,” I said, setting the glass on a passing tray.  “Too much champagne plus Anja equals non-mixy things.  I have to stay on my toes tonight, this is as much work as it is play for me.”  
 
   “Well then, let’s get you back on your toes.”  Bishop held his hand out to me, tossing his head toward the designated dance floor.  I wasn’t used to seeing him like this, lighter, his charming smile erasing some of what we’d been through.  
 
   “Alright,” I agreed, darting a quick look in Jakob’s direction, but he was busy talking to Holt and Durand.  
 
   Bishop noticed the look, but he didn’t say anything until we were among the press of bodies dancing, holding me close.  “It’s true then?  You’re back together with Jakob?” he asked at my ear.  
 
   “Seems that way,” I murmured back, not wanting to get into it with him in such a public forum.  
 
   “What changed your mind?  I thought you were… I thought your heart was engaged elsewhere,” he said, and I shot him a pained look.
 
   “I can’t talk about that, not here,” I whispered.  
 
   “I’m sorry,” he replied, falling silent as we danced.  “I’m worried about you, that’s all.”
 
   “It’ll be fine, I’ve got it under control.”  I searched for something, anything else to talk about.  “Your goatee is back,” I observed finally.  “I like it.  It makes you look more dangerous.”
 
   “Then I’ll never shave it off again,” he joked.  At least I think he was joking.  “I like your new look too.”  His thumb reached up to brush against the corner of my bangs.  “It makes you look younger, fresher… more like your own person.”
 
   “Thanks,” I smiled back.  I took it to mean it made me look less like Carys and that was good news in my books.  “I got your letter, thanks for your help.  Still no word on who’s taking over in Rome, huh?”
 
   “Nope.  From what I understand it’s hard to find a willing candidate with Jakob back in the world.  Few are willing to stretch their necks out like that after what happened to Volkov.”
 
   “When really it was me who put him in the ground, not Jakob,” I muttered.  “Hopefully we can get something in place soon to fill the vacuum of power.  Jakob says he’s going to take care of the problem, but I haven’t heard anything about his plan to actually do something about it in over a week.”  
 
   “That’s it, isn’t it?  That’s why you’re here with him.”  His expression darkened.  “He promised to help you if you help him.”
 
   Before I could answer him, the lights flashed on and off and the music stopped, Jakob raising his hands to draw the attention of the murmuring crowd.  “I will have silence,” he said simply, and everyone zipped their lips.  
 
   “Excuse me, please,” I pulled myself out of Bishop’s arms to make my way to the front of the room, wanting to be up close and personal to whatever scheme he had up his sleeve.  
 
   “Thank you all for attending my coming out party, as it were,” he began with a brilliant smile to a polite smattering of applause.  “I have called you all here for a greater purpose, and I charge you all to carry the word of what you bear witness to tonight.”
 
   Uh oh.  That didn’t sound so good.  
 
   “It has come to my attention that someone is sewing discord in my territory, an act I can’t allow to continue.”  
 
   His territory?  My scowl was quickly scrubbed by a gasp of surprise as he waved a hand and out trotted Frost, Cage, Corazon, Mason, and two other guys I didn’t recognize, but assumed were in the Order.  They were dressed in party clothes, but I was willing to bet they all had at least one hold out weapon on them, even under the evening gown Corazon wore.  Their eyes were wary as they took up a position beside Jakob, not of him, but of the crowd of onlookers.  
 
   “These are my children and they are under my protection,” Jakob declared.  “The Ellri created the Order, and you owe them your obedience.  If there are complaints, you will bring them to Anja and her word is law.”  
 
   Oh, so now he remembered me?  I supposed I should be grateful he didn’t just tell them all to come to him, but it still stung to be handed my own territory like a dog eating scraps under the table.    
 
   “I am a benevolent ruler, but make no mistake – the chaos will stop now because I wish it.  Do not test my patience in this matter again, or you will taste the wrath of the Gods.”  
 
   The room remained utterly silent, everyone scared to death, and I stepped forward, eager to put my message out there as well.  “Thank you, Jakob, for encouraging a peaceful resolution,” I began, trying to spin his threat into something positive.  “But I have a few things I’d like to add.  I’ve been the first one to speak out against the Order’s methods, about reformation of their charter to something that reflects the times.  But we can’t blame these individuals for doing their jobs.  I’d like to think I count them as my colleagues, and my friends.”  I shot them a smile, gratified to find most of them smiling back.   
 
   “I want an end to the violence on both sides too, that’s all I’ve ever wanted.  A way to find a peaceful resolution to all of the unique issues our community faces.  But let me say this – we shouldn’t embrace the Order just because Jakob says so.  We should do it because we’re part of the same community.  We have a chance to start over, to build something new.” I paused for breath, moistening my lips.  
 
   “Jakob declared there will be no more chaos in his territory and anyone who doesn’t want peace should leave now because this is the future we’re aiming for.  I’m not saying to do it because I say so or Jakob says so, but because it’s the right thing to do for all of us.  But, if I’m wrong, if you don’t want this kind of a future, speak up.  I’m offering you the right to vote for what you want.  If I’m wrong, if you’d rather have Byrne and his brand of justice, say so and I’ll be the one to leave.  I’m asking you to step forward and stand with me.”
 
   It was a risk, but I figured it was better to live in a state where we all took ownership of our future than a dictatorship, no matter what Jakob decreed.  The crowd was quiet, maybe too afraid to move or maybe they did all want chaos and revenge against the Order?  And then they surged forward almost as one, a ripple of enthusiastic applause breaking out, with whistles and cheers.  
 
   Jakob wrapped an arm around my shoulders, pressing a kiss to my temple and I breathed a sigh of relief, half afraid he’d find my speech subversive.  The Order members behind me relaxed, a wide smile breaking out on Frost’s face, but Mason and Corazon still looked somewhat wary.  After what they’d been through, I could hardly blame them.  
 
   Only Byrne looked mad enough to spit nails, edging toward the door only to bump into Rob.  “Going somewhere, Terry?” he asked mildly, walking the shorter man back to the front of the room.  
 
   “I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” I smiled as Rob thrust him before me.  Now I’d get a chance to neuter the little weasel.  “I think maybe it’s time you took a trip, don’t you?”  
 
   He nodded, eyes wide with fear.  
 
   “Don’t worry, I don’t mean in an ashtray.  As long as you promise to leave the West and never come back, you can go in peace.  And you’ll do that, won’t you, Terry?” I added, sending a burst of compulsion his way.  “You’ll leave us in peace and never come back.”
 
   “I’ll never come back,” he nodded again, completely under my sway.  
 
   “Great!  Give my love to Jennike, I’m sure she’ll be happy to have you there.”  I let him go, and Byrne blinked, looking around fearfully as though he might not be allowed to leave.  No one came near him and he edged closer to the rear exit, only to meet up with the solid wall of Jakob’s chest.  
 
   “A pretty sentiment, petal,” Jakob said, clapping his hand on Byrne’s shoulder.  “But I learned long ago not to leave an enemy at your back.”  Quick as a snake, his other hand shot out, bursting into Byrne’s ribcage and crushing his heart into goo.  The fear barely had time to register on Byrne’s face before he crumbled into chunks of ash around Jakob’s arm.  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   While we all stared in shock, Jakob calmly pulled out a pristine handkerchief and dabbed at the mess on his hand.  “Everyone, please… enjoy the party,” he smiled, gesturing to the orchestra, which struck up a rather frenetic version of Carry On Wayward Son by Kansas.  
 
   Did he have to kill someone at every function?  My mouth opened up to protest, but Bishop stepped on my foot, just enough to get my attention.  
 
   “I wouldn’t if I were you,” he said softly.  
 
   Rob approached a couple of Jakob’s security guys, giving orders to get the ashes cleaned up.  Jakob himself disappeared, probably to wash off the Byrne, while the rest of the crowd slowly recovered.  
 
   “He didn’t have to kill him, I already took care of it,” I murmured, watching the remains of the pain in my behind get sucked up with a Dustbuster.  Not that I’d shed a tear over the guy, but we’d both been preaching an end to the violence and then Jakob up and does that?  What were people supposed to think?  
 
   “He’s always been like that,” Bishop said, just as quietly.  
 
   “And nobody’s ever stood up to him before?”
 
   “Not to an Ellri, no,” he admitted, turning away from the spectacle as the last of Byrne disappeared.  “Dance with me,” he said, catching up my hand and tugging me back toward the dance floor.  
 
   “I shouldn’t…”  Jakob would be back at any moment, and I’d have to go back to pretending I was fine with his way of handling things.  
 
   “Just this one since we were interrupted before.”  He kept pulling, walking backwards, his smile worming its way through my defenses.  I realized, I’d never experienced Bishop trying to charm me into doing something before.  It was a formidable weapon.  
 
   “Besides, we’re celebrating,” he pointed out, pulling me close as the next song started up, a legato rendition of Dream On by Aerosmith.  
 
   “What are we celebrating?”
 
   Bishop looked to our right, where Corazon danced with Leander, all smiles.  “Despite his rough methods, I’d call that a success, mostly because of you.  You took quite a risk up there.  Not only with Jakob, but with the crowd.  You could’ve let Jakob’s edict stand without embellishing on it.”
 
   “It needed saying.  I don’t want to be the Elder because a handful of vamps decided I should be.  If we have peace now, it’s because they chose it.  The only way I can make any lasting change is to have the support of the people, not their fear.”
 
   “You have that, they love you,” he smiled, and I couldn’t help but smile back.
 
   “I sure hope so.  Maybe now I can drop some of this ridiculous security detail.”
 
   “You have my love too.”
 
   All of a sudden we were talking about something else completely.  “Bishop…”
 
   “No, I know, it’s too late, but there it is.  I know you haven’t forgiven me yet and your life is complicated so my timing stinks.  But I’m starting to think letting you go was an even bigger mistake.”  
 
   We weren’t dancing anymore, just standing amid the sea of swaying bodies.  “You’re right, your timing sucks on an epic scale.  I can’t do this with you, Bishop.  It’s too… I’m not…”  I couldn’t have this conversation with him, not in the middle of Jakob’s ball.  
 
   Bishop took a half step backwards, accepting the scattered rejection with grace.  “It’s alright, I completely understand.  But consider this – as someone very wise once said to me – forever is a long time.”  With that he kissed the back of my hand, bowed over it, and retreated with a resigned smile.  
 
   I barely had time to recover from Bishop’s unexpected declaration when Jakob pulled me into his arms, continuing my abandoned dance.  He favored Bishop with a benign smile.  “He knows when he’s been beaten,” Jakob said with smug satisfaction.
 
   “Yep, he knows his chances with me are pretty much zilch.”  Not a lie.  Or was it?  I couldn’t deny Bishop still had the power to turn my insides to mush despite my best efforts to harden my heart against him.  But I wasn’t about to start something up with him; my heart was engaged elsewhere, as he’d put it before.  
 
   “I’m glad to hear that.”  Jakob held me close, his breath warm against my ear.  “That was an interesting speech, petal.  One might say you possessed the tools to resolve the situation at hand without my assistance.  One might even wonder if you had an ulterior motive for seeking my help at all.”
 
   Was he implying it was all a scam to get him back?  Talk about an ego.  “I saw an opportunity, and I took it, that’s all.  I never would’ve thought to bring everyone into a dance and hope that settled the matter, and I never would’ve been able to get Byrne here on my own.”
 
   “It’s alright, petal, I accept your pretense.  Let us both enjoy the happy fruits of our labor now.”  And as I choked back my response to that one, he dragged me to the corner of the room where he had a throne set up.  That’s all I could call it, the massive gilt chair was set up on a step, giving him a better height advantage to those who approached on foot.  I would’ve preferred to stand by his side like an accessory, but Jakob didn’t give me the choice.  He tumbled me into his lap, petting my hair like a trained toy poodle.  
 
   “Not that I don’t enjoy the attention, but maybe you could have them find a chair for me to sit beside you,” I murmured from the corner of my mouth, still maintaining the smile as best I could.  
 
   “Be still,” Jakob growled, sharp enough to send a ribbon of fear slicing through me.  Was he truly so controlling I wasn’t allowed to voice my own preferences anymore?  Well, nuh-uh, no way was I going to let him treat me that way in public or in private.  He might be the boss of me, but I was still a person, not a pet.
 
   “Jakob, I…”
 
   His hand tightened painfully on my hip, even as he raised my hand to kiss the inside of my wrist.  My hand blocking his mouth, he spoke for my ears alone, his blue eyes blazing with intensity.  It wasn’t a compulsion, but the threat of it loomed, that much was clear.  “I will have your silence now, petal.  Do not speak unless you are spoken to.”  
 
   Without waiting for my response, he turned away, ignoring me completely as a dark haired woman approached, flanked by two boys, no more than fifteen or sixteen years old from the look of it.  The boys were ornately dressed in loose pants of a dark red silk shot with gold threads to give them a slightly shiny appearance.  Though their torsos were bare, they each wore elaborate golden jewelry set with smooth, gleaming jewels that covered most of their chests and encircled their wrists and upper arms.  Their dark eyes were heavily lined with kohl, hair cropped close in an identical style that gleamed under the lights and had a vaguely Egyptian feel to it.
 
   The woman herself was all grace and beauty encased in a flowing dress of the same deep red the boys wore.  Golden cords criss-crossed the bodice, accentuating her voluptuous curves.  Her bare arms were similarly adorned with the ancient jewelry and her sleek hair hung down her back in shining waves under a net of finely woven gold that winked with precious stones when her head moved even a fraction.  The effect was dazzling and I’d never felt more like a country bumpkin by comparison, even in my pretty party dress.  A faint smile played over her perfectly sculpted lips, stained a deep red to match her gown.  Approaching the dais, she inclined her head gracefully to Jakob while the pair of boys sank to their knees, eyes downcast.
 
   Jakob maintained his relaxed posture, but I could feel the tension in his muscles as though coiled to strike should the occasion call for it.  He waited, allowing the woman to be the first to speak.  The ballroom had gone silent except for the music playing, the guests sensing this was no ordinary exchange.
 
   The woman spoke in a smooth, melodious voice, her accent difficult to place. “Greetings, Jakob Thorssen of the Northern Lands.  May your tribes prosper under the Sister Moon.”
 
   Inclining his head in kind, he replied just as formally.  “Greetings, Amunet of the Desert Lands.  May your tribes never know hunger.”
 
   That was something I hadn’t heard before.  The Northern Lands?  And the Desert?  
 
   Amunet broke into a wide smile.  “I thank you for granting me an audience on such short notice.”
 
   “I’m pleased to offer the same courtesy you have shown me in the past.”  
 
   “It has been a long time, Jakob.”  Amunet glided closer, her escort remaining where they were on their knees.  “Far too long.”  Her gaze slid from Jakob’s face to mine, and I felt the weight of those dark eyes as an almost tangible thing.  Trying to sit up straighter under the scrutiny, I wished she’d hurry up already and get to whatever business she had to do with Jakob.  The polished woman made my Spidey senses twitch like crazy.  Soon enough Amunet returned her focus to Jakob.  “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your pet?” she asked, her eyes glittering with avarice.
 
   I immediately bristled at the pet remark, having only recently felt like one under Jakob’s hand, and it took all of my self control not to answer the question myself.   “Have a care…” Jakob warned, a smile on his lips that didn’t quite reach his eyes.  “You insult my consort.  Appearances are not always what they seem, as well you know.  My Anja is not to be trifled with.”  His hand stroked my back soothingly, which ironically made me feel all the more like a pet being petted by my owner, but I felt mollified by his words.
 
   Amunet’s eyes narrowed in disbelief, followed by a widening of surprise when she found Jakob’s expression unchanged.  “My apologies then, my mistake.”  She offered an apologetic smile, though her eyes still studied me closely as if she sought to understand the nature of his infatuation beyond a casual dalliance.
 
   This appeared to satisfy Jakob.  “I accept your apology in the name of friendship.  Though Anja might feel otherwise.”  He winked at me.
 
   Taking that as permission, I offered the lady a saccharine smile.  “Don’t give it another thought.  I’m sure we all know what happens when we make assumptions,” I couldn’t help but blurt out, refraining from adding it made an ass out of…  Could I help it if my mind ran to childish retorts when I felt bullied?  Empowered by Jakob’s wink, I asked the question burning on the tip of my tongue.  “What brings you to our neck of the woods?”
 
   “I follow my master’s bidding, as usual.”  Amunet turned her focus back to Jakob.  “I had hoped we might discuss things in a more private setting…”  
 
   “Shall we adjourn to my office then?  It’s a humble substitute for your own grand salon but we make do with what we have,” Jakob said with a half shrug and Amunet readily agreed.
 
   “Of course,” she offered another radiant smile.  Her attendants rose as one from their position on the floor to flank her and I trailed along behind, not sure if I was included in the tete a tete or not.  Amunet took notice of Rob for the first time as he materialized by my side. “Hello, Rob,” she smiled, pausing in the hallway.   “I didn’t expect to see you here.”
 
   “Highness,” he replied with a respectful inclination of the head.
 
   “You look… well.  But then again you always did, didn’t you?  One day I shall find out why.”
 
   “Thank you, Highness.  You look beautiful as always.”
 
   Her smile widened.  “Come now, there is no need for ceremony between old friends.  I hope we shall have more time to renew our… friendship before I leave.”
 
   Did she mean what I thought she meant?  Ready to hear Rob let her down easy, you could have knocked me over with a feather when I heard his reply.  “That would please me, Highness.”  Rob continued to use the title, his tone one of reverence rather than friendship.
 
   “No more than it would please me,” Amunet all but purred.
 
   He looked away from my disapproving gaze as Jakob shut the door in my face, cementing my humiliation.  “Fine, I didn’t want to join your stupid meeting anyway,” I muttered, taking up a position leaning against the wall, Amunet’s attendants falling to their knees once again outside the door.  Must be tough on their pants… “Who the heck is that?” I asked in a low voice.  
 
   “Amunet, she’s Bakareh’s right hand.”
 
   I cast my mind back to the list of who’s who in vampire society, remembering I’d dismissed the name since he wasn’t likely to attend the Gathering.  Shouldn’t this Amunet be meeting with me if her boss had business in my territory?  Or was it truly mine any more with Jakob on the scene?  What bothered me more was the easy familiarity between her and Rob, and his promise to renew their friendship.  
 
   “And she’s a particular friend of yours?”
 
   Rob said nothing, his eyes staring straight forward as we waited.  Cool Beans.  So they actually were that kind of friends.  I stewed over that as the minutes ticked by until they appeared at the door again, Jakob acting every inch the genial host.  “I invite you to hunt in my domain and I offer you sanctuary come the dawn.”
 
   “I accept your kind offer of hospitality and ask of you another boon,” Amunet replied, her eyes falling back to Rob.  “Lend me Rob as a guide.  It has been many years since I visited your fair city.”
 
   “As you wish…”
 
   “Sadly, I have duties…”
 
   Both men replied, Jakob agreeing and Rob turning her down in the same breath, and I wondered if that was the safest thing for him to do.
 
   “You are released from your duties for the duration of the night.”  Jakob waved him on, wrapping an arm around my waist.  “I can see to them well enough until the dawn.”
 
   “Thank you.”  Rob bowed respectfully before turning to Amunet with a charming smile and offering his arm to escort her from the room.  “Highness?”
 
   Amunet’s smile turned up a degree or two in brightness as she took his offered arm.  “I’ll return him safe and sound.  Thank you again for your kindness and it was lovely to meet you, my dear.”  
 
   “Charmed, I’m sure,” I smiled, not liking the way Amunet eyed Rob as something tasty, but he seemed willing enough to go with her.  Too willing.  “Will he be alright?”  I asked the moment they were gone.
 
   “Of course,” Jakob replied instantly, laying a single finger across my lips to stay any more questions as he closed his eyes, listening.  Silent while he waited for them to reach minimum safe distance from prying ears, he opened his eyes again when he was satisfied, running that finger over my bottom lip.  “He should be perfectly safe with Amunet, she would never risk the insult of killing one of my favored subjects.”
 
   Why didn’t that make me feel any better?  “So, what’s going on?” I asked as we walked back to the ballroom.  “Anything bad?”
 
   “No, her master is coming for a visit.  She wanted to test the waters and make sure I won’t kill him on sight.”
 
   “Should you?”  Was that even an option?  
 
   “Bakareh can be difficult sometimes, but actually, I encourage his desire to travel and connect with the world again,” he replied easily.  “And what did you think of Amunet?”
 
   “What’s the deal with her and Rob?”
 
   “They have had a much more recent association I believe.”  His brows drew together with a realization.  “You didn’t answer my question.”
 
   I was too busy staring at the tops of their heads as the pair circulated through the room, making their way toward the exit as I got antsier and antsier.  
 
   “Anja…” he prompted and I came to a snap decision.  
 
   “You know what?  That’s a good point.  I don’t think I gave her a fair shake.  I can’t give you an opinion until I have a chance to talk to her.  You’ll excuse me, won’t you?  I’ll go have a chat with her.  You know, just us girls.”
 
   “That is a good instinct.”  Jakob nodded his approval, kissing my temple.  “Hurry back to me, älskling.”  
 
   “I’ll be back soon, I promise.”  Only I didn’t catch up with Amunet in the ballroom, I waited for them to get outside, slipping out behind them, unseen.  At least, I thought I was unseen until Bishop stepped up behind me.  
 
   “Where do you think you’re going?”
 
   “Not now, Bishop.  This is important,” I waved him away, craning my neck to find them on the busy street outside.  
 
   “So is your safety.  Rob should be by your side.”
 
   “That’s exactly why I’m out here.  There they are.”  I spotted them waiting for Rob’s car to be brought around, her two servants seemingly unaffected by the cold, despite the fact they were human.  “Come on.”  I decided to include Bishop, the better to make it look like I was out there for something other than chasing them down.  
 
   “Oh, hi there,” I smiled, glancing over as if I’d only just noticed them.  “It’s a good night for it, isn’t it?”
 
   “For what?”  Amunet’s perfectly sculpted brows drew together in confusion.  
 
   “For the hunt.  I like to go down by the docks myself.  The kiss of the salt in the air, the scent of danger, never knowing what you’ll come up against.  It gets the blood pumping again, you know what I mean?  So much better than submission.”  Of course I was taking a gamble.  For all I knew she got off on slaves blithely kneeling at her feet, but I risked everything on the theory she’d be in the mood for something new.  Something that didn’t involve Rob on his knees offering up a vein and more.
 
   “You hunt among the humans?” she blinked.  “Here, in the city?”
 
   “Oh sure.  Not right out in the open, but there are plenty of places to chase down your quarry without worrying about ending up on the six o’clock news.   Places a little wilder than this,” I jerked my head toward Jakob’s building.  “Would you like to come with us, maybe?” I asked as if I’d only just thought of it, ignoring Rob’s scowl over her shoulder.  Bishop for his part remained silent by my side, which was the only reason why I hadn’t shooed him away yet.
 
   “I could do with a bit of sport,” she considered aloud.  “Will I need to change first?”  
 
   “Only if you want to be more comfortable.  But this is San Francisco, you can pretty much get away with wearing anything you want.”
 
   “That sounds delightful.”  She turned and fired off a string of foreign words to her entourage, who nodded and backed away.  I was glad they wouldn’t be tagging along, especially since I was making things up as I went along.  “And who is this handsome devil?” she gave Bishop an arch smile.  
 
   “This is Bishop, he’s a very good friend of mine.  Also of Jakob’s line.”  I threw in that last, hoping it meant something to her, though I suspect Bishop’s charming smile had more effect than my words.  He bent over her hand, raising it to his lips.  
 
   “We met once before, in Brussels.  You knew me as Ulrik then.”  He coughed delicately.  “With Carys.”
 
   “So I did,” she smiled warmly.  
 
   Good gravy, was there anyone she hadn’t been with before?  “Well, the night’s not getting any younger.  How about we get this show on the road?”  The last thing I wanted to do was have Jakob show up and turn this into an even bigger train wreck.  
 
   “We’ll take my car,” Rob offered, pulling open the rear door for us, handing Amunet inside.  He shot me a meaningful glance as he did the same for me, but all I could do was shrug.  I was improvising.  
 
   “Where are we headed?” Amunet asked once she and I were in the back seat, Rob and Bishop in the front.  
 
   “It’s a surprise,” I replied, wracking my brain for ideas.  We could cruise the docks, but what if that didn’t provide the hunting grounds I’d promised?  
 
   Bishop held up his hands as Rob leveled a stare at him.  “Don’t look at me, I’m just along for the ride.”
 
   “I’ll need more than that, miss,” Rob said, meeting my gaze in the rearview mirror.
 
   “Take us to the Tavern, you know the one.”  It was the only thing I could think of.  
 
   “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”
 
   “Absolutely I am.  I think our new friend would like something off the beaten path.”  I settled back on the soft leather as he pulled into traffic without another word, but I could tell I’d get an earful later.  I didn’t care.  Amunet wouldn’t be sinking her teeth into him anytime soon if I had anything to say about it.  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
    “How long have you known Jakob?” Amunet asked, and I returned my attention to keeping her entertained.  
 
   “Not all that long.  We’ve had a sort of… whirlwind courtship.”  
 
   “And he set you up as Elder of the West, that’s so sweet.”
 
   Then she did know who I was.  “No, actually, I got the gig on my own.  At the time he was laying low.”
 
   “Ah, I see.  That’s understandable.  I commend you on your cunning and strength then.”
 
   “What’s understandable?”
 
   “That Jakob was laying low, as you say.  In truth, I was most surprised to find him openly holding court again.”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   “It’s no secret he’s preferred to remain in seclusion for so long.”
 
   “But it is a secret why, and you seem like you know what that secret is,” I pressed.  
 
   She seemed about to reply when her lips pursed speculatively.  “Perhaps it’s best to curb any gossip where Jakob is concerned.  The Ellri are not known for forgiveness.”
 
   “You are preaching to the choir, sister,” I murmured, turning to look out the window in disappointment.  Maybe it was for the best not to get too much into chit chat mode with Amunet anyway?  I had more secrets to air than most vampires, and it could prove dangerous to get too chatty with her.      
 
   Rob brought us to the infamous Tavern, parking the car across the street from the dive bar.  I steeled myself for Amunet’s disapproval once she saw how rough it was, but she surprised me by smiling wide once we stepped inside.  
 
   “How did you know I would find a place like this intriguing?” she asked, making her way to the bar with slow steps, enjoying the attention we drew in our fancy clothes.  
 
   “I took a chance you don’t get to go to place like this very often,” I said, relaxing when I didn’t spot any of the men I’d tangled with the last time I visited the bar.  “I figure, you get your choice of beauty every day.  But here… here you’ll find something different.”
 
   “Indeed I shall,” she replied with glittering eyes.  “You will wait outside,” she ordered both Bishop and Rob.
 
   Rob made no move to obey.  “I don’t think that’s such a good idea, Highness.  This is a rough place.  It wouldn’t take much for things to go pear shaped, yeah?”
 
   “Relax, Rob,” I said, waving him off.  “We can take care of ourselves.”
 
   “That’s as may be, but I’m not to leave your side when you’re out and about, you know that,” he glowered.
 
   “And Jakob also released you from your duties for the night, so beat it.  I’m not asking.”  I put an edge into my voice, mostly for Amunet’s benefit.  
 
   Rob bristled, his jaw working, but all he said was, “As you wish, miss.”
 
   “You too, Bishop.  Wait for us outside, okay?”
 
   “Of course, your grace,” he smirked, clicking his heels together, mocking me with his formality.  I bit back the urge to stick my tongue out at him, I was trying to be mature and regal like Amunet, who oozed nobility.
 
   If she noticed the power play between us, Amunet didn’t mention it, a smile curving her lips once they’d gone.  “Now then, let the games begin.”
 
   “Where would you like to start?”
 
   “A drink first, I should think.”
 
   “Don’t try the beer unless you’re feeling adventurous,” I advised, but it turned out that was the wrong thing to say, as she promptly ordered us two beers, using her compulsion to get the bartender to drop them off for free.    
 
   I sipped politely, trying not to ingest much of the disgusting brew, my eyes lighting upon Chad at his usual table, hunched over his beer.  He looked up, his eyes catching mine and I saw his brows twitch closer together, as though wondering if he knew me.  But a second later he looked back into the bottom of his glass again, as if that held all of life’s answers.  Maybe he’d be a good candidate for Amunet?  He was easy on the eyes and plenty virile enough to satisfy her.  
 
   Only that wasn’t what she had in mind.  At all.  
 
   “Do you want to play predator or prey tonight?”
 
   I wasn’t sure what she meant.  I’d played a game called predator or prey in the sixth grade at Camp Hammer, but somehow I didn’t think she wanted a blindfold and a pair of twigs.  “Ah… I’m good either way, if you have a preference,” I answered, wishing I hadn’t kicked Bishop to the curb so quickly.  It was a sure bet he knew all about her vampire games.  
 
   “I think I’m feeling like a bit of sport,” she said after a moment’s consideration.  “I’ll take predator if you don’t mind being the prey, just to make things interesting.”
 
   “Sure… of course.  I’ll be the prey.”  What the heck was I agreeing to?  “But um, first let me head to the ladies room to freshen up.”  Yikes, did the place even have a ladies room?  I couldn’t imagine they got many ladies in the place.  I’d settle for the men’s room if it gave me a few minutes to text Bishop some important questions.  
 
   “Don’t be silly, you look fine,” she smiled, brushing the hair back over my shoulder.  “Very innocent and alluring.  I’m certain you’ll attract the right sort.”
 
   I started to clue into the game.  I wasn’t her prey, I was the bait.  “Thanks.  So, you’re calling the shots.  Where do you want to do this?”  Hopefully not right there in the bar, that would take too much compulsion to straighten it out.  
 
   “Does this establishment have a back entrance?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “I’ll leave you to it then.  And no fair stealing a taste without me, I claim first blood as predator.”
 
   “I wouldn’t dream of spoiling that honor for you,” I said, rising from my stool and she laid a cool hand on my arm.  
 
   “Thank you for this, Anja.  I do so enjoy a good game every now and then.”
 
   “Don’t we all.”  I offered a tight smile, wending my way to the rear entrance, moving nice and slow so they had plenty of time to notice me.  For extra dramatic effect, I dropped my purse twice, tottering about on my heels as though I’d had too much to drink.  Never mind the fact that I hadn’t even finished my beer, the opportunists in the room would see what they wanted to see.  
 
   I made it into the alley without anyone stopping me and had my phone in hand, prepared to call Rob when he stepped out of the shadows, nearly scaring the spit out of me.  
 
   “I thought I might find you out here,” he said, his voice low but all kinds of grouchy.  “What are you two birds cooking up in there?”
 
   I turned him around by the shoulders.  “You have to get out of here, I’m the prey.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m the prey, she’s the predator.  Now scoot before you spook the bad guys.”  I gave him a tiny shove but he easily evaded me, turning back around to demand some answers.
 
   “What bad guys?  Have you been at the sauce?”
 
   “Amunet wants to hunt for bad guys and I’m supposed to lure them, now scram,” I hissed as the door to the bar opened, a single man stepping out, pausing as his eyes adjusted to the dim light.  
 
   Rob obediently faded into the shadows, and I shot him a smile of thanks, continuing my unsteady stroll down the alley.  A scene from Buffy the Vampire Slayer came back to me.  Not the TV show, but the silly movie where she’s trying to lure vampires into attacking her right after the training montage, and I started to hum the melody to Feelings.  What ever happened to Luke Perry anyway?  I couldn’t remember him in anything after that bit part in The Fifth Element.  
 
   I could hear the guy behind me, keeping pace, not closing the distance, but definitely on my tail instead of heading for the mouth of the alley where most people’s cars waited.  “I’m feeling very helpless…” I sang softly.        
 
   “Hey…” the guy called out from behind me, and I pretended not to hear, humming to myself as I continued on my way.  “Hey,” he tried a notch louder.  “You got change for a dollar?”
 
   “Change?” I repeated, pretending to almost lose my balance as I turned around.  “Sure, I have change,” I said with a silly grin.  This was kind of fun.  It appealed to my sense of the theatric without the embarrassment of an audience.  Opening my purse, I pretended to root around in it while he stalked closer, all the while keeping an eye on him from my peripheral vision.  
 
   He sort of reminded me of that guy on Person of Interest who was also in that movie with the Vikings and the alien guy…Outlander, Jim Caviezel.  A little shifty and dangerous looking when he was unkempt and in need of a shave, but his eyes burned bright with purpose.  
 
   Me.
 
   “Oh, I just have two…” The guy grabbed me by the shoulders, pressing me back against the brick wall.  “… quarters.  But you can have ‘em,” I blinked.  
 
   “That’s too bad, I guess I’ll take something else instead.”
 
   Even though I knew I could kick his booty nine ways from Sunday, I still felt a knot of fear in my stomach from the intensity of his gaze.  This guy was about to assault me, and a normal drunk woman wouldn’t be able to do a damn thing about it.  I almost wished Amunet wasn’t waiting to pounce so I could teach the guy a lesson myself.  Then again, I remembered the last time I’d been in that alley.  I never wanted to taste that kind of rage again.  
 
   “You can have my money, there’s not much there.”  It wasn’t hard to put a whimper into my voice.  
 
   “That’s okay, I have what I want right here.”  His fingers dug into my arms and I winced, no acting involved.  
 
   “You’re hurting me, let me go!” I struggled weakly, getting tired of the game.  Where was Amunet?  Or had she double crossed me, leaving me to get pawed in the alley while she skipped off with Rob?
 
   Right on cue, she appeared at the other end of the alley.  “Anja?  Are you out here?” Amunet’s voice echoed as she stumbled out of the bar, making a show of spotting us and lurching in our direction.  “What are you doing out here?”
 
   “Let go of me, I want to go home,” I whined, surprised when he did, but he blocked me from leaving with his body.  
 
   “We’re just having a good time,” he said, the look on his face anything but friendly.
 
   “Anja, we have to go,” she said, motioning to me and I tried to step out from behind him.  
 
   “Not so fast.”  His arm shot out to grab onto my arm.  I was supposed to be the prey, so I cowered behind him, watching the drama unfold with sick fascination.  How far would she carry this out before she attacked him?  “Join the party or get lost.”
 
   “I’m not leaving my friend.”  Her chin came up with determination, the hint of fear showing behind her eyes.  Wow, she put my acting to shame.  Was there anything she couldn’t do better than me?  
 
   Deciding she was the more interesting prey, the scumbag switched focus.  “Fine, she can go, you stay.”  He shoved me aside, grabbing hold of her wrist to tug her closer.
 
   “Let us go or… I’ll call the police!”  Amunet dug into her pocket, producing a slim cell phone and he gave an ugly laugh.
 
   “Go ahead, I’ll be done by the time they get here.  Go ahead and scream all you want,” he said, pulling Amunet closer, a meaty hand closing over her breast.  “Nobody around here gives a fuck.”  
 
   “Please… please don’t.” She squirmed in his grasp.  “Please… I’ll do anything!”  Amunet’s rich voice throbbed with emotion, her dark eyes wide and shiny with unshed tears.  
 
   “That’s what I like to hear,” he grunted, pinning her roughly against the wall, his hand fumbling with his belt.  
 
   “Do you know what I’d like to hear?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’d like to hear you scream.”  She smiled, her fangs sharp and glistening in the poor light.   
 
   “What the…?”
 
   Her brows drew together in mock puzzlement.  “I thought you wanted me?  Come and take me then, if you can.”  
 
   “Jesus fucking Christ…”  The guy shoved her away, grasping at his loose pants as he stumbled backwards.  Just for fun, I bared my teeth at him too, extending my fangs with a snick, though I had no intention of getting physical with him.  That was all the motivation he needed, and he took off running for the mouth of the alley.  
 
   Amunet turned to me with a serene smile made somewhat creepy with the poke of fangs.  “The chase is on.”  And then she shot out of there like a bat out of hell.  I wasn’t sure if I should follow after, or leave her to the hunt, with my role as prey officially over.
 
   Bishop and Rob appeared seconds later, both obviously keeping close tabs on the ‘game’.  
 
   “What happens now?” I asked, retracting my pointy teeth.  “She’s going to compel that guy to forget about all of this when she’s done scaring the beejeezus out of him, right?”  I knew that wasn’t it even before Bishop shook his head.  
 
   “We’d better keep up with her before this gets out of hand.”
 
   It wasn’t already out of hand?  “She won’t actually kill him, will she?” I asked Rob.  
 
   “What did you expect?”  He pressed his lips together, disapproval coming off of him in waves.  “Best get after them, this could get messy.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   It was easier to track them than I thought it would be.  All I had to do was follow the scent of freshly spilled blood.  I caught up to Amunet, who had the would-be rapist on his knees, his nose bloodied and smashed in.  Bishop stood by on the sidelines, watching.
 
   Amunet bent close, her lips brushing against the man’s ear.  “I could make this painless for you, but I won’t.  Do you know what I’m going to do to you instead?”  The guy shook his head hard enough for bloody spittle to fly from the corner of his mouth to his shoulder.  “I’m going to tear off the protruding parts of your body and then feed them to you one by one.  And only after you’ve been unmanned will I kill you, so can never disappoint another woman again.”
 
   He gave a strangled cry, lurching forward.  To my utter surprise, she let him break free and run down the street.  
 
   “Ah, he’s getting away,” I said, when she showed no signs of pursuing him.  Why was she letting him get away?
 
   “This is my favorite part.”  A horrifying smile curved those perfect lips and then she was on him in seconds flat, a terrified shriek escaping the man before she silenced him.  
 
   Instead of worrying over the ruckus, I remembered his threat.  No one in that neighborhood would care and his own boast had ended up costing him his life.  “I will never understand the need for games,” I shook my head.  “I understand the need for blood, but why go through all the trouble of playing cat and mouse?”
 
   Bishop cleared his throat.  “The fear and adrenaline, it spikes the blood.  It’s considered a delicacy.”
 
   I thought back to my own experience, the one time I’d lost all control, deliberately causing pain instead of pleasure.  The taste of the blood had fed my hunger for violence.  “Oh… yep, I guess it does,” I realized aloud, and he shot me a surprised look.  “Don’t ask, it’s not one of my prouder moments.”  
 
   Amunet let him fall to the ground when she was done, returning to us with the contentment of a satisfied cat.  Bishop offered her a handkerchief and she patted at her face delicately, removing flecks of blood, but she was remarkably tidy considering the damage she’d done to the guy.  
 
   “That was exhilarating, thank you,” she smiled.  
 
   The man lay crumpled and broken on the sidewalk like forgotten refuse, and I swallowed back a wave of revulsion.  I’d pretty much gotten that guy killed.  Sure, I could assuage my guilt by remembering he’d been the first one to attack, but it was still a life taken.  “I’m glad you had a good time,” I said, managing a faint smile in return.  
 
   “Shall we play the reverse now?”
 
   That meant my turn as predator.  There was no way I was going through the performance bit again.  “No, actually I’m good.  I’ll eat later, it’s starting to get late and Jakob will miss me.”
 
   “Oh, I feel badly to have robbed you of the hunt.  For all the power we have, we still dance to the tune of our master when he calls, don’t we?”
 
   “Don’t worry about it, I’m sure Jakob will more than compensate me for the lost sport,” I replied, letting her draw her own conclusions from that.  “Bishop, I don’t suppose you could…” I gestured to the body, unsure how to best handle it with the Order still scrambling to find their place in society again.  
 
   “Yeah, I’ve played this game before,” he answered with a tight smile.  “I’ll take care of it.” 
 
   Amunet handed back his handkerchief, smoothing her hands over the curve of her hips.  “And now, to feed another hunger.  Shall we go back to find Rob?”
 
   She still wanted Rob?  What the heck was I doing then?  I scrambled for a better option.  “Or… you know, you might want to try something new.  I saw someone giving you the eye back there.”
 
   “That hardly sounds appetizing.”
 
   “Oh, he is.  I can personally vouch for him.”
 
   “Truly?”  Her lips took on a speculative pout.  “Lead on then, I have no reason to fault your taste thus far.”  
 
   I just prayed Rob stayed out of sight until I could make sure Chad tempted her fancy.  Then again, how did I know she wouldn’t kill him too?  It was one thing for her to keep Rob alive as one of Jakob’s favored subjects, but some random guy probably wouldn’t rate that level of caution.  
 
   “So, you ah, you’re not looking to make another kill, are you?  Because I’d rather not see this one end up at the bottom of the bay.”  
 
   “Of course not.”  She sounded scandalized I’d even brought it up.  “I’ve already slaked that thirst.  I value human life as much as the next vampire.”  
 
   “Then what was that back there?”
 
   “I thought you’d played predator and prey before?”  Her brow crumpled in confusion.  “Anja, dear, the game is designed to cull the less than desirable from the herd.  I’d never be intimate with someone I intended to kill.  Not on purpose, anyway.”  
 
   I wasn’t sure if that made me feel better or not.  What if she accidentally killed Rob?  Would some kind of tribute and a pretty apology be accepted by Jakob for the faux pas and that’d be the end of it?  
 
   “I’m glad to hear it,” I replied, walking back to the tavern with her.  “A lot of vampires could care less about humans, Jakob included.”
 
   “Jakob is an Ellri, that’s to be expected.”
 
   “Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”
 
   “I see.  Then I give you my word, I’ll be careful with this one, and whoever else I take to my bed for the duration of my stay in your lands.  Does this please you?”
 
   “Very much, thank you, Amunet,” I smiled, breathing easier.  On the way back I told her all about Chad (as much as I knew), emphasizing his physical attributes and the streak of chivalry I remembered.  She sounded interested enough, and didn’t look for Rob as we reached the bar.  
 
   I led her right over to Chad’s table.  “Amunet, this is Chad, he’s the one I’ve been talking about.”
 
   Chad’s brows drew together as he studied us both.  “I’m sorry, do I know you?”
 
   “It hurts that you don’t remember,” I sighed, playing the jilted lover.  “Anyway, what do you think?” I asked.
 
   “Oh yes, he’ll do.  He’ll do very nicely,” she smiled, fingers brushing over the top of his shoulders.  “Do you have some kind of transportation?” 
 
   “I, uh… I have a truck,” he replied, more than a little confused at all the sudden attention.  
 
   “Splendid.  You will take me for a drive now,” she issued the command, but no compulsion, I thought.
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” Chad replied, the hint of a dimple showing.  I knew he had a thing for single lonely women out slumming for the night, so this should keep everybody happy.  At least I hoped so.  If Chad ended up another casualty of the night, I didn’t know how I’d be able to live with myself.
 
   “You’ll be fine then?”  I felt bad about ditching her in that kind of neighborhood. 
 
   “Yes, of course,” she replied, slipping her arm through Chad’s as he rose from the table.  “Give my love to Jakob.  I’ll be in touch about Bakareh’s timetable.”  
 
   “Will do.  Have fun you two.”  I trailed along behind them as they left the bar, watching as Chad escorted her to his beat up truck.  She seemed as happy as a clam though as they drove away, and I felt a whole lot better as Rob joined me on the sidewalk.  
 
   “You took a gamble there,” was all he said as he fell into step beside me.
 
   “I don’t think she wanted to be fed, she wanted the chase.  She wanted something unpredictable and new.  I needed to dangle something more appealing than you are.”  I was silent until we reached the car.  “I couldn’t let you go with her tonight.  I thought you wouldn’t want to.”  Had I been wrong?  Had he wanted to rekindle their friendship?
 
   “I told you, my feelings don’t often enter into things.  It don’t matter to Jakob what I want.”  
 
   “It matters to me.”  
 
   “It was dangerous.”  
 
   “I really didn’t mean for him to die, no matter how much of a creep he was.”
 
   “I didn’t mean to him.”
 
    “I don’t care.”  I was willing to risk a smidge of danger to keep him safe.  That and more.
 
   “You should.”
 
   “I protect what’s mine.  Even if I can’t claim it openly.”
 
   His gaze held mine.  “Is that what I am?”
 
   “Aren’t you?”
 
   I could see the answer behind those hazel eyes, and I felt it in the way he touched my cheek.  Yearning warred with duty as he drew near, the plume of his breath reaching out to me in the ghost of a kiss.  I knew it the exact moment when he lost hold of that famous self control.  His lips crashed against mine, almost punishing in their need to possess me for even a few brief moments.  I poured everything I had into that kiss, the fear and jealousy of the night giving way to joy as the music soared between us.  
 
   All up until Bishop cleared his throat.  
 
   Rob sprang away from me, harsh words of self recrimination under his breath, and I cursed Bishop for his lousy timing.  “Give us a minute,” I asked, pleading for a little longer before we had to return to the farce I called a life.  
 
   Bishop looked uncomfortable at finding us, and I wouldn’t have blamed him for storming off in a snit, but he hung close.  “Jakob won’t like that you’ve been gone for so long.  It’s time to go back to the party.”
 
   “I don’t care, he doesn’t own me.”
 
   “That’s a matter of opinion,” Rob growled, rubbing at his face as he tried to regain his composure.  “If you say anything, you’ll be sealing her fate,” he glowered at Bishop who didn’t back down from the challenge there.
 
   “You don’t have to worry, I’d never do anything to hurt her.”  
 
   “And yet, you can’t seem to stop.”  Rob stepped forward, almost spoiling for a fight and I had to cut a swath in the testosterone before someone choked on it.
 
   “Guys, that’s enough.  You’re right, we have to go back.  Hey, for all we know Jakob hasn’t even noticed I left the party.”
 
   Only that wasn’t the case at all.  
 
   The instant I reappeared, Jakob swept me up into a hug tight enough to make my ribs creak.  “Where have you been?” he demanded, shaking with anger.  As I drew back, I realized it might be fear that drove him into such a state, not anger.  Though why he was so worried was utterly baffling to me.  
 
   “I went to spend some time with Amunet, like we talked about.”
 
   “We did not discuss you sneaking off alone,” he thundered, and I realized the entire room was staring at us, listening in on the conversation.  
 
   “I didn’t sneak, I left.  I had Rob and Bishop with me for protection, I was perfectly safe.”
 
   Jakob’s eyes snapped up to Rob.  “You know she is not to leave without her security detail.  How could you betray me thus?”
 
   Rob held his ground remarkably well, while I was quaking in my heels at the fury in his voice.  “I was released from my duties for the night, by your command,” he replied calmly.  “I’d no idea she intended to join us, and when I did, I brought her back safe and sound.  No harm done.”  
 
   Jakob making Rob the focus of his anger was the absolute last thing I wanted to happen, and I did my best to draw his attention back to me, my hand stroking his chest in a soothing manner.  “It’s not his fault, it’s nobody’s fault, Jakob.  I’m not a helpless girl, you made me strong enough to handle just about anything that comes my way.”  
 
   “Not strong enough,” he groaned, crushing me to him in another tight hug.  
 
   What the heck was going on?  “Jakob, you’re starting to freak me out.  What’s this all about?”
 
   “Nothing.  You are whole and it’s nothing,” he sighed into my hair.  “Come, sit beside me where you belong.”  Jakob all but dragged me back to his throne, pulling me onto his lap.  For the duration of the night, I perched there, like a demented ventriloquist’s dummy, only speaking when he asked me a direct question.  
 
   I couldn’t get a word out of him as to what filled him with so much dread about the thought of my going out alone and I started to wonder if centuries alone had warped his mind a little.  For whatever reason, he’d fixated on me.  Enough to kidnap me and turn me into a vampire.  Enough to abandon me for my own safety, if he was to be believed.  And enough to step forth and claim me as his own when my life was threatened.  He said these feelings stemmed from love, but I started to think there was something else behind his obsession with my safety.   
 
   At the end of the night he escorted me back to my house, even though I said it was silly for him to come all the way out there since he was already home.  I almost thought he’d try to pressure me to let him inside again, but instead all he did was steal a kiss.  A kiss that went on for much longer than I liked, and I felt a little sick at the way he was able to coax a response out of me once he pulled away.  Like it or not, there was a bond there.  Maybe it was only because he was my Sire, but it existed, no matter how much I consciously hated the thought of dating him again.  
 
   As I escaped into the sanctuary of my home, I didn’t feel safe, as I usually did.  All I felt was trapped.  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   I woke up the next night to Bridget shaking my hip, an open bottle of aquavit in the other hand.  “Hey, where do you keep the good booze?  This stuff tastes like shit.”    
 
   “Ah… we have a full bar up in the library,” I replied, pushing the hair out of my eyes.
 
   “Sweet, that’s all I needed to know.  You coming?”  Setting the bottle down without bothering to cap it, she sashayed out of there, her dark hair swinging with each step.  Grabbing my fluffy robe, I caught up to her in the hallway as Rob came out of his bedroom.  
 
   “Some watchdog you are,” I grumbled at him as I shuffled past, yelping when he pinched my behind, the beginnings of a smirk on his lips.  Shooting him a dark look, I gave Bridget a half shrug at her quizzical brow.  “Stubbed my toe.”  
 
   “Aw, poor baby.  Sounds like you need a drink too.”
 
   What was with this early obsession with drink?  I followed her up the stairs, keeping half an eye on Rob as he trailed along behind me, wary of another pinch, but he behaved himself.  “You do realize this is the equivalent to drinking at eight in the morning, right?”
 
   “So?  It’s not like I have anywhere to be.”  
 
   “I happen to have a job.”
 
   “Oh please, you’re the boss.  What’s the point in being the boss if you can’t bail and have a drink with your bestie every now and again?”
 
   “Did you just call me your bestie?”  Now I knew something was wrong.  “Are you feeling okay?  How long have you been here?”  She was dressed in black jeans and a Mötley Crüe t-shirt with chunky boots, looking more like her old self than I’d seen for a while.  
 
   “You said I could crash here anytime I wanted to.  Nobody seemed to be using Ellie’s old bedroom, so I helped myself.  Incidentally, your home security ain’t that great if all your guards turn to dust as soon as the sun comes up.” 
 
   “We have a few humans that patrol during the day, you must have missed them.  Did you know she was here?” I asked Rob.
 
   “Course I did,” he replied breezily.  “Didn’t see no harm in it.  You want me to toss her out on her ear?”
 
   What had him in such a saucy mood?  “No, I think we’re okay.  I’d love a cup of tea if you’re headed that way though.”  I needed to get Bridget alone for a little girl talk.
 
   “Nothing would make me happier, miss.”  His eyes positively sparkled with inner meaning as he sketched a half bow and headed to the kitchen.   
 
   While I puzzled over his odd behavior, Bridget had found the rum in the library and was already chugging like Friday night at a freshman mixer.  “Hey, Bridge?  Not that I don’t love having you here, but is there something wrong?” I asked, when she paused for a panting breath and went right for the next swallow.  She’d end up with alcohol poisoning if she didn’t slow down soon.  
 
   “Of course something’s wrong,” she snapped.  “Why else would I be crashing at casa de sangre?”
 
   I took the glass out of her hands, setting it well out of reach as she shot daggers at me with her eyes.  “Why don’t you tell me about it then?”  There had to be a reason why she’d come to wake me up instead of looking for the alcohol herself.  “What happened that’s got you so upset?”
 
   She sat there looking glum for a few seconds, blinking rapidly as her eyes grew shinier the closer she got to forming actual words.  “I walked in on Felix and another woman,” she said finally, reaching past me for the glass and taking another hefty swallow.  
 
   “Oh… walked in on them doing what exactly?”  Not that I needed a blow by blow, but did she mean feeding, or sex, or both?
 
   “What do you think?  He was neck deep in some chick in the coat room at the party.”  
 
   He was a vampire after all.  “That doesn’t sound so bad.  I mean it’s not ideal, but…”
 
   “He had her panties hooked over his elbow and they were getting kinda grindy when I walked in,” she added with a snort.
 
   “Oh.”  There wasn’t much of a positive spin I could put on that.  “What did he say about it?  I assume you confronted him, right?’
 
   “You’re goddamn right I did.”  Her chin came up pugnaciously.  “He said it was none of my business where he got his snacks as long as he came home for supper.”
 
   “Ooh, that’s harsh.  I’m sorry.  Did you guys break up?”  That would explain her needing a place to crash for the night.
 
   “I don’t know,” she said with a hopeless shrug.  “I left the party.  When he came home, he gave me a diamond bracelet.”
 
   Typical.  “Like that’s supposed to make it all better?” I muttered, but she only sighed.
 
   “It’s a really nice bracelet.”  
 
   She looked almost wistful, as though she wanted permission to accept the bribe and make it all better.  “Then you’re okay with this?  You forgive him?”
 
   Bridget took another drink.  “Shit, I don’t know, Anja.  Part of me wants to say fuck him and this life and go back to the way things were before I even heard of vampires.  And part of me is scared to death he’ll drop me for some new flavor of the month and that’ll be all she wrote.”
 
   “I think it’s perfectly natural to feel that way.  Knowing that Felix makes no apologies for it though… that makes it clear this isn’t a one time thing.  Do you think you can live like that?”
 
   “Could you maybe compel me to forget I know anything about it?”
 
   “I guess I could… but is that such a good idea?”
 
   “It’s either that or I’ll have to go looking for a machete and a pair of pliers the next time I see his two-timing face,” she glowered.  
 
   “Are you sure that’s what you want?”
 
   “I can’t take feeling like this.  I feel like I want to claw my own eyes out to keep from seeing it again and again.”
 
   “What if you tried talking to him when you’re not so upset?  Maybe you can make him understand how much it hurts you.  Maybe he’ll agree not to feed on other women?”  It didn’t sound plausible.  Then again, maybe if he understood how much it bothered her, he might be willing to change.
 
   “I seriously doubt it, he made it pretty clear the subject wasn’t open for discussion.  In any case, I won’t be able to unsee what I’ve already seen unless you get it out of there.”
 
   “But you might see it again if he doesn’t know how much you hate it.  Maybe you should…”
 
   “Can you just make me okay with it?  Please?” she cut me off with a desperate plea.
 
   “I’m not sure this is the best solution.”
 
   “He’s a vampire, An.  This is what he does.  Just make me okay with it.  Take the memory of seeing it out of there, and make me okay with it if it happens again.”
 
   “Bridget...”
 
   “I love him, Anja.”
 
   The look in her eye… I recognized it well enough.  It was that bargain you made with yourself to make the best of a bad thing because you were so desperate to make it work, you couldn’t even imagine giving it up.  I’d been in that same headspace with Trent when I found out he was cheating on me with Bridget.  I might’ve let him weasel his way out of it too if not for Bridget being there to keep me strong.  So what was the right thing to do?  Be strong for her and encourage her to kick Felix to the curb or give her what she wanted?  Either choice felt like a disaster in the making.  
 
   “Fine, I’ll do it.  But don’t blame me if it doesn’t work.  I’m not sure I can compel you to be okay with future situations.”
 
   “Thanks, An, I owe you one.”
 
   Only it didn’t sit well with me once Bridget had her wish and was on her merry way.  I kept coming back to one thing – wasn’t I fixing the wrong person’s brain?  I caught up with Rob in the kitchen working on a bowl of something that looked and sounded like gravel as he chewed.  
 
   “If you had the power to correct someone’s bad behavior and make them a better person, would you do it?” I asked, taking a seat at the table opposite him.    
 
   Rob considered that for a moment as he munched.  “That depends, would correcting it truly make their life better, or just ease yours?”
 
   “Neither really, but it would help someone else out a lot.”  
 
   “I don’t think you’ll have much luck keeping Bishop from being a prat, but by all means, have at it.”  He saluted me with his spoon.    
 
   “Very funny,” I said with a smile.  “You’re in an unusually good mood tonight.  What’s up?”
 
   “Was thinking about what you done for me last night.  Didn’t get a chance to thank you proper.”  He nudged his shoe against mine and I rubbed the inside of my foot against his.  
 
   “I thought you did, by the car.”  
 
   “I started to, but I definitely didn’t get to finish it.”  
 
   “So, what’s stopping you?”  I gave him my most inviting smile and his eyes went skyward.  
 
   “Ask me that again when the house is lighter.  For now, I think you’ve more guests to attend to.”  He rose to put his empty bowl in the sink.  “Oh, and by the way?  I’d definitely give Felix a nip and tuck in the libido if it keeps your girl in the pink.”  
 
   Then he did know exactly what I was talking about.  “You don’t think it’s meddling?”
 
   Rob shrugged.  “Long as it’s for a good cause, I don’t see the harm.  Mind you, we’ll have words if it’s anything that ends with the pair of them living here with us.”
 
   “There’s not much danger of that,” I laughed.  “They prefer a lot more privacy.”
 
   “Wouldn’t mind a bit of that m’self sometime,” he murmured, nipping out to talk to Gunnar.  
 
   I had to admit, the idea of the house to ourselves didn’t suck.  And my houseguests seemed to be on the same page.  When I got up to the attic, I found Frost already gone, Corazon and Mason packing up their meager belongings to leave as well.  
 
   “Aww guys… we didn’t get a chance to have a slumber party,” I teased.  “I’ve got a whole box of graham crackers downstairs and all the marshmallows you can eat.”
 
   “I think I’ll pass, thanks,” Mason replied with a shadow of his usual good humor.  
 
   Corazon surprised me by actually smiling for once.  “Don’t sweat it, peaches, all vampire hospitality requires is an open vein and a patch of dark, and you came through on both ends.  No complaints here.”  She stood, shouldering her pack.  “I’ll catch you on the flipside, homes,” she said to Mason, and I got a reverse nod before she took the stairs.  Apparently that was Corazon-speak for ‘thanks’.
 
   “I guess it’s safe for you guys out there now, huh?”
 
   “Yeah, hopefully we’re in the clear between your speech and Jakob’s threats.  At least we’re done with that asshole Byrne.”
 
   “True, that’s one less thing we have to worry about.  So um, where are you headed now?  Back down to San Jose, or are you moving back to your place up here?”
 
   “Actually, I’m thinking about making a bigger change than that,” he said, tightening the straps on his flak jacket. 
 
   “Oh?  What kind of change?”  Was he following Bishop’s lead and quitting the Order too?  
 
   “I’m thinking about going back to Boston.  It’s been a while since I spent any time back in the old stomping grounds, I think I’m due.”
 
   “Boston, wow… that is quite a change,” I replied, wondering if it had anything to do with my sister’s new boyfriend.  “Is that something you can wrangle?  I thought the Order didn’t want you guys spending time where you lived as a human.”
 
   “It’s been more than thirty years, I think I’m good.  I can always pass myself off as Spencer’s son if I run into anyone I used to know.”
 
   “Spencer?”  
 
   “That was me, before I joined the undead army.”  
 
   My eyes widened in surprise.  “So the name you gave my sister was…”
 
   “My own, yeah.  I know, talk about a rookie mistake.”
 
    I knew it was none of my business, but I couldn’t help meddling a tiny bit.  “Maybe you shouldn’t give up on her so easily?  Maybe you should stick around and try to talk to her again now that she’s had a chance to cool off.”
 
   “And listen to her rave on about her new guy?” he snorted.  “No thanks, I think that’s my cue to leave.”  He straightened, strapping on his weapons.  “Thanks for putting us up, we all owe you one.”   
 
   “You’ll let me know before you leave town though, won’t you?  To say goodbye?”
 
   “Sure thing,” he said with a sad smile.  “I’ll see you around, sis.”
 
    
 
   * * * 
 
    
 
   Felix sat beside me on the couch, his mood upbeat, almost frenetic.  “Hey, boss, you wanted to see me?  Is this about the Order investigation?  ‘Cause we didn’t get anywhere with the bomb squad, they turned up zilch.”  
 
   “No, that’s not why I asked you over, but thanks for coming.”  
 
   “Is it about setting up some public offices?  I thought it was a great idea when Maggie brought it to me, but we’ll have to pitch it the right way to Jakob over the whole security issue.”
 
   “Maggie asked you about finding us office space?”
 
   “Yeah… didn’t she talk to you about it first?”
 
   “No, but it’s a good idea.  Especially since I’ve promised Jakob not to invite any new people in until he gives the say so.  Why, do you think he’ll nix the idea for a public office?  It seems like he’d support it.”
 
   “I’m sure he’ll go for it, boss,” he waved my concern away.  “We gotta spin it the right way is all.”  
 
   “Fine, I’ll talk to Maggie about scouting some locations then.  But that’s not why I asked you over here.”  He opened his mouth to offer another suggestion and I held up a hand to keep him from offering up guesses.  “I asked you here for personal reasons.”  
 
   “Personal reasons?”
 
   “You’re a good guy, Felix.   A good business partner, a great Warden, and a good friend.  But as a boyfriend, you basically suck.”
 
   Felix blinked, at a loss for words.  
 
   I took a deep breath, catching hold of him with my will.  “No more feeding with benefits outside of Bridget.  Do you understand?”
 
   “I understand,” he nodded blankly.  
 
   “I’m not saying you can’t drink from women at all, but only blood is allowed.  No transfer of any other bodily fluids from now on.  And for God’s sake, try to be discreet about it, okay?”
 
   “Okay,” he answered equably.  
 
   “And I’m not saying you have to stick with Bridget.  If you guys end up breaking up, that’s your own deal.  Are you happy with her?”  I figured maybe I should ask while I had the chance.  It wasn’t much worth it if he wasn’t into her the same way she was into him.  
 
   “Absolutely, she makes me very happy.  I love her big time.”
 
   I decided not to delve into why he’d strayed if he loved her so much, it was none of my business.  “That’s good to hear.  What about the rest of things?  Are you happy here?”
 
   “No, not really.”
 
   That threw me for a loop.  “Why not?”
 
   “I miss being back in L.A.,” he admitted with a wistful sigh, his responses becoming less wooden.  “I miss the clubs and my house.  It’s nice up here, boss, but it ain’t the same.”
 
   “I see.  Why are you up here then?  I never said you had to move because I live here.”
 
   “Because that’s what we’re all doing.  You set up shop up here, then we’re bringing the show to you.”
 
   Damn.  “That was never my intention.  If you want to go back home, please do.  I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, we can handle most of the day to day stuff over email and Skype if need be.  There’s absolutely no reason for you to uproot your lives for me.”
 
   “It ain’t all about you, boss.  Jakob’s up here, it’s where the action is.  This is where all the heavy hitters will gather now.”  
 
   “I want you to feel free to go back to L.A. if that’s what will make you happy.  The farther you stay away from Jakob, the happier you’ll be, believe me.”
 
   “I believe you,” he repeated, and I remembered I still had him on the hook.
 
   “Forget we talked about Bridget and your feeding habits, but remember what we talked about with moving,” I said, releasing him completely.
 
   Felix gave a slow blink.  “What was I saying?  Oh yeah, I think we’ll be headed back to L.A. if that’s okay with you, boss.”
 
   “I think that’s a great idea,” I smiled back.  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   I felt like I was running more of a hotel than a private home.  Sure, we’d lost our extra boarders in the attic, but it seemed like there was always someone underfoot.  If it wasn’t Maggie with another phone call, it was Gunnar with a question about the guard.  Marcus had taken to using the dining room as his office since he’d moved in and I didn’t have the heart to tell him to vamoose after seeing how well things were going with Maggie.   There was a spring in her step and a blush in her cheek I’d never seen before.  Gone was that girl who was frightened of her own shadow; a strong, confident woman emerging from the ashes of her former self.  
 
   Still, it gave me extra incentive to get cracking on the outside offices Felix had mentioned, and Marcus came up with a perfect solution not ten minutes from the house.  We rented enough space for him, Maggie, and myself, plus a decent sized conference room and two extra offices for growth.  Rob set up a state of the art surveillance system so Jakob could breathe easier about me spending time away from home.
 
   Bonus points – there was a great coffee shop with the best hot chocolate across the street, and a lounge area for Gunnar and my red shirts to take a load off and hang out whenever I was working.  Down side – I couldn’t work in my pajamas anymore, but it gave me the excuse to go shopping.  Best thing ever – if I played hookie for the night, it was just me, Rob, and our troupe of security around the house.  I could almost pretend we had something resembling privacy.  
 
   Rob grew a bit more relaxed with fewer eyes about.  He no longer left me alone in my office for fear of being caught together.  As long as we weren’t in a compromising position, he relented to spending time together the way we used to.  We filled our spare hours sharing a hot drink in front of the fire, talking about the day’s events or me bouncing ideas off of him before I brought them up to the council.  Sometimes after everyone else had gone to bed his hand covered mine, and it was nice.  Not enough, but nice.  
 
   In the end I set up routine office hours a few days a week when people could book appointments to come and see me.  I preferred to spend the majority of my time at my home office where I was most comfortable.  We settled into a routine – Maggie and Marcus commuted together, Rob and Gunnar stuck by my side as usual no matter where the night took me.  
 
   Jakob came to visit me regularly once I was established in the office and so did Bishop, both of them still barred from my house.  Maggie set up a code system for me once she spotted them on the security cameras.  Code Blue meant Bishop was on his way up, and Code Red meant Jakob had arrived.  That usually gave me a few needed minutes to finish up whatever I was in the middle of or come up with a good excuse why I couldn’t be whisked away. 
 
   To his credit, Jakob did make more of an effort to be patient with me in private than he did in public.  Most nights he was respectful if I told him my schedule was too booked to slip out for a drink, and he was sure to stop by and see Maggie on his way out to block out some of my free time for himself.  
 
   I had promised to give him another shot, and I kept my word, letting him take me to the Café Du Nord, but it was nothing like the other times we’d gone there.  For one thing, Jakob never went anywhere without an entourage bigger than mine these days.  Arriving at the club was more like occupying it, as he commanded multiple tables for all his hangers on.  
 
   He was almost like a different man in public, the parts of his personality I liked least on display.  Boastful, smug, demanding… I didn’t have much of a good time with him when he was like that, but he either didn’t notice or didn’t care.  I felt like little more than arm candy to him, and I said so once the limo pulled up in front of my house.  Jakob promised a more private venue for our next date.  I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing.  
 
   I tried not to worry about it too much, immersing myself in work as much as possible.  Happily, the violence against the Order faded, whether it was from Jakob’s declaration or my impassioned plea, peace was restored to the area and I left Jenessa a voicemail about it being safe to come home again.  I really missed having her around and in particular, I wanted to know what she thought about the whole Jakob thing.  
 
   I had regular meetings with the council, drafting a new charter for the Order and working our ideas for the judicial system.  Bishop was a large part of those meetings, providing essential knowledge of the inner workings of the Order.  I came to see a different side of him.  He had a keen, analytical mind and a talent for spotting pitfalls in implementing the changes the rest of us missed.  
 
   Together we hammered out a new set of penalties for infractions.  The Order would have no right of execution except for when their lives were in immediate danger, and everyone would have the right to a review by a district representative, similar to the current magistrate structure.  The districts would have their own judges and subjects would be allowed one appeal.  If the council reviewed the case and found it merited more attention it could be brought before me.  The new statutes started to take on shape and I focused on how best to pitch it to Jakob, who would have the final say.  
 
   My birthday was coming up and Maggie planned a party for me, something small, for family only at my insistence.  I didn’t mention it to Jakob or Bishop, because neither of them were invited, and I was a little afraid of what kind of grand gesture Jakob might come up with.  Mostly I looked forward to Hanna coming up to see me for the first time since I’d moved into the house, and reconnecting with her.  She’d sent me a brief email on return from her trip, but had been too busy to trade more than a few lines about how great it was and how great Logan was too.  
 
   More than once, Bishop booked an appointment with me just to chat.  He seemed to be making an effort to embrace pop culture, working his way through a list of movies we came up with together.  I have to admit, I enjoyed our talks.  I think I saw him smile more in those few hours than I had the entire time I’d known him.  Debating the merits of the Underworld movies was a lot more fun than following him around to dive bars, watching him intimidate people.  He never pushed me for more than the allotted hour, and he refrained from giving me those soulful stares of longing.  I started to think we actually could be friends.  
 
   “I think he’s got the right of it,” Rob commented once after Bishop left for the night.  “I should set an appointment if I want to get proper alone time with you.”
 
   “Maybe you should.”  I arched a single brow at him.  “These walls are pretty thick.”  
 
   “Not thick enough.”  His gaze held mine hostage, the air around us crackling with energy.  
 
   “That’s assuming I can do something to make you lose your control.”
 
   “You’re the loud one,” he challenged, making me blush.  
 
   I reached over to the phone.  “Maggie… hold all my calls please.  I’m in the middle of an important conference.”
 
   “Right-o,” she sang back cheerily.  “You’ve got that phone call at half past, don’t forget.”
 
   I glanced at the clock then back to Rob.  “Should be plenty of time, thanks.”
 
   “That’s ambitious,” he said, coming around to sit on the inside of my desk.  
 
   “Not for what I have in mind.”
 
   “What do you have in mind?”  His lips quirked into a half smile. 
 
   I leaned back in my chair, fingers going to the buttons of my blouse.  “I have some figures I’d like to show you.”  His hazel eyes glowed as they tracked my movements, making short work of the buttons and revealing the lacy bra beneath.  “I’m very interested in your opinion of them.”
 
   “I’m more of a hands on person when it comes to figures,” he rumbled, brushing my hands aside to skim over the swell of my breasts.  “Stand aside and let me see what I can do with ‘em.”  
 
     My head fell back, teeth catching my lower lip as I bit back the urge to groan in delight when the rough pads of his fingers glided across my skin in the lightest of touches.   It was dangerous with the others in the office, but I couldn’t stop.  “That’s very interesting, but what if we were to add this?”  I slid my hands across the top of his thighs, nails raking lightly.
 
   The only sign he gave that I affected him was the pounding of his heart which quickened at my touch.  That, and the look on his face, the hunger was there for anyone to see.  Without a word he pulled me from my chair to his lap, his mouth silencing my gasp of surprise, one hand busy with a lace encased breast.  
 
   The phone beeped and Maggie’s voice came over the speakerphone, “Code Red.”  
 
   Frak!  Talk about rotten timing.
 
   Rob’s face buried in my neck for a heartbeat and then he settled me back into the desk chair, pulling out a handkerchief to swab at his face.  
 
   “It’s fine,” I said softly.  “There’s no reason for us to worry about his visit.  More than usual, I mean.”
 
   Straining my ears, I heard it the moment Jakob stepped off the elevator.  “She’s in the middle of a conference call,” Maggie said politely and Jakob took it in stride.
 
   “I will wait.”
 
   “We can’t catch a break.” I let out a long breath, working on my buttons.  
 
   Rob gave a single shake of the head, no longer comfortable with our light banter.  He looked mostly recovered, but I could see the nervous tension in the way he held himself.  
 
   “I guess I’d better go see what he wants.”  
 
   “I’ll be out in a minute,” he replied, hanging back.  
 
   “You’re not coming?”
 
   “I need a minute.”  Rob glanced down, there were parts of him that hadn’t quite recovered yet. 
 
   “Oh.” I caught on.  “Think about cricket then, or… mother England or something.”   I went out to the reception area where Jakob waited patiently, balancing a teacup on his knee.  
 
   “Hello, Jakob.  This is a nice surprise,” I greeted him with a smile, allowing him to kiss me on the cheek.  He set the teacup down with a clatter, whipping out a single red rose from under his coat.
 
   “For you,” he said with an air of distraction.  
 
   “It’s lovely, thank you.”  I sniffed dutifully.  “Would you like to come back to my office so we can talk?  Rob’s in there finishing up a call, but he should be done soon.”
 
   “Yes, I should like to speak with you in private most urgently.”
 
   Uh oh.  “Great, right this way then.”  I led him back to my office, gratified to see Rob behind the desk, in the middle of scribbling something down.  “Are you about done?  I need my office back.”
 
   “Yeah, one sec,” he said, finishing the sentence and tearing off the paper.  “I’ll get out of your hair now.  Unless you’ll be wanting me for anything?”  He looked to Jakob.
 
   “Don’t go too far,” Jakob waved him off.  “I might have need of you later.”
 
   I didn’t like the sound of that.  “So, what brings you by here tonight?” I asked with a note of false cheer to my voice.  
 
   Jakob ignored my question, asking one of his own.  “I saw Ulrik leave.  What business did he have here?”
 
   It took me a second to process that, it caught me completely by surprise.  “He came to see me, he does that sometimes.”
 
   “Have the two of you resumed your relations?”
 
   “No, we’re just friends and sometimes we work together on the same project.”
 
   “Then why do I scent your arousal?”
 
   Frak.  Was that what his weird mood was about?   “I can’t help it if I still find him attractive.” Not a lie. 
 
   His expression darkened.  “And does he encourage this, knowing you are mine?”
 
   I’d been silent long enough and now that we were in private, I had to speak up for myself.  “Okay, first of all, I’m not yours, not like that.  I agreed to give you another shot, that doesn’t mean you own me.  If I wanted to see Bishop on the side, I would, but that’s not why he was here.”
 
   Jakob’s blue eyes narrowed as he advanced on me slowly.  “Do not think to lie to me, petal.  I will have the truth one way or another.”
 
   Qingwa cào de liúmáng.  “If you must know, Bishop has expressed an interest in getting back together again.”  Not a lie.
 
   “And?”
 
   “And I told him I’m not available right now.”  Also not a lie.
 
   “Good,” he grunted, stopping his encroachment.  “He understands this?”
 
   “Yes, he does.  I told you, we’re friends now.  But that doesn’t mean I don’t still have some feelings for him.  I probably always will.  I’m sorry if that’s hard for you to hear, but there it is.”  I hated using Bishop as a beard.  Hated it.  But I didn’t know how else to explain my current state, and his seeing Bishop leaving was too good an opportunity to pass up.  Besides, it wasn’t like anything I’d said was untrue.  
 
   “Then he did not put his hands on you?”
 
   “No, he was a total gentleman,” I answered with total conviction.
 
   “Good, then I will not have to kill him.”
 
   It took me a few moments to process that and my voice wasn’t entirely steady as I spoke again.  “Is there something I can help you with, Jakob?  We didn’t have a date planned for tonight.”
 
   “Can’t I come by to see my beloved when I want?”
 
   No.  “Yes, of course you can.  Actually, I’m glad you’re here.  There’s something I want to talk to you about.”
 
   Jakob brightened at that, taking a seat behind the desk in my chair.  “Go on then, you can say anything to me.”
 
   Somehow I didn’t think that held true.  What would he say if I told him I’d rather date a toad than keep going out with him?  But that wasn’t what I needed to talk to him about.  Instead, I pitched the changes to the Order’s charter to him, going into detail as to how the new judicial branch would function, as well as the immediate changes the Order would need to embrace.
 
   Jakob listened without comment, but I could tell he wasn’t enthused with the proposal.  “It’s well thought out, but I can’t help but think you’re needlessly complicating things, petal.  It was not done thus in my day.”
 
   “Well, times have changed.  No offense, but we don’t need a barbarian ruler whose word is law.  We need to be able to take context into play when offering judgment.”
 
   “You don’t think I do that?”
 
   “I think you’re ruled by your own bias.  That’s why the system needs to be stronger than any one man or woman, Ellri or not.  What would happen to all of us if God forbid something happened to you?  Or if you had to lay low again?”
 
   “That is a valid point,” Jakob conceded.  
 
   “Now the only way I think this will work is if it’s strongly championed in the Order by one of their own.  If we can get someone highly placed to buy into it, I think it’ll be a lot easier to implement through their ranks.”
 
   “You sound as if you have someone in mind.”
 
   “I do,” I nodded.  “Bishop.”  I wasn’t sure how he’d take the nomination after his recent outburst, but to my surprise, he accepted it without pause.  
 
   “Yes, Bishop is the logical choice to spearhead these changes since he was here at their inception.  How very clever of you,” he smiled.
 
   “So we’re in agreement?  We should have Bishop approach the Order with the proposed changes?”
 
   “No, petal, I will appoint Bishop as head of the Order and he will accept my decree as law.  Then there can be no question as to whether it will be adopted by all.”
 
   Whoa.  That was change on a much grander scale than I’d had in mind and I wasn’t sure Bishop would go for it.  We’d talked about him taking the trip to Rome to pitch the idea, but not him moving there permanently.  “The other Houses might not like that very much.  I was only talking about changes here in the West.”
 
   “Why should they not seek a stable system?  You should have heard them all plot to do away with the Order entirely after your dramatic exit from Vetis.  They will embrace these new changes as well.”  There was absolute assurance in his voice.  
 
   I only wished I could share in some of that confidence.  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   Bishop pulled open his door, expecting to see Mason, but instead Jakob waited on the other side, striding in without waiting to be invited.  “Come right in,” Bishop muttered as he shut it after him.  “To what do I owe this honor?” he asked, keeping the sarcasm to a minimum.  He didn’t have a death wish.  
 
   “I come bearing good news.”
 
   “You’re leaving town?”  Bishop couldn’t resist the dig.
 
   “No, you are.”  Jakob’s eyes glittered with something Bishop couldn’t quite place.  Victory?  Malevolence?  It was hard to read his poker face. 
 
   “That’s funny, I don’t remember making plans to leave anytime soon.”
 
   “But of course you did.  What were those hours spent with Anja, industriously building a bright new future but plans for your eventual departure?”
 
   Bishop began to understand the reason behind the visit.  “You can relax, Jakob.  I’m not trying to steal your girl.”  Technically that wasn’t true, but since he didn’t consider Anja to be Jakob’s, he felt secure enough in saying it.  
 
   “As if I considered you a threat,” Jakob snorted.  “I’m glad to hear you understand your place though.  That was the only reason I never killed you before.”
 
   “That and Carys never would’ve forgiven you.”
 
   “There is that,” he allowed.
 
   “Why didn’t you kill me when she died?”  Bishop was to blame, after all, as much as Aubrey.  He’d almost expected the powerful Ellri to attack him then, but he never had.   
 
   “I didn’t come to relive past hurts between us, only to offer you a future beyond Anja’s hem.”
 
   He ignored the insult, intrigued by what Jakob might possibly think he had to offer that Bishop might want.  “What kind of an offer?”
 
   “I am here to give you Volkov’s position as leader of the Order.”  Jakob proclaimed it as if he expected a trumpet’s fanfare.  Bishop hated to disappoint him, but he wasn’t about to fall down on his knees and grovel in thanks.  
 
   “Did Anja put you up to this?”
 
   “It’s my position to offer, not hers.  But she did recommend you for the position.”
 
   “Anja wants me to leave for Rome?”  Why hadn’t she said anything when he’d seen her earlier that night?  He’d known she didn’t feel the same way he did about her, but he didn’t think she wanted him so far out of the picture.  “I guess I screwed things up more than I thought.”
 
   Jakob’s voice softened, his words less antagonistic.  “If it makes you feel any better, she suggested you because she found you capable.  She told me about your desire to rekindle things.”
 
   “She did?” Bishop blinked in surprise.  “I suppose it’s no secret how badly I ruined things between us.”  
 
   “I admit, I’ve had a difficult time reaching her heart as well,” he sighed.  
 
   Bishop bit back the urge to say it was kind of hard to with somebody already in there; a promise was a promise, and he had no desire to see either Anja or Rob hurt.  “You know what they say, once bitten twice shy, and she’s been hurt by both of us.  Maybe now isn’t the right time?  Maybe you should think about letting her go.”  If only he could follow his own advice.  
 
   Jakob didn’t even consider it, the hardness returning to his tone.  “Never.  Eventually she will get you out of her system and she will accept me in all ways.  Already I am testing her barriers and I intend to breach them entirely before too long.”
 
   That gave Bishop a mental image he wished he could ignore.  “I don’t think I’m the best person to be talking to about this,” he scowled, and Jakob gave him a condescending pat on the shoulder.  
 
   “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable, but the sooner you grasp this simple truth, the sooner you will gain acceptance and move on to someone you are better matched for.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “I meant no offense, but clearly you are not well suited for someone like my gentle Anja.”
 
   “And you are?”  Jakob was more brutal than anyone he knew, and that was saying a lot given his profession.
 
   “Of course.  I understand her tender feelings only too well.”
 
   The more Jakob kept talking, the more Bishop wanted to smash his face in.  “You could fill a room with what you don’t understand about Anja,” he muttered.  “I think you’d better get going, I have things to do tonight.”
 
   Jakob displayed no offense for being shown the door.  Maybe it had been his intention to irk Bishop all along?  “And about the offer?  Have you reached your decision?” he pressed.  
 
   “I have to think about it.”  
 
   “Think quickly, time is of the essence.”
 
   There was one person he needed to talk to before he made such a commitment.  So he made his second trip of the day to her office, waiting patiently until Maggie let him through.  
 
   “Bishop… did we forget to talk about something?” Anja asked when he stepped into her office.
 
   Thankfully, Rob was nowhere in sight, he didn’t want to have an audience for this conversation.  “Yeah, I guess I did.  Did you tell Jakob to give me Volkov’s job?”
 
   Her eyes widened in surprise.  “Wow, he didn’t waste any time, did he?”
 
   “So you did tell him to send me away?”
 
   “No, not in so many words.  It was his idea to offer you the job, I suggested you as the one to bring our proposal to the Order.”
 
   “Then you want me to stay.”
 
   “Well… that’s not up to me.  I might not have thought of the idea to start with, but you have to admit, it’s a great coup for the rest of us to have someone we can trust in charge of the Order.  You could ensure real change takes root there.”
 
   Then she did want him to leave.  It soured his mood considerably.  “I quit the Order, remember?  I’m done with all of that,” he scowled.
 
   “Are you?  Because you stepped up when things fell apart here.  Frost was reeling and you took charge the way you always do.  It’s part of who you are.”
 
   “That was different, those were my people.”
 
   “They’re still your people, and they need your help.  Not just Mason and Frost and those guys, but the vamps here.  Leander, Jarrod, Zoe – okay, not Zoe so much because I’m not actually sure she has any friends – but the whole community, they’re counting on you to bring them a better Order.  Think of how much quicker you could do that from Rome.”
 
   There was so much hope shining in her eyes – he couldn’t crush that, not for his own selfish wishes.  “Alright, alright, I’ll do it,” he relented, nearly bowled over when she impulsively threw her arms around his shoulders and hugged him tight.  That was worth it right there.  He would’ve gone anywhere to do her bidding for the tiny scrap of affection from Anja.  Bishop returned the hug, not letting her escape right away when she pulled back.   “But I’m not doing it for them, I’m doing it for you.”
 
   A half dozen emotions flickered across her expressive face, settling on dismay as nearly as he could figure.  “Bishop, I…”
 
   He shook his head, letting her go.  Bishop didn’t want to trap her, that was Jakob’s deal.  “It’s okay, I’m not asking you for anything, I know your situation.  I’m going to remake the Order like we talked about, and I’m going to make you proud.”
 
    
 
   * * * 
 
    
 
   First things first, he had to round up the guys and get their take on the situation.  He’d bounced a couple of ideas off of Mason when working on the new charter with Anja, but most of them hadn’t heard much about it.  Everyone assembled at the Bleeding Hart, since they had no headquarters anymore.  The air was tense, but not dangerous as the locals watched them with a wary eye.  Once they all settled in at the back table and got down to business without rousting any of the patrons, they were largely ignored.  
 
   Bishop waited until all were present, then outlined Jakob’s proposal and the new charter he’d be bringing to the Order.  Maybe it was because they all knew Anja with varying degrees of intimacy, but the prospective changes were openly embraced, even applauded.  
 
   Frost, in particular, was glad to hear about his promotion and Bishop wondered if the man had been worried about losing his position with Bishop back in town.  Bishop couldn’t help but wonder if Frost was the right man for the job, given all of the trouble dealing with Byrne and his unrest.  
 
   As far as Bishop was concerned, eliminating Byrne was only the tip of the iceberg.  Anyone who participated in the murder of the Order members should be apprehended and dealt with.  That meant a hearing under Anja’s new law, but it shouldn’t be dropped completely, and Bishop said as much.  Eager for some payback, the team discussed the best methods of rooting the people out without causing more enmity in the already tense community.   
 
   Zoe came over with a round of drinks, standing with tray in hand while they talked about restoring order.  “I want in,” she declared when there was a break in conversation.
 
   Frost’s brows went up in surprise.  “You want to join the Order?”
 
   “No, I want to be your cheering section,” she fixed him with a withering stare.  “Yeah, I want to join up.”  
 
   “Sounds like she’s got the mouth for it,” Mason grinned.  “I say we give her a shot.”
 
   “Great, you can babysit her then,” Bishop nodded, rising from the table.  He still had something to do and needed to get going now that the ball was rolling.  “Mason, you’re in charge of recruiting, we’ve got a lot of shoes to fill.  I’ll be in touch, guys.  With any luck, I’ll have some resources headed this way to help with the rebuild of our facilities by the end of the week.”
 
   Mason jumped up to follow him out.  “About that babysitting gig… I was going to leave, head back to Boston.”
 
   Bishop stopped by the exit, he hadn’t counted on this.  “I really need you here, man.  We need to rebuild the headquarters and recruit to fill the open slots, like you said.  I don’t know when I’ll be back and Frost isn’t up to this.  You saw how things fell apart when I left for Vetis.”
 
   “I know, but…”
 
   “Running away won’t make it hurt any less, trust me.”
 
   “Isn’t that why you’re going to Rome?”
 
   “No, I’m going because I don’t want another Volkov in the position.  I’m not running away from anything, I’m going to Rome because she asked me to.  That, and I think it’s a good idea.  She’s right, it’s time for a change, and this will make things better.  We’ll still be doing our jobs, but it’ll be someone else’s headache once we catch them.”  
 
   Mason’s hands came up.  “Hey, you don’t need to sell me on it, man, but I can’t… I can’t stick around and see Hanna with someone else.  It’s time for me to move on.”
 
   Bishop lowered his voice.  “Do you think it’s easy for me to see Anja cozied up with another guy?  But you and I, we’re more than that, brother.  The Order is in our blood now and she needs us.  I happen to know from personal experience that if you put your trust in the Order, she’ll see you through this.  So sac up and get the job done.”  He slapped him on the shoulder and Mason’s brows rose in disbelief.    
 
   “Seriously?  That’s what I’m getting from you?  Sac up?”  He shook his head.  “Sorry, but I hardly think taking romantic or vocational advice from an emotional eunuch is in my best interests.”  
 
   Bishop ignored the eunuch dig, he could understand why his actions could be interpreted as unfeeling, but if there was one thing he’d learned in his four hundred and sixty-four years, it was patience.  He wasn’t done fighting for Anja, not by a long shot, he just knew how to play the long game.  
 
   “Promise me you’ll think about it,” Bishop said, giving Mason’s shoulder a squeeze.  “I won’t order you to stay, but I could really use you here to help with the rebuild.”
 
   Mason’s shoulders slumped as guilt set in.  “I’ll think about it,” he agreed.  “In the meantime, if I don’t see you for a while, stay frosty, man.”  He pulled Bishop in for a one armed embrace.  
 
   Bishop returned the man-hug, pounding him on the back with his fist.  “You too, be safe.”  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   I rapped on Bishop’s door, more than a little worried by the late hour invitation.  Had Jakob said or done something because of my earlier insinuation that I still had unresolved feelings for him?  If I’d put Bishop in danger to shield Rob… I didn’t know what I’d do.  
 
   Bishop pulled open the door and I rushed inside, half expecting to find Jakob there.  “I got your message, it sounded urgent.  What’s going on?”
 
   “I spoke to Jakob and accepted his offer to take the position in Rome.”
 
   “Oh… you have?”  His message had made it sound imperative that I drop everything and come over, but I thought we’d already covered this at the office.  Still, I was glad he’d made it official before Jakob changed his mind.  “That’s great!  Oh, this is so exciting, we’ll have to put together a going away party for you to send you off in style.  Maybe at Nightshade, or the Hart?”  Maybe I could get Maggie to stop making a fuss over my birthday and focus on throwing him a big ol’ shindig to send him on his way.    
 
   Only Bishop didn’t look at all in a partying mood.  “I’m leaving tonight.”    
 
   “So soon?”
 
   “I think it’s for the best.  The sooner I step in and take over for Volkov, the smoother things will be.  I can’t justify hanging around here when there’s so much work to be done.”
 
   “Right, I can see that.”  Part of me was happy he’d taken such a serious interest in the new role, but I had to admit, part of me wasn’t ready for him to go yet.  Maybe I was the one who needed the party to say goodbye to him?  
 
   “Unless you want me to stay?”
 
   There was a note of hope behind his voice that I hated to crush, but he was right.  Dragging it out wouldn’t do anyone any good.  I didn’t need him to stay, the way he needed me to, even though I’d miss the friendship growing between us.  “No, I think you’re right about going sooner than later.”
 
   Some of the light went out of his eyes, but he recovered swiftly enough, offering me a resigned smile.  “That’s what I thought.”
 
   “So, this is goodbye then.”  It felt strange to think I wouldn’t be seeing him at the office anymore.  I’d started to look forward to our talks, and somehow I didn’t think chatting about pirates versus ninjas over Skype would be the same.  “Do you need anything?  I could have the jet made available for you.”
 
   “No, thanks.  I’ve already made all the arrangements.”
 
   “Oh.  Then why did you need me to come over?”
 
   Bishop’s smile recovered its sparkle.  “I have a gift for your birthday, I thought I’d give it to you tonight.”  
 
   “My birthday’s not until next week.”
 
   “Considering I won’t be here, I’d rather give it to you now, if you don’t mind.”
 
   “That’s very sweet of you.  You didn’t have to buy me anything, you know.”
 
   “I didn’t.  I made it.”  His smile turned mysterious as he grabbed my hand and pulled me deeper into the living room.  “Now, have a seat and close your eyes.”
 
   “Why?  I don’t care if you didn’t have time to wrap it.”
 
   “Close your eyes,” he ordered, showing a hint of the stern Bishop that made people quake in their boots, and I resisted the urge to roll my eyes at him, closing them instead.  
 
   “Okay, okay, you don’t have to get all grumpycakes about it.  They’re closed already.  Now give me my present.”  I held both hands out, fingers wiggling. 
 
   “So greedy,” he huffed, and I heard him walk away.  “Keep your shirt on, I’ll go get it.  Or actually, you can take your shirt off if you want, I won’t complain.”
 
   “Now who’s greedy?” I snorted, a smile curving my lips as I waited in darkness for the gift.  I heard him moving around, and the scrape of a chair against the floor followed by a creaking sound.  All at once I realized what it was I heard.  It wasn’t a chair at all, but a piano bench.  
 
   The music slid over me in the next instant, the melody hauntingly familiar, sending a ripple of electricity across my skin as I heard it made more than a fleeting memory.  It was Anja’s Song, fully fleshed out and completed, not the skeletal remains of Evan’s composition that survived my recollection.  There were subtle changes, but it was so beautiful… it… I still don’t have any words to describe how it touched me.   
 
   I found myself by the edge of the piano with no conscious decision of having moved, almost too afraid to speak for fear of breaking the spell, until Bishop looked up at me and smiled.  How could he possibly have known what it meant to me?  “Where did you…?”
 
   “I heard you humming it before, and I finished it.”
 
   “Just like that?”
 
   “Not exactly,” he admitted.  “But it gave me peace, working on it for you.  Is it close enough to the music in your head?”
 
   “It’s beautiful.”
 
   “It’s almost as beautiful as you are.”
 
   I closed my eyes again as tears surfaced.  This is what Evan would have wanted, what his work deserved, to be shared and remembered.  I kept them closed until the last notes hung in the air and I could breathe again.  
 
   “Thank you.” I cleared my throat, my voice sounded entirely too choked up.  “I wish I had a way to listen to it again.  Would you consider sending me a recording?”
 
   Bishop stood, handing over a thumb drive.  “Already done.”  Placing it in my hand, he folded my fingers around it, and tugged me closer.  “Happy birthday, Anja.”  Leaning down, he kissed me softly.  I felt myself open up to him, too overcome with emotion to think about what I was doing, his kiss dredging up all manner of feelings I’d thought long gone.  It didn’t feel wrong at all, despite the fact that Rob waited for me down in the car, and that, more than anything else, scared me enough to pull away from his embrace.  What the hell was I doing?
 
   “I have to go,” I said, putting some much needed space between us.  “Thank you for this, though.  I can’t tell you what it means to me.”
 
   “I hope you think of me whenever you listen to it.”
 
   Oh, I could guarantee that.  The hope was back in his eyes again, and I didn’t know if I should say or do something to try and squash it back down again, or just get out of there before I ended up begging him not to go.  Instead I retreated to the door, feeling warm and flushed like I needed to feed.  Definitely a bad sign.
 
   Bishop took up my hand again as I reached the door.  “I’m leaving now, but I’ll be back.  Maybe things will be clearer by the time we see each other again.”
 
   If he kept kissing me like that it’d be as clear as mud.  We had a long time to sort things out between us, like he said before, forever is a long time.  Still… something Carter once told me came rushing back as I stood in the doorway.  There is no forever, sunshine.  There’s just today, and I’m glad to have seen you in it.  It might be a long time before I saw Bishop again.  I didn’t want to give him false hope, but in the world we lived in, anything could happen.  
 
   Leaning up, I kissed him one last time, a light press of the lips in case it was our last.  “Take care of yourself, okay?  We have no idea how they’re going to receive these changes in Rome and across the world, so be safe.”
 
   “Of course I will, I have something to live for now,” Bishop said with a lopsided grin.  
 
   I didn’t want to go home after that.  There was still at least an hour before sunrise and I asked Gunnar to surprise me with our destination.  Rob asked me if I was alright, but I couldn’t talk to him of all people about it, so I just nodded, managing a faint smile.  
 
   We pulled up to the Bleeding Hart and despite the late hour, there were still a few people hanging out, including a table of Order members who greeted me with an enthusiastic salute.  I saluted them back and instructed Laveda to put the next round of drinks on my tab.  
 
   Declining Rob’s offer to secure us a table and Jarrod’s offer to join him at his, I went to the scarred mahogany bar to talk to the pretty bartender, craving female companionship.  
 
   “How’s it going?  I see you’re fitting in well here,” I observed as she handed over a mean looking zombie with extra fruit.  Her hair was pulled into a high ponytail, the riot of curls spilling in every direction.  A Metallica t-shirt had been altered with a series of cuts and tied into a knot at the waist to reveal a taut midriff and a tattoo of a rising phoenix on the small of her back.
 
   “Can’t complain,” she shrugged.  “Tips are good and I haven’t had to worry much about straying hands.  Pity that,” she winked.  “How’s about you?  You look like someone ran over your dog.”
 
   Was it that obvious?  “I’m a little down tonight,” I admitted, not saying more with both Rob and Gunnar standing not two feet away.  
 
   Laveda fixed me with a piercing stare, then drew two pints of beer, setting them on the bar in front of the guys.  “Go on, the pair of you.  Can’t you see we’re having a bit of a chinwag?” she said, making shooing motions with her hands.  
 
   Not done yet, she dug into her pocket for a pair of quarters, sticking them in the ancient jukebox with a flourish.  Whiskey in the Jar by her shirt’s namesake came on and her grin stretched wide as she made her way back to the bar.  “I fucking love this song,” she crowed, pouring herself a beer behind the counter to join me.  “We can talk now.  So, what’s got you down in the dumps then?”
 
   I thought about shrugging her off and smothering the way I was feeling in copious amounts of alcohol.  Then again, Laveda was one of the few people who knew about Rob and me.  No one, not even Maggie or Jenessa could understand the predicament I found myself in better than her.  
 
   Taking note that both Rob and Gunnar were engrossed in a deep discussion about rugby with Jarrod, I took a deep breath and plunged ahead.  “Do you think it’s possible to be in love with two people at the same time?”
 
   “It’s a good question, that,” she nodded, taking a sip of her beer then tucking it back behind the counter again.  “I think it’s possible to love two people, but not to be in love with the both of them.”
 
   “I used to think so too.  I used to think I knew exactly who held my heart, but now…” I shook my head.  Damn Bishop anyway.  Why did he have to pick now to stop being an ass?  “It doesn’t help that the person I wanted to give it to can’t openly accept it,” I said a touch quieter.    
 
   “Bishop made a move then?”
 
   My brows came up.  “How did you guess?”
 
   “Why else would he turn me down?” she shrugged a bare shoulder as her t-shirt drooped on one side.  
 
   All of a sudden I started to think I’d brought my troubles to the wrong person.  “I’m sorry, is it weird to talk to you about this?”
 
   “Nah, I don’t mind.  We’re family, yeah?”  
 
   “I wanted to be,” I said softly.  “But I’m starting to think that can’t happen.” 
 
   Laveda nodded sagely.  “It sounds like you have a decision to make.  And if it’s not who I think it is, I will personally kick your ass.”
 
   I smiled at that.  “It’s complicated.”
 
   “No it ain’t.  Love’s not complicated.  The crap around it can be, but love itself is the simplest thing of all.  What you choose to do about it – that’s another thing entirely.”
 
   “You’re right, thanks, Laveda.  You’ve given me plenty to think about.”
 
   “Glad to be of help.  Promise me this though.  No matter who you choose, would you have a care with the other one’s heart?  They’re both dear to me.”
 
   “I will,” I promised.  “They’re dear to me too or I wouldn’t be in this pickle.”
 
   Leaving the rest of my drink untouched, I collected my boys and headed for home, my mind bubbling with possibilities.  I made a beeline for the sanctity of my bedroom, locking the door so as not to be disturbed.  My methodical brain resorted to the same process I’d relied upon since I was in the third grade and I had to choose between the Barbie or Spiderman lunchbox.  
 
   I made a list.  
 
   Four columns, two for Rob and two for Bishop, pros and cons for each of them.  Rob’s columns were easy.  In the pro side I listed everything I loved about him.  That he’d always been there for me, supporting me, keeping me safe.  That he’d been content to love me from afar thinking I’d never return his love.  The gift of his rare smile.  His hands.  That I couldn’t compel him and it would never come between us.  That he’d live so much longer than a regular human.  The beat of his heart and the taste of him.  The rasp of his voice.  The playfulness he shared with his family and sometimes with me.  The way I felt when he kissed me – alive and free in a way I’d never felt before.  
 
   Cons for Rob included the biggie – the fact that Jakob would kill one or both of us if he found out what we felt for each other.  His utter lack of remorse for killing when the situation called for it.  (I went ahead and added that one to Bishop’s con column as well.)  That he was basically bound in servitude to Jakob for God only knew how long.  That he was mortal and would eventually grow old and die.  That he wasn’t willing to stand up to Jakob and fight for me.  Not that I blamed him for that last, but it was a factor.  How could we have a future together if we were doomed from the start?  
 
   I started in on the pro list for Bishop and I didn’t get any farther than his name.  Bishop.  Just saying his name… it did things to me.  I didn’t have to list his talent with music or the thrill of his kiss.  Bishop.  It was enough to have me staring off into space, losing utter track of what it was I was supposed to be accomplishing.  
 
   I nodded off, jerking awake as my head slipped out of my hands to look down at the list, my eyes blurred with tears from the sun streaming in through the tiny basement windows.  Jumping up with a hiss, I shut the black out shades, relishing the cool darkness.  
 
   I had to get to bed before I conked out again on the floor, but I passed by my writing desk on the way, glancing down at the list there.  “Bishop,” I sighed, fingers tracing over that single word with a sense of longing and loss.  
 
   What was I doing?  Love wasn’t a dreamy sigh, and it was more than a wish for what once was.  It was in every stolen glance I shared with Rob.  I loved Rob.  Not the dream of what could’ve been with Bishop and the thrill of having him chase after me for once instead of the other way around.  Love was the reality of the man sleeping in the room next to mine.  The man who’d risked everything for me time and again without asking for a single thing in return.  All of a sudden it got a whole lot simpler, like Laveda said.
 
   Part of me would always love Bishop, but I was in love with Rob.  
 
   I had to tell him.  Never mind that he’d said he didn’t want to hear me say the words, I needed him to know it was more than an infatuation for me.  That he was worth the risk.  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
   It took some finagling, but I managed to get the whole gang out of the house for the night, buying us all tickets to the ballet and then crying off at the last minute for an important meeting with Faust over Skype.  Since I was planning on staying inside, I sent most of the security force with them, leaving only a few guards patrolling outside.  
 
   I pulled out all the stops.  I set the TV to one of my favorite stations on Pandora, with soft swing music from the forties, knowing Rob was partial to that era.  Now that I had my dining room back again, I set up an intimate candlelight dinner for Rob and me.  Okay, so the food was for him and the wine was for me, but it made me happy to set out the good china for the both of us.  Almost like a real date.  
 
   Thanks to the blackout curtains, we had about as much privacy as could be had in the house while surrounded by armed guards.  
 
   “What’s all this then?” Rob asked when he came into the dining room.  
 
   “This, is my way of making it up to you for missing the ballet.”
 
   “Wouldn’t say I was missing it all that much,” he said, the dubious look on his face, making me laugh.  
 
   “Alright then, this is my way of making it up to you for missing everything since we got back.”
 
   “Look at you, making plans,” he smiled, pulling me close, careful to keep out of sight of either door, in case we had an unexpected return by any in the household.  “Are you trying to seduce me, miss?”
 
   “Why, is it working?”  I flashed him an impish grin, in an impossibly good mood.  
 
   “Too right.”  Rob reached up to frame my face with his hands, thumbs stroking alongside my jaw.  “Hullo,” he said gently.
 
   “Hi,” I whispered, tipping my mouth up to his.  Instead of meeting them for a kiss, his lips feathered across my cheek and I held absolutely still, waiting to see what he’d do next.  
 
   “So soft…” he breathed, lips brushing against the corner of my mouth.  “And sweet.”  His lips parted to taste mine, drawing my lower lip into his mouth.  “Won’t be wanting anything else for supper.”
 
   “We can save it for after,” I nodded, no longer able to keep still with him right there for the taking.   
 
   The phone rang, not the house phone, but my cell phone, which only a few people knew the number to.  “Hold that thought for half a sec,” I smiled, wriggling out of his arms long enough to pick it up off the buffet table.  Before I could even see the number I saw the picture and my heart sank.  
 
   Jakob.
 
   Briefly, I toyed with the idea of not answering it.  Of holing up in my house and doing whatever I damn well pleased for a change, but fear of what he’d do had me pushing the green button, injecting a note of false cheer into my voice.  
 
   “Hi, Jakob.  What’s up?”
 
   “I’ll be by to pick you up within the hour,” he said without preamble.  “Make yourself ready for me.”
 
   I closed my eyes, biting back the urge to tell him to shove it.  “I can’t, I already have plans.”
 
   “Change them.”  His tone told me there would be no arguing the point.  “I’ll see you soon, petal.”  The line clicked off before I could get in another word and I threw my phone across the room hard enough to smash it into satisfyingly small bits.    
 
   “Goddamn it, I would like one break.  Just one!” I howled, still at the peak of my tantrum.  
 
   Rob knelt to pick up the electronic remnants.  “I’ll get you another phone while you’re with him,” he said stoically.  
 
   “No, I’m not doing it.”  I paced the length of the room, my hands flapping in agitation.  “I’m not going out with him.  He can show up here all he wants, but I’m not jumping because he snaps his fingers.”  
 
   “You know you have to.  It’s a night like any other, like as not he’ll spend half the night ignoring you anyway.”  
 
   “You don’t get it.  This was supposed to be our evening alone together.  Yours and mine.  It was supposed to be special.”
 
   Rob straightened, his strong arms closing around me.  “It was,” he said into my hair.  “Just wasn’t nearly long enough is all.”  
 
   I pressed my face into his neck, trying to draw comfort in the steady beat of his heart.  “I don’t know how much longer I can keep doing this.  I didn’t agree to be his slave.”
 
   “We’ve little choice in the matter.”
 
   “What if we leave here?” I asked, pulling back to look at him.  “What if we run away?”
 
   Rob hardly paused before he answered, not even considering it.  “He’d find us.  Find my sister, your family…”
 
   “Not if he didn’t know we were running away – together, together.  He could think I freaked out and ran away and you stayed by my side to protect me, like you always do.”
 
   He was already shaking his head.  “He’d expect me to report to him.  When I didn’t it’d be a confirmation I was in on it with you.  And what about your post as Elder?  Your responsibilities?”
 
   “I put things in motion, there’s real change happening whether I’m here to direct it or not.  The council, Bishop, they’ve got the basic blocks they need to build something new and strong.  I’ll always have the satisfaction of knowing I did that, whether I’m here to see it or not.”  
 
   “But to leave everything behind…” 
 
   “I can’t keep doing this,” my voice broke and I dragged in a ragged breath, finding it harder and harder to breathe.  “I can’t keep pretending to be his when I’m in love with you.”  There, I’d said it.  Rob didn’t respond though, he stared at me, his expression unchanging.  “Did you hear what I said?”
 
   “I’m not sure.”  He blinked rapidly, his head canting to one side.  “It sounded like you said…”
 
   “I love you,” I repeated, my heart sinking at the furrow of pain that brought to his brow.  
 
   “Anja, I can’t be what you need,” he started to protest, but I cut him off. 
 
   “You’re everything I need.  And I want a chance at a life with you.  Is that something you want too?  Tell me now if I’m off base here, because I thought that was something we both wanted.”
 
   Rob’s eyes clenched tight, his jaw working and for a second, I thought he was searching for a way to tell me I wasn’t worth the trouble.  But when they opened again, they were filled with equal parts hope and despair.  “I want that too, more than anything in this world.  But I can’t risk you or Leila…”  He shook his head.
 
   “She knew we’d come to this,” I realized suddenly.  “Don’t you remember?  What did she say?  Something about not worrying about her – when the time came, trouble wouldn’t be coming after her.  Don’t you see?  She saw this coming, she knew we’d be at a crossroads and she wanted us to take the plunge.”
 
   Rob was silent, but I could see him thinking his way through it methodically.  “I’m not saying yes, and I’m not saying no.  This kind of thing ain’t the sort you should rush into, careful planning needs to happen.”  
 
   “I can do that, I’m a great planner,” I chimed in, doing a happy dance on the inside that he was even considering it.  
 
   “Don’t do anything yet, alright?  Let me figure this out.  Might could find a way to work it.”
 
   “We can make it work, I know we can,” I whispered fervently, giving him a last, desperate kiss.  “I’d better go hop into a quick shower and get ready for him.  He can tell if I’ve been getting all tingly over you.”  I rolled my eyes.  “We’ll come back to this though, tonight when I get back?  Maggie and those guys should be gone for hours.”
 
   “Will they now?”  He raised a single brow.
 
   “Hours,” I promised with a smile.  Suddenly the prospect of seeing Jakob didn’t seem so bad when I had something to look forward to.  
 
    
 
   * * * 
 
    
 
   I’m such an idiot.  
 
   It didn’t start out well.  Jakob waved Rob off when he offered to drive for us, telling him he had things in hand with a smarmy look.  Eewh.  
 
   As soon as we got into the limo, he cornered me, a gleam in his eye.  “Did you think I wouldn’t find out?” he demanded, sending me into a cold sweat as I scrambled to figure out what he could possibly mean by that.  Whatever it was, it couldn’t be good.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Where you disappeared to when you took Amunet hunting.  My Anja has a taste for rough trade,” he chuckled, and I breathed an inward sigh of relief.  
 
   “Not exactly, I thought it would appeal to her.”
 
   “And yet you knew exactly where to take her.”  I opened my mouth to explain, but he waved me away.  “Don’t worry, I don’t mind at all.  In fact, I find it a delicious addition to what I’ve come to expect for you, beloved.  Would you like a taste of something rough tonight?”
 
   So he was turned on by the fact that I’d taken Amunet to a dive bar?  Cool beans.  “Couldn’t we go somewhere for a drink instead?”
 
   “Indeed,” he smiled, patting my knee.  
 
   Only the limo didn’t go to one of the clubs as I’d grown accustomed to, instead it pulled up right in front of his place. 
 
   “I thought we were going out for a drink?”
 
   “I will see to your needs, petal.  Tonight you will take my blood.”
 
   Alarms started pealing in my head like mad.  “Thanks, but I’m good.  I don’t need to feed.”
 
   “Come upstairs, unless you prefer to do this here in the car?”  His smile stretched wider.  “As I recall it, you have tasted my blood in a vehicle such as this before.  I would certainly be open to a return to such intimacy.”  
 
   There was no way on Earth I’d end up having sex with him in the back of a limo again.  No frigging way.  “No, we can go inside,” I said, reaching for the door handle.  I had no intention of drinking his blood that night, and I needed a few minutes to figure out how to get out of it.  
 
   Once we were alone and I felt like I could speak more freely, I turned to him – with a couch safely between us.  “How come you’re so big on me taking your blood tonight?  We never talked about this in our original deal.”
 
   “Because I wish it, and because you need the strength.”
 
   I hadn’t expected him to say that.  “Why?  I’m fine.”  
 
   “I would have you as strong as possible, petal.”  He poured us each a drink and came around the couch, eliminating the barrier between us.  “And I am not asking.  It is for your own protection.”  
 
   Something was definitely up.  “Answer something for me,” I said, accepting the glass, but not drinking.  “Why are you so gung ho on protecting me?”
 
   “That’s a silly question.”
 
   “I don’t think so.  I think it’s pretty appropriate.”
 
   “Because I love you, älskling.”
 
   “Okay, I get that, but why the need for so much precaution?  It’s not enough that I have Rob and Gunnar stuck to me like glue every waking moment, I have to have an entire regiment of guards around me whenever I show my face in public?  I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I can actually defend myself.  I took out Angel in a fair fight, and I’ve even dropped Bishop and Rob a time or two.”
 
   Jakob’s expression darkened as he stared into the bottom of his glass.  “There are some dangers you know nothing of.”
 
   “So tell me about them,” I pleaded, taking the glass out of his hands and setting them both down.  “If there is some big bad out there waiting in the shadows, ignorance only gives it power.”  
 
   For a split second I thought he might actually tell me what had him acting so crazed, but then his stubbornness kicked in with a vengeance.  “Enough.  You will have my blood now,” he said, grabbing my shoulders roughly and tumbling me onto the couch.
 
   I pushed back with all of my strength, but it didn’t so much as budge him an inch as he pulled me close.  “Jakob, I really don’t want to do this.”  
 
   “Leave off the pretty protests, you will do this for me.”
 
   “Fine, then put some of your blood into a cup and I’ll drink it, but I’m not feeding from you directly.”
 
   Jakob set me onto his lap and then stopped to look at me.  “What is it that troubles you in this?”
 
   “I don’t want to um, you know… I’m not ready to take our relationship to the next level yet.”
 
   “You may find that changing once you taste my blood,” he smiled.
 
   That’s exactly what I was afraid of.  “Jakob, please, I don’t think I can do this.”
 
   His blue eyes met mine and I felt the magnitude of his power.  “You can, and you will.”
 
   Robbed of my free will, I nodded, in a daze as I unbuttoned his shirt, folding the fabric away from his neck.  My fangs descended, the urge to bite him overpowering any feeble protests that cowered in the back of my mind and I lunged for his throat.  His pure essence burst against my palate in a rush of hot blood, my throat working to keep up with the rhythm of his heart that pumped madly.  
 
   It wasn’t enough.  I wanted everything he had to give and more.  My hands wandered as I drank, sliding against bare skin, desperate for more contact.  Jakob’s arms bound me to him, his head thrown back in ecstasy as I drank and drank.  His blood made me dizzy and reckless.  It filled me with power as I straddled him, more power than I had a right to feel.   Jakob held me under his sway, but just as surely I held him under mine.  With a rasp of nails and a pivot of my hips I made him shudder with delight and his hands started to roam, intent on giving me the same pleasure.
 
   It was all wrong.  
 
   His intimate touch had the opposite effect on me, filling me with such a sense of revulsion at the invasion, it was enough for me to tear my mouth away from the temptation of his blood.  He’d compelled me to drink from him, and I had.  But he hadn’t compelled me to do anything more, and my own natural disgust was strong enough to combat the side effects of the blood.  
 
   “That’s enough,” I breathed, squirming out of his grasp.  Jakob held tight to me, attempting to bring my lips back to his neck.  
 
   “Don’t stop, beloved,” he pleaded, but that made me feel even more repulsed.    
 
   “I can’t believe you did that to me,” I spat out, swiping at my mouth with the back of my hand.  “You promised you wouldn’t compel me to do anything I didn’t want to.”
 
   “It was for your own good.”  There was no remorse in his voice, only disappointment that the spell had been broken.  But I used his relaxed state to pull completely free, lurching to my feet, legs unsteady as they carried me to the other side of the room.  
 
   “Whatever helps you sleep.”  His blood still thrummed through my veins, filling me with a nervous energy, like I’d had too many shots of espresso on an empty stomach.  “You had no right to take advantage of me like that.”  
 
   “I felt your enjoyment, if only you would relax and trust in me…”
 
   Trust in him?  Did he not understand the meaning of the word?  “Take me home.”  
 
   “You are home.”
 
   “I mean it, Jakob.  I want to go home now.”  
 
   “Älskling…”
 
   “Don’t call me that, I’m not your beloved.  I’m nothing but a puppet on a string to you.”  
 
   “You are not a puppet to me, you don’t understand all I’ve sacrificed for you,” he scowled.
 
   “And you’re not listening to me.  Take me home or I’ll walk there myself.” 
 
   “Fine,” he relented, pushing himself up to his feet.  “I’ll take you now.”  
 
   “You don’t have to come with me, I can make it there in your limo just fine.”
 
   “I will see you safely home.”
 
   I didn’t argue as long as he did as I asked.  Neither of us spoke for the ride home and I think maybe, he’d started to realize the error of his ways.  Then again, maybe he was planning his next attempt to control me, anything was possible.  Still, his words when the limo came to a stop gave me hope.
 
   “I only want your continued health and happiness,” he said, holding onto my hand.  
 
   “Then you should take a good hard look at your methods,” I replied, tugging myself free.  “Goodnight, Jakob.”  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   I couldn’t meet Rob’s eyes when I got home.  Far more uncomfortable than I’d been leaving Bishop’s apartment, I went straight for my room and took a long hot shower, trying to wash away the vestiges of Jakob’s touch.  Emerging cleaner, but no less upset over my actions, I slipped on a satiny pink robe, stopping in the bathroom door as I spotted a large square box on the bed, wrapped in red ribbon.  
 
   Inside the box was a worn, portable record player, the kind that came in its own small suitcase.  There was a smaller box wedged in alongside it with a stack of old forty-fives with music going all the way back to the thirties.  I thumbed through them, reading off hits by Billie Holliday, Doris Day, Frank Sinatra.  These were Rob’s records.  Aw, he’d given me an old school version of a mix tape!
 
   Fast losing my doldrums, I plugged the machine in and selected one of the records I’d heard him play before.  Nina Simone came over the scratchy speaker singing You Don’t Know What Love Is.  I closed my eyes for a few seconds, listening to her sing the blues before I went in search of the man who’d left the gift for me.  
 
   I found him sitting on the end of his bed, suit coat and tie next to him, easing off his suspenders.  
 
   “Hi there,” I smiled.  “Do I have you to thank for that?”  My head tipped toward my bedroom where Nina sang on.
 
   “Thought you might like it.  Was just gathering dust here.”
 
   That wasn’t strictly true, I’d heard him use it before.  “It’s not my birthday yet though.”
 
   “Seemed like a bit of cheering was wanted, yeah?”
 
   “Uh huh,” I agreed.  Big time.  “Thank you, I love it.”
 
   A smile nudged one corner of his mouth higher.  “At least you won’t be as likely to lose this one.”
 
   Just like that my enthusiasm soured.  “I know, I didn’t mean to lose your necklace.  I’ve torn apart everything I brought back with me from England, but I can’t find it anywhere.”
 
   “Did you look here?” he asked, dangling the silver locket from his fingers and my jaw dropped.  
 
   “Where did you get that?”
 
   “Bishop returned it to me after the Order gave back what they confiscated.”
 
   “Ah, so that’s how he guessed.  Is it still mine?”
 
   “What do you think?” Rob smirked, stepping behind me to fasten it around my neck, leaning in to kiss my neck when he was done.  “There, back where it belongs,” he rumbled, fingers boldly brushing along the tops of my shoulders, down to reach for my hand.  “Dance with me.”
 
   It was like that shared dream, but not.  This was a Rob who was emboldened by our state of privacy, but softer, less driven by the need to control things.  I went to him, my cheek against his shoulder in my bare feet, relishing the feel of his strong arms around me as we moved together to the soulful music.   
 
   As much as I savored that perfect time together, I had to get something off my chest.  “There’s something I should tell you, about tonight with Jakob.”
 
   “I don’t want to know.”
 
   But I needed him to.  “He compelled me to drink his blood.  He said it was for my protection.  Do you have any idea why he might do that?”
 
   “He wants to keep you safe.”  Rob shrugged.  “His blood will make you stronger, as it’s done for my family over the years.”
 
   “Will my blood make you stronger?”
 
   “Not as strong as his, but yes.”
 
   “Will it keep you with me forever?”
 
   “No, not forever, but for a good long time.”
 
   That was good enough for me at the time.  Some day we might get to the question over whether or not he might consider joining the vampire club, but not yet.  For the moment, it was enough to be together, and I definitely preferred him alive.  We danced until the song ran out and started again, the record set for repeat.  
 
   “I didn’t sleep with him.”  I thought it needed saying, and I felt his arms tighten perceptibly around me.  “He wanted me to, but…”
 
   “Shhh… just dance with me.”  His mouth covered mine, effectively silencing me as he danced me backwards, his foot kicking out to shut the door behind us as we reached my bedroom.  I heard the lock turn and then his arm was around me again, guiding me to the bed.  
 
   “I thought you wanted to dance?” I asked, as he carried me the last few feet, depositing me on top of the covers.  
 
   “Too right we’ll dance,” he said, his voice full of promise as he moved the stack of records and empty boxes to a nearby chair.  I rolled onto my hip to watch him undress, admiring the play of muscles as he slipped off his shirt.    
 
   “I like the suspenders,” I said, as he worked off the pants next.  “Very retro.”
 
   “Button’s come off my pants, needed a bit of assistance,” he shrugged.  
 
   “Ah, well, if you’re in need of assistance with your pants… I’m happy to help you,” I smiled, pulling at the waistband of his boxers, tumbling him onto the bed next to me.  Rob recovered swiftly enough, bracing himself up on one arm to look down at me.  
 
   “I didn’t think we’d ever find our way here again.”
 
   “That’s part of what I love about you, your cheery optimism,” I snorted, but he didn’t lose the serious expression on his face. 
 
   “I ain’t joking.  I never thought you was for me.”
 
   I took hold of his face with both hands, bringing it down to kiss the wrinkle of worry between his brows.  “I’m yours in every way that matters,” I whispered.  “If you need convincing, I’d be happy to show you.”
 
   His fingers loosened the knot of my robe, reaching inside to splay over my cool skin.  “How’s about we show each other?”  How could I say no to that?
 
   “You can drink if you want to,” he offered when I found my way to his neck.  
 
   I laved my tongue over the throb of his pulse.  “No, I don’t need anything but you, not even your blood.  Unless you need some of mine?”  I tried to work out how long it’d been since he’d tasted Jakob’s blood back in Vetis, but it was hard to think when he touched me like that.
 
   “I don’t need nothing else but you in my arms.”
 
   Who would’ve guessed he was a romantic?  “Where I belong,” I grinned back at him, giggling as he rolled us, landing squarely on top of me.
 
   “Try not to be too loud, yeah?  We got people right outside, they’ll think you’re being murdered in your bed, you sing out like last time.”
 
   “You have my permission to muffle my mouth with anything you want if you think I’m getting to be too noisy.”
 
   “Is that a fact?” He cocked a brow at me, a corresponding twitch from below letting me know he was very interested in the idea.  “Could call for a fair bit of contortion, but I’m game.”
 
   “Though to be fair, it seems like I could make all the noise I want.  Who’s to say I’m not in here by myself, having a little private Anja happy time while everyone’s away.”
 
   “Is that a thing you do often?” The cocked eyebrow grew more pronounced and I lowered my voice to a throaty purr.
 
   “Only when I’m thinking about you.”
 
   “The things you say.”  Rob gave me a last hungry look before he fell to kissing my neck, nibbling and tasting, hands busy.  This was nothing like private Anja happy time, his touch was far more exciting than anything I could’ve managed on my own, active imagination or not.
 
   Each sensation he wrung from me was crisper and sharper than the shared dream.  There was an added spice in trying to keep quiet, a particular thrill going through me whenever he swore against my skin or bit back a groan of pleasure.  I did my best to memorize the taste of him, his scent, the crisp hair on his chest that tickled my nose when I kissed lower – I saved it all for those lonely nights when there were too many people around to steal more than a furtive glance.
 
   And then he sank into me, his movements slow and unhurried, matching the tempo of the music.  There was none of the frenzied fever that marked our last encounter, despite the fact that our time was short.  His hot and demanding mouth branded me as his own and my body locked tight around him, drawing him deeper, finding salvation with every stroke.
 
   When I felt myself trembling on the edge I ignored the call of his blood, whispering words of love for his ears only, relishing the sound of his heart beating fast and strong against me.  He came in a surge of heat, his hoarse cry of satisfaction sending me tumbling after him.  
 
   We lay panting together for long moments, neither one wanting to move.  His heat lulled me into a state of drowsy contentment, and I loved the press of his body above mine.  In time the song ended, and began again, and so did we.  We both seemed bent on making a lasting memory to keep us until the next time and we took turns muffling each other’s cries of delight whenever we had the presence of mind to remember.  Still, I was fairly sure Nina drowned out the worst of our slip ups, at least as it would sound to anyone parading around outside.    
 
   I sighed with perfect bliss once we succumbed to lazy movements, snuggling deeper into his embrace.  “Best birthday present ever,” I declared.
 
   “You ain’t getting sick of this song yet?” he asked, sounding tired, but very content.
 
   “Actually, I don’t think I’ve had a chance to listen to it all the way through, I keep getting distracted.
 
   “Sorry,” he chuckled.  
 
   I laid a kiss to his chest.  “I’m not.”
 
   “I been thinking while you was away.  There might be a way we can be together, but it’s dangerous.”
 
   I didn’t like the sound of that.  “How dangerous?” I asked, propping my head up on my hand to get a better look at his face.  
 
   “It could end up with one or both of us dead.”
 
   “Is that one you or me?”
 
   “Me,” he admitted.
 
   “No good then, I don’t want to risk it.  After what happened earlier tonight I’ve decided I’m going to end things with Jakob – not because of us, but he asked for another chance and I gave it to him.  It didn’t work out, he has to accept that.”  
 
   “Something tells me it won’t be so easy as all that.”
 
   “It’s his own fault.  After how he behaved tonight, he can hardly blame me.  And I made no secret of the fact how pissed off I was that he’d compelled me, so it’s not like it’s coming out of the blue.”  In fact, I took hope in the fact that my standing up to him and demanding to be taken home hadn’t been met with more of his demanding behavior.  Maybe Jakob finally realized he’d crossed the line?  “He was willing to wait before, he might be willing to wait again.”
 
   “And if he’s not?”
 
   “Then he’ll either compel me or kill me,” I said glibly.  
 
   Rob’s brows drew together as he propped his head up higher on the pillow.  “That’s not a chance I’m willing to take.”
 
   “I don’t think he’ll really do either of those things.  He says he loves me.  Would you set me free if you thought it would make me truly happy?”
 
   “I would,” he answered without hesitation.
 
   “So that’s what I’ll do.  I will respectfully tell him I don’t return his feelings, and hopefully, he’ll go nurse his bruised feelings on a bikini beach somewhere.”
 
   “What if he compels you to love him?”
 
   It was a very real possibility, but I tried to keep things light.  “Then I give you permission to kidnap me and knock some sense into my head.”
 
   “You won’t want me to if that’s the case.”
 
   “He wouldn’t know to compel me to stop loving you, I’d still listen to you.”
 
   “You say that now…”
 
   “Okay then, I’ll write myself a letter, a letter that I’ll give you to give to me, so there are no doubts in my mind you’re telling the absolute truth.”  It was farfetched, but it could work.  Mostly I was banking on the hope that it’d never come to that.  But wasn’t it worth trying for?  Every time I went out with Jakob I was flirting with disaster.  It was only a matter of time until he compelled or seduced me into doing something I’d regret for a lifetime.  
 
   Rob touched my chin, breaking my reverie to draw my attention back to him.  “Are you sure you want to do this?  Whether he leaves or not, we can’t openly be together.”
 
   “Maybe not in public, but we can still be like this here.  This is my sanctuary, and I’ll be damned if I can’t love who I want to in my own home.  We can be discreet, we can make this work.  You can call me miss all you want, and I’ll pretend to be annoyed with the way you chew or pronounce schedule and stuff.”
 
   His lips drew back into a genuine smile.  “You really think we can make a go of it?”
 
   “I do.  And if not… we can cross that bridge when we come to it.  There, I’ve said my peace.  If you still think it’s a bad idea, I won’t bring it up again, but I really think it’s worth a shot.”
 
   Rob lay there in silence, fingers lightly tracing the outlines of my face as the beat of his heart lulled me into a dreamlike state.  When he spoke, his voice was pitched low and gravelly, as if he was afraid of being heard.  “I know I said I didn’t think I’d ever say it to you, but I love you, Anja Evans.  More than I thought a villain like me could ever feel.  Just knowing you feel the same… it gives a man hope where I thought there was none.  If you’re game to risk it, I’ll do the same.  If it comes down to it, we’ll get Bits to safety and your family too.”
 
   My chest felt lighter, like I could float away.  “Then we’re doing this?” I beamed, my voice all high and squeaky.  
 
   “We already have.”  
 
   Nina started to sing again, and it was Rob’s turn to show me how much we belonged to each other.  I never did get to hear the song the whole way through without being distracted.  
 
   Some time later, I heard the others coming home upstairs, their voices merry and light.  I was too content to move and glad to find Rob felt the same.  My door was locked and as long as we stayed quiet, it was worth the risk.  Near dawn, I felt him slip out of bed and the rasp of his cheek against mine as he kissed me good night.  As I drifted into sweet oblivion, I carried something with me more powerful than the most potent Ellri blood.  
 
   Hope.   
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty-Three
 
    
 
   The next couple of nights passed in a blur of happiness.  Jakob didn’t call me and I didn’t call him, preferring to wait until he insisted on seeing me again before I made a bid for my freedom.  Instead I went about my business, spending time at the office or at home, hardly able to conceal the giddy joy I felt whenever Rob and I had a moment alone together.  
 
   The night came for my birthday get together and I had a message by the time I woke that Jakob wanted to see me later that night.  I was almost looking forward to it, ready to be done with that part of my life and move on to the next.  
 
   Maggie put together a smorgasbord of cold meats and gourmet tidbits for the humans, nothing hot that would offend a vampire’s delicate palate, and some of the desserts did look quite tasty.  In addition to the ‘family’ already living in the house I’d invited Hanna and her new boyfriend, and Jenessa was back in town again.  I couldn’t wait to catch up with them and get a look at the guy who’d stolen my sister’s heart.    
 
   Gunnar came in with a crate of wine as I was lighting the candles in the dining room, pulling out a pair of bottles with a flourish.  “This will make it a party,” he beamed, and I pretended to be impressed as I read the labels, not having a clue about vintage wines.  
 
   “Where did that come from?”
 
   “The wine cellar.”
 
   “We have a wine cellar?”  How had I never noticed this before?  
 
   “Yes, it’s under the kitchen, it used to be the root cellar.  I am keeping some seeds down there as well.  Soon it will be planting season!” he gushed, going on about his plans for the garden.  I caught Rob’s eye and we traded a private smile over his enthusiasm.  Maggie rushed in, fussing with last minute additions to the buffet table and smacking Gunnar’s hand when he reached for a stuffed mushroom.  
 
   “But I like mushrooms,” he pouted, stealing one the moment her back was turned.  
 
   I hoped like hell everything went well with Jakob, because I didn’t want to have to leave any of them behind.    
 
   Jenessa arrived, bearing a brightly wrapped box and a heartfelt hug.  I dragged her onto the sofa for a good long visit.  She’d spent the past few weeks on the coast up in Seattle, enjoying the stormy skies and a guy she’d met who owned a boat.  Nothing serious, but she’d had a great time.  
 
   “You seem different,” she commented after Gunnar refilled her glass of wine.
 
   “Am I?  Maybe it’s the whole Elder thing.”
 
   “No, that’s not it.  You were already the Elder before I left.  You look… like you’re in love.”
 
   “Do I?”  I did a slow blink to keep from reflexively looking at Rob.  “Thanks, I’m happy.”
 
   “Who with?”  She brightened, her knees inching closer to mine, ready for gossip and I smiled mysteriously.
 
   “Never can tell.”  I dodged the question, saved by the chime of the doorbell.
 
   “Anja, look!” Maggie cried, throwing open the front door to receive a delivery of dozens of white carnations.  All pairs of hands were called over to help bring them in since the delivery guy couldn’t cross the threshold, and I wondered if this was Jakob’s way of putting me in a better mood before I saw him later?  “There’s a card,” she said, handing it over after she’d signed for them.  
 
   “Happy Birthday, Anja.  Almost as beautiful as you are.  All my love, Bishop,” I read aloud.  I had to smile, and then I remembered I was on a mission of misdirection and raved over them for the next ten minutes as we scrambled to find vases for them all.  
 
   “He should’ve sent one bouquet with a vase,” Maggie grumbled after we’d made an impromptu planter out of a stock pot to accommodate them all.
 
   “I think they’re pretty just as they are,” I said, leaning close to smell them.  “And it must have been harder for him to coordinate from overseas.  Why, don’t you think it’s a sweet gesture?” I asked, but Maggie pressed her lips together.  “What is it?  You don’t like carnations?  I do, that’s why he sent them.  They’re my favorite flower.”
 
   “I thought you were done with Bishop for now,” she said, no longer bothering to hide her disappointment.  “I thought you’d moved on to someone a little closer to home.”
 
   Bless her heart, was she disappointed I’d never given Rob a chance?  “You know that stuff with Jakob is just for show,” I replied, deliberately misunderstanding her.  “And a girl never forgets her first real love.”
 
   “What are we talking about?” Jenessa asked, coming into the kitchen with a handful of cut stems.  
 
   “First loves,” I smiled, drawing her into the conversation.  “Sometimes they’re hard to forget.”  I drew a white blossom to my nose.  “How about you, Maggie?”  I lowered my voice conspiratorially.  “Is love in the air, or are you still on the fence about Marcus?”   
 
   “I think… I think I might be falling for him,” Maggie admitted, her voice lowering as well.  “He certainly seems sincere in his attentions, and he’s stuck around much longer than I ever thought he would.”
 
   “Of course he has, who wouldn’t stick around for a girl like you,” Jenessa said, brushing Maggie’s hair back over her shoulder.  
 
   I almost offered to find out if Marcus was jerking her around or if he was falling for her too, but in the end I held my tongue.  Jakob’s compulsion had been a real eye opener for me and the less mucking around with peoples’ heads I did, the better.  Maggie was an adult, and whether or not she fell for him was her decision.  I’d been all kinds of vocal with Marcus about what would happen to him if he ever hurt Maggie, and he’d sworn up and down his intentions were honorable.  I had to stand back and hope for the best.  That was all any of us could do, really.  
 
   “What about you, Jenessa?” I asked.  “Any chance of yacht guy showing up here any time soon?” 
 
   “Oh, that was not love.  Those feelings originated somewhat south of the heart,” she laughed and we joined in.  
 
   Marcus paused at the kitchen door, unnerved by our laughter, probably thinking we were laughing at him.  “Should I be worried?” he asked, an uneasy smile on his lips. 
 
   “Always,” Maggie declared, patting him on the behind in passing as the doorbell rang again. 
 
   “Oh, hey, you guys stay and… whatever, I’ll get that.  It must be Hanna and her new boyfriend,” I offered, skirting around them to the hallway.  I’d have to be the one to invite them in anyway.  
 
   Sure enough, I could see my sister’s pale blonde hair through the window, the figure beside her distorted by the leaded glass.  
 
   “There she is, the birthday girl!” Hanna grinned, her cheeks pink from the cold night air.  She looked happy enough, wrapped in an expensive, creamy, cashmere coat I’d never seen before.  Her blonde hair was curled, spilling over her shoulders, her makeup much more elaborate than usual –something I hadn’t seen her do since her college days – dress to impress.  
 
   “Yep, there she is,” the guy beside her smiled with just as much enthusiasm.  Logan, I think she said his name was, turned out to be a handsome guy, younger than I’d pictured for a guy she’d run off to Tahiti with, in his mid-twenties maybe.  He was dressed in a long dark overcoat, the hint of a sweater and jeans peeking through underneath.  His hair was a honeyed blonde, darker than Hanna’s and mine, but the tips were frosted and artfully spiked.  Taller than Hanna (but then again, who wasn’t), he draped a proprietary arm around her shoulders, his smile wide.   
 
   “Come in, come in, you must be freezing out there,” I stepped back to wave them in.  Hanna got one foot over the threshold before she was jerked backward as Logan met up with the protective barrier.  I stared at them in shock as Rob and Gunnar rushed to my side.  
 
   Logan recovered from the surprise quickly enough, shaking his head with chagrin.  “I should’ve known it wouldn’t be this easy.”
 
   “What’s not easy?” Hanna’s smile crumpled in confusion.  “Would you stop horsing around?  It’s freezing out here.” 
 
   “Hanna, come to me, come inside now.”  I reached my hand out to her, but Logan held her where she was even as Rob pulled me away from the doorway.  
 
   “Uh oh.  I guess the jig is up, huh?” Logan didn’t look all that broken up about it.  He looked like he was enjoying his own private joke.  “I guess we won’t be going to the party after all.”
 
   “Rob…” I breathed, needing him to do something to get Hanna away from the guy until we figured out what his deal was, but Logan shifted his hold to Hanna’s neck.
 
   “Ah, ah, ah… nobody try anything or…”  He made a cracking sound with his teeth and tongue.  The guy oozed utter confidence as though he was used to getting his way, even though he was facing off against one of the most powerful vampires in the nation, if I did say so myself.  
 
   Extending my senses, I could tell right off the bat he wasn’t a vampire, but he wasn’t human either.  I edged closer, and felt Rob’s hand on my arm, keeping me within the shelter of the house.  “He’s an Ellri,” I gasped as it hit me.  
 
   “In the flesh.”  He waggled his eyebrows, a slow smile stretching from ear to ear.    
 
   Hanna watched the exchange with growing bewilderment.  “What’s going on?  Do you know my sister?”
 
   “Well, no, we haven’t been formally introduced yet, but I’ve heard oodles about her.  I’m really a big fan.”  He gave an impish grin, but I didn’t share in his amusement.
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “I wanted to come in and join the party, but it looks like that’s out, so I’m improvising.  Why don’t you come out here to me and we’ll have our own party?”
 
   “I don’t think so.”  Whatever his game was, holding my sister hostage wasn’t the right way to endear himself to me.  
 
   He seemed genuinely surprised at my refusal, his fingers stroking Hanna’s neck in reflection.  “This is an interesting turn of events.  Are you sure you don’t want to come out and play?”  His brown eyes flashed intensely, but I felt nothing, no desire to join him on the porch.
 
   “Pretty sure, yep.”
 
   “What about you?”  He turned to Rob.  “You seem like a capable guy, how about you bring her to me?”
 
   “How’s about you and me leave the women out of this and step outside together?” Rob’s chin came up pugnaciously, and it was my turn to lay a steadying hand on his arm.  
 
   “Okay, I’m confused here,” Hanna piped up.  “Why aren’t we going in, and what’s the deal with…  Ow, you’re hurting my neck, babe.”
 
   Logan leaned down, his lips near her ear.  “Remember we talked about you shutting up when I’m thinking?  This is one of those times.”  I expected Hanna to blow a gasket at being talked to like that, but she clammed up tight, placid as anything.  He noticed my surprise, his smile turning smarmy.  “She’s got quite a mouth on her, you know?  And I don’t mean her voice.”
 
   “If you hurt her…”
 
   “You’ll what?  Blink those sweet baby blues at me?  You can’t hurt me,” he taunted, amused by my threat.  “Actually… come and see me when you work up the courage, I think it might be fun to get a little sister action going.  I’m at the Hotel Vitale.  Come alone if you like, or bring a playmate, it’s all the same to me.”  He shrugged, turning to go, but stopping as if he’d forgotten something.  “One thing though, be sure to tell Jakob that Lodinn is back in town.”
 
   “That’s supposed to mean something to me?”              
 
   That infuriating grin was back.  “Don’t worry, it will.”  
 
   We all watched helplessly from the safety of the house as he marched Hanna down the path to his car.  
 
   “We can’t let him take her,” I said, shaking my hands when my knuckles started to hurt from clenching them too tightly.  
 
   “Don’t got a choice.”  Rob shook his head, watching them intently.  “He’ll snap her neck in a heartbeat.”
 
   “We have to do something!”
 
   “We will, we’ll get her back.”  I felt Rob’s light touch on the small of my back and I tried to take comfort in it.  
 
   “It’s you he wants, your sister’s just a tool,” Marcus chimed in.  “That means she can be negotiated for.”
 
   “Or Jakob’s the target, the parting shot was aimed at him after all,” Jenessa pointed out.
 
   Either way, I clung to the hope that he’d been with my sister for weeks and hadn’t harmed her yet.  “Have any of you ever heard of this guy?  Lodinn?”  My question was met with a universal no.  “I thought there were only a few Ellri left.  How could this guy be walking around unknown?”
 
   “It’d be easy for him to hide in plain sight,” Jenessa replied.  “Most vampires these days wouldn’t know an Ellri unless they came up against him in a dark alley.  Especially here in the States where so few have actually ever seen one.”
 
   “We need to make a plan, and we need someone on our side who cares about her as much as I do.  I just hope he’s still here.”  
 
   Not only was Mason still in town, he promised to be at the house in less than five minutes after I called and told him what was going on.  The party mood pretty much killed, I went down to change into something more practical in case we ended up caught in the middle of an all out war between the Ellri.  
 
   Rob came down with me, arming up with a pair of pistols, despite the fact that we both knew they’d hardly stop Lodinn.  He joined me in my bedroom as I was lacing up my favorite pair of ass-kicking boots, as Bridget liked to call them.  
 
   “Why couldn’t he compel me to go out to him, by the way?” I asked, pulling the bow tight.  
 
   “The house protects you from compulsion as well, as long as you stay inside.  Once you step out, all bets are off.”
 
   Good to know, but it wouldn’t protect me for long.  “I need to see Jakob.”
 
   Rob instantly bristled, the furrow on his brow deepening.  “There’s no need of that.  I can carry the message to him just fine.” 
 
   “No, I want to talk to him.”
 
   “Call him on the phone then.  Stepping out there might be giving him what he wants.”
 
   “She’s my sister, and I’m going to do anything I have to in order to get her back.  How would you feel if he had Leila and I ordered you to stay in the house?”
 
   He dropped his gaze.  “I wouldn’t listen.”
 
   “Exactly.”  I reached for his hand, giving it a gentle squeeze.  “So stay by my side and keep me safe like you always do.”
 
   “Mason’s here!” Maggie called out from above.    
 
   “Come on,” I said, tugging at his hand.  “Let’s go get my sister back.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty-Four
 
    
 
   Rob wanted to form a convoy to Jakob’s house, taking every last guy we had on the payroll in order to keep me safe.  I argued that he could’ve killed me at any time over the past few weeks whenever I’d been in public.  For whatever reason, that wasn’t his current plan.  In the end we compromised with stealth over strength in case he was watching the house.  
 
   Gunnar, Marcus and my red shirts set out in an ever widening circle of the property to keep the area clear.  Mason and I snuck out the back door to a car Rob had waiting a couple of blocks over, while Jenessa stayed behind with Maggie to keep her safe.  We took a circuitous route to Jakob’s place, with both Rob and Mason keeping an eye out for anyone tailing us.  
 
   The security guys at Jakob’s building waved us right through, and I remembered they were expecting me.  I’d completely forgotten about Jakob’s birthday invitation.  He hadn’t though, greeting me with a smile that dimmed when both Rob and Mason followed me into his apartment.  
 
   “Can I take it from your early arrival you’re eager to see me?”  He held his arms open for me, but I wasn’t in the hugging mood.  
 
   “Who is Lodinn?” I asked, deciding not to bother with any forced pleasantries.
 
   Jakob’s face went ashen and he staggered back a step as if I’d slapped him in the face.  “What do you know of Lodinn?”
 
   “Only that he’s insinuated himself into my sister’s life and he’s holding her hostage at the moment.  I was sort of hoping you could fill in some of the details as to why he’d do a thing like that.”
 
   “I see,” he said, going to the window to stare out at the city below.
 
   “That’s nice that you see, Jakob.  Would you mind clueing the rest of us in as well?  Who is this Lodinn guy?”
 
   “This Lodinn guy, is the reason why I never intended to openly claim you,” he replied without looking back at me.  
 
   “That makes no sense.  Why would he care if you claimed me or not?  I’ve never met him before tonight.”
 
   “Because if I marked you as mine it would surely make you a target for his wrath.  It was he who killed Carys.”
 
   “I thought she killed herself.”  He wasn’t making sense.  Wouldn’t people have heard about it if this Lodinn was his lifelong enemy?
 
   Jakob snorted.  “Carys would never end her own life, no matter how tired and jaded she’d become.  I arrived too late, but Lodinn made sure to taunt me over her last moments.”
 
   “But Aubrey saw…”
 
   “Whatever Lodinn wanted him to.  Do you see now why I kept to the shadows after I turned you?”
 
   “And you didn’t know anything about this?” I turned to Rob, who looked as stunned as I was.  
 
   Jakob waved my accusation away.  “This all happened hundreds of years ago, there are few still living who know the tale.  After Carys died I left society as it were, making my way in secret.”  
 
   Hiding.  For whatever reason this guy scared the snot out of Jakob.  Wasn’t he just as tough?  “I don’t get it.  Why not stand up to him and make him pay for what he’s done?  And why does he hate you so much in the first place?”
 
   “Because I killed his wife.”
 
   “That’d do it,” Mason muttered, helping himself to a drink.  I almost felt like joining him.  If Jakob was afraid of Lodinn, how could we possibly hope to defeat him?  
 
   “It wasn’t deliberately done,” Jakob said, coming away from the window for the first time.  “As I’ve told you, the Ellri are descended of the Gods, but we were not always as you see me now.  Lodinn was the first to discover what we would become at the taste of human blood.  It was he who first shared this discovery with my brother.”
 
   “Innovative guy,” I commented and Mason shot me a grin.  
 
   “Who does that?  Who says ‘gee, I think I’ll have some human blood today and see what happens?’  Then again, whoever came up with the process for coffee is just as bizarro.”
 
   Jakob didn’t appreciate Mason’s levity, his face grave, continuing as though he hadn’t spoken.  “His cruelties spawned the first cleansing, pitting brother against brother as we chose sides over what we wanted to become.  We couldn’t defeat him when we were many, his cunning and skill knew no match.  One by one my brethren fell, and those who survived resolved to leave him be.  I pursued him until the price became too great.”
 
   “Why, what happened?”
 
   “Though Lodinn was my target, his wife was accidentally killed in the line of fire, so to speak.  He’s devoted his life to destroying anything I care about for the past five hundred years.”  He reached up to touch my cheek.  “There is little I fear in this world, älskling.  He is at the forefront of them.”
 
   I shied away from his touch, too disturbed by his words to appreciate the gesture.  “And he has my sister.  Why her?  Why not come after me directly?”
 
   “I suspect it’s more fun for him this way,” Jakob shrugged.  “Only this time he’s tipped his hand.  Now that I know he’s here, I’ll take care of it.”
 
   “But Hanna…”
 
   “Should live a while yet, he enjoys playing games,” he said.  Mason stiffened beside me at that, but Jakob either didn’t notice or didn’t care, looking to Rob.  “Take her home, keep her safe.  You, beloved, must remain in your home for the time being.  You see now my reason for concern over your protection.  Do not make me compel you again, I will have no argument in this.”
 
   “I understand,” I nodded, dodging the actual promise to do so.  “He said he was at the Hotel Vitale.”  
 
   “See, it becomes easier still,” Jakob smiled.  “Don’t worry, I will return your sister safely to you.”  
 
   “I’ll see her home right enough,” Rob pledged, reaching for my elbow as if he couldn’t wait to get me out of there, but Mason hung back, standing his ground.
 
   “I’m going with you.”
 
   Jakob didn’t pause to consider it.  “You will be more of a hindrance than a help.  Do not think to go against me in this, your recklessness will get her killed.”  
 
   “I can’t do nothing.”  Mason’s face crumpled in frustration and Jakob clapped a hand on his shoulder. 
 
   “You won’t.  You’ll be keeping my Anja out of harm’s way.”   
 
   “Come on, Mason, let’s go.  Jakob’s right, he’s the best one to handle it.  Come on,” I urged him again, trying to get him to the door.  “Call me when you know what’s going on, okay?” I said to Jakob.
 
   “Wait, Anja…” Jakob reached out to me and I paused.  I couldn’t think of the last time he’d actually called me by name.  “It is customary for a lady to give her champion a token before going into battle.”  Gone was the demanding arrogance, replaced by a wistful smile I found almost endearing.  
 
   “Alright,” I agreed.  I didn’t want Jakob in my life, but I wanted a psychotic Ellri bent on revenge even less.  I could give him this one thing if it bolstered his courage.  Tearing a strip of cloth from the bottom of my camisole, I wound it around his hand, pressing his fingers closed when I was done.  “Good luck, Jakob,” I said gravely, leaning up on my toes to deliver a chaste kiss to his lips.  “Grind his bones into dust.”
 
   “You do please me, petal,” he chuckled, pulling me closer for a more thorough kiss.  I felt awkward in front of Rob, but I kissed Jakob back, needing him to be focused on the task ahead, not with our personal problems.  “Now all of you go, I must prepare myself.”
 
   I practically dragged Mason out of there, and he sulked all the way down to the car.  “Are we really going home?  he asked, sliding into the driver’s seat as Rob and I climbed into the back.  
 
   “Not a chance.  I figure we have a good shot of stealing Hanna away while they’re duking it out.  Then they can kill each other for all I care.”
 
   “That’s not the agreement,” Rob scowled.
 
   “I never said I was going home to sit things out, I said I understood why he asked me to.”
 
   “Fine, then Mason and I will double back there once you’re safely delivered home again, but you’re not coming with.”
 
   I should have known he’d object, but I wasn’t about to be talked out of it.  “Of course I am.  I’m stronger than Mason is, how come he gets to go and I don’t?”
 
   “Because I don’t care if Mason gets his head torn off.  You’re the one I’m protecting.”
 
   “Hey,” Mason objected, his brows drawing together in the rearview mirror as he watched us.  “If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather keep my head on for this one.”
 
   There was a sudden flash of headlights before a jarring impact, illuminating the inside of the car with intense clarity.  I barely had time to register the danger, my lungs filling for a scream that never materialized as another vehicle rammed into the driver’s side and everything went dark.  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty-Five
 
    
 
   I don’t think I was unconscious for all that long, and the first thing I thought when I came to was it didn’t hurt as bad as I thought it would.  Unless I was dead, which was a distinct possibility from the sticky pool of blood I lay in.  The stench of burning rubber and plastic caught my attention before the flicker of the flames.  The car was on fire, but I wasn’t in it and I tried to work out how I’d been thrown clear.  I’d been wearing my seatbelt, I was sure of it.  Had some good Samaritan pulled us to safety?
 
   Rob lay in a crumpled heap beside me, the slow but steady rise and fall of his chest telling me he was still alive, thank God.  Mason still slumped over the dash on the passenger’s side, the driver’s side almost completely obliterated by the big fat truck stuck in the middle of it.  I’d seen what fire could do to our kind up close and personal, it wasn’t a pretty sight.  I had to get him out of there.  
 
   Only I couldn’t move my legs.  I couldn’t move anything below my rib cage no matter how hard I tried.  A flush of panic raced along the top of my skin as I realized I was paralyzed.  “Rob?  Rob, can you hear me?” I wheezed, my lungs feeling funny.  Why weren’t there people around?  It was late, sure, but a crash of that severity should have brought emergency crews to the scene.  
 
   Rob didn’t move a muscle and real fear set in.  What if he was badly hurt?  I was fairly sure I’d recover with enough time and blood, but what if he died?  “Hello?  Can any one hear me?  We need help!” 
 
   “Oh yeah, you might as well give up on that, nobody’s coming, I made sure of that.”  Lodinn strolled into my field of vision, watching the car burn with interest, his thumbs hooked into the belt loops on his jeans.  “I went ahead and broke your spine.  I wanted to be sure I had your undivided attention.  Have I got it?”
 
   I tamped down the terror that threatened to claw its way out of my throat with a scream, taking a precious second to steady my voice before I spoke.  “What do you want?  I delivered your stupid message, whatever fight you have with Jakob has nothing to do with me.”
 
   “If you really think so, you’re a lot blonder than I thought,” he smirked, continuing to watch the car burn.  “So that’s Mason, huh?  I wonder how long it’ll be before the fire hits the fuel intake.”  He rubbed his hands together, holding them up to the smoldering blaze.  “Jesus, I should’ve brought marshmallows.   Ah well, maybe next time.”  Turning away, he focused on me.  “Thanks for helping flush out Jakob, by the way.  I never could’ve done it without you.”
 
   “It’s not like it’s that big of a secret.  Every vamp in town knows where he lives.”
 
   “Yeah, now they do, thanks to your little dungeon act in Vetis.  Volkov really came through for me with his A game on that one.”
 
   The guy was way too pleased with himself, and I wished he’d either shut up or move a couple of feet closer so I could bite his ankles.  “Ugh, if you’re going to kill me, just kill me.  I could do without the cheesy gloating,” I grumbled, which seemed to tickle his funnybone.  
 
   “I like you, you’re different than the last one,” he grinned.  “No crocodile tears or seduction attempts.  Not that you’re in the best position for that at the moment.  Too bad we couldn’t have met under different circumstances.  Time to say goodbye to your friend.”
 
   “Please!” I cried out.  “Get Mason out of there before it’s too late.  If you want to take me hostage, do it.  I volunteer.  I’m the one Jakob cares about the most anyway.  He won’t care if you kill Mason.”
 
   “Oh, no, Mason’s just a bonus.   I meant this guy.”  Lodinn hauled Rob up to his feet with one hand, holding him easily by the neck.  Rob’s head lolled forward, barely on the edge of consciousness.  “He smells great, is that Old Spice?”
 
   “Let him go!” I yelled, dragging myself up by my arms to see more of Lodinn than his fancy kicks.    
 
   Lodinn took a deeper sniff at Rob’s neck, his eyes closing as though savoring the finest bouquet.  “This one’s special to you, I can smell you on him.  That makes him special to me.”  With a growl, he sank his teeth into Rob’s neck, drinking deeply.  The pain brought Rob around, but none of his tactical holds did a lick of good against the Ellri’s strength.  All Rob could do was grunt in pain, his limbs going slack as the vigor drained out of him.    
 
   “Stop it… stop it!” I screamed, convinced someone would hear me and come running, but Lodinn drank and drank, the whole while maintaining eye contact with me until I thought my eyeballs might explode in my head.  “Please… don’t kill him.  I’ll do anything!   Just stop!” I sobbed, the words running together as I lay there, betrayed by my useless limbs.  
 
   Lodinn dropped Rob like an empty sack, wiping the back of his hand against his lips with a smear of blood.  “I can see why you liked him, he was pretty tasty.  But that was just an appetizer.”
 
   I didn’t care anymore.  
 
   Rolling back to look up at the sky, I waited for the end to come.  “Just kill me… kill me now.”  My words held no strength, it had all drained out of me with Rob’s life.  
 
   He squatted beside me and I thought that was finally it.  My number was up, but I didn’t care.  I didn’t want to keep going after seeing Rob’s life taken right in front of me.  But the attack never came.  Instead, Lodinn grabbed my chin, tilting my head to catch his gaze.  
 
   “No, I’m not going to kill you today.  That would be too easy.  Come and find me when you want to see your sister.  I’ll keep her company until you regain the use of your legs again.”  He left my head turned to the side where I could see Rob’s body, and then stooped over to turn Rob’s head to face mine.  
 
   He wasn’t dead, not quite yet, but his eyes were unfocused and overly bright.  
 
   “I’ll leave the two of you alone for his final moments,” Lodinn said with a sigh, straightening and walking off into the night whistling Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf.  
 
   Rob wasn’t dead, but he didn’t have long.  Scrabbling against the blacktop, I clawed my way to his side, dragging my useless legs behind me.  “Rob?” I croaked, my throat raw with tears.  “Rob, can you hear me?”
 
   He was so pale and cold, nothing like normal.  There wasn’t much time and I tore into my wrist savagely, needing enough blood to flow into his mouth to do him any good.  His throat worked to swallow, but he didn’t have the strength to draw the blood from me, and I had to keep biting into my arm again and again.  All the while I listened to his heart, which beat much too slowly, much too irregularly.  
 
   He wasn’t getting any better.  
 
   He needed the blood faster, and that meant a bigger artery or vein.  Grabbing a piece of twisted metal from the street, I jammed it into my neck, deep enough to coat my hand with slippery blood before I could pull it away.  It was messier that way, harder to get his mouth to the right place without his help, but I felt my way through it, until that wound closed up as well.  
 
   I was dizzy now, but I thought his heart beat a little stronger, a little faster.  Too much blood had been wasted at trying to feed him that way and I went back to my wrist.  His eyes fluttered open at the new rush of blood and I took that as a sign of encouragement.  “Come on, Rob, I need you to drink.  I need you to do this for me.  Drink,” I commanded him as surely as Jakob had compelled me.  
 
   Weakly, he tried to push my arm away but I was stronger.  “Drink,” I said, eyes closing in relief when I felt the pull of his mouth.  
 
   There was no physical pleasure, I’d lost too much blood for that already, but there was a rush of relief in knowing he was strong enough to take my blood.  That had to mean there was a decent shot at him surviving this.  
 
   There were shouts around us, in the distance but drawing nearer.  I tried to turn my head, but a wave of dizziness threatened to swallow me whole and I squinched my eyes tight, waiting for it to pass.  Only it never did.  The world dipped and swayed, but I didn’t care until I felt the steady pull at my wrist start to weaken.  Rob’s heartbeat wavered, skipping a beat, then two… slowing, faltering.  I was losing him.
 
   I opened my eyes and I couldn’t see anything but swirling lights.  Disoriented, I tried to find Rob’s pulse, but I couldn’t feel him anymore.  I couldn’t feel anything anymore.  I stopped drawing in breath, it was too hard, and it didn’t matter.  Nothing mattered.  
 
   There was… nothing.  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty-Six
 
    
 
   I couldn’t move.  
 
   I wasn’t strapped to the table, I just couldn’t make my limbs obey me.  It felt like my entire body was weighed down, as if I’d been mountain climbing all day (not that I’ve ever done such a thing in my lifetime).  I couldn’t even turn my head, which was disconcerting, especially since the hard surface at my back didn’t feel at all like my pillow top at home.  
 
   Something strong and astringent in the air made the back of my throat tingle unpleasantly.  I’d smelled that scent before but I couldn’t quite place it, along with an underlying scent that smelled good, like fresh blood.  
 
   I’d had this dream before, waking up in the morgue, only sometimes it was Bishop that found me there, and once it was Jakob who’d taken one look at me, declared he’d made a mistake and tried to smother me with a pillow.  It was strange, being aware of the dream right in the middle of it, but it didn’t do me the least bit of good.  No matter how I flexed my will I couldn’t seem to move or talk, so I lay there like a vegetable, waiting for something interesting to happen.  
 
   A muffled but steady thump reached my ears, and in my foggy state I lay there trying to figure out what it was, the weirdest feeling of déjà vu settling over me.   
 
   There was someone else in the room with me, I could hear him breathing.  All at once I felt a sharp pain as my fangs descended.  Since when did it hurt for them to do that?  The thump came closer and closer, maddening in its steady rhythm until I felt him standing right beside me.  
 
   I’m right here, I’m awake… I tried to speak, but I couldn’t make any sound, and my eyes still wouldn’t budge no matter how hard I tried to force them open.  My fingers started to respond sluggishly, but he must not have noticed under the sheet.  
 
   I felt the rush of air as he uncovered the top half of my body, but I didn’t feel naked or dressed in scratchy Viking garb like in most of my dreams.  “Let’s see what we have here…” he mumbled and I caught a whiff of minty gum as he bent down to brush my hair away from my neck with a slim, metal probe.  
 
   The scent of gum quickly dispersed, overpowered by the rich tang of blood thrumming along under the skin.  I’d never been able to do that before, smell the blood in a person’s body, and the heady aroma made my stomach convulse painfully.  My eyes popped open and I drew in a gasp of air, my lips pulling back to reveal sharp fangs even as his face paled in shock and horror.  
 
   Driven by sharp need, I buried my teeth into his throat, relishing the hot spurt of blood that filled my mouth and restored life to my limbs.  I pulled him into my embrace, one hand holding him tight, the other muffling his cries of distress.  The dream sharpened around me, my senses kicking into high gear as the blood restored me.  I’d never felt such hunger, such a ravening need for the blood.  It overruled every thought, every act, there was only the flow of his life force into mine.  The man went slack in my grasp and still I drank, a slave to the burning thirst.  
 
   And then it was over.  The man slumped to the floor as I sat up, taking in the morgue with new eyes.  This wasn’t the morgue at Shoreline Hospital.  I’d never seen this room before.  Testing my limbs, I felt stiff and sore all over, my legs in particular, feeling sluggish to respond.  And that’s when it hit me.  
 
   This was no dream at all.  
 
   I wore the same dirty clothes I’d worn to Jakob’s apartment, the same torn camisole, the same grungy jeans stained with blood and smoke from the accident.  I must have passed out at the scene from all the blood I’d given Rob and…
 
   Rob!  
 
   I hopped off the stainless steel table, nearly landing on the guy I’d drained dry.  “I’m sorry…” slipped out reflexively, trying not to think about what I’d done while in that half dead state.  There would be time to regret my actions later, but for the moment all I could think about was Rob.
 
   Was he upstairs in one of the rooms in critical care?  Was he out there somewhere trying to spring me from the morgue?  All at once I remembered his faltering heartbeat, and I clutched at the table to keep the wave of dizziness from claiming me.  Had Rob been brought into the morgue with me?  
 
   He couldn’t be dead.  I’d given him so much blood, I refused to believe it.  He had to have healed, there wasn’t any other option.  
 
   I grabbed the fallen clipboard, scanning the print out from the EMTs.  There I was, identified as Anja Evans (damn, my parents were going to have a cow when they got a call about that) dead on arrival, preliminary cause of death – traumatic blood loss.  And on the next page… male John Doe, Caucasian, hazel eyes, brown hair, five foot eleven inches, dead on arrival, preliminary cause of death – traumatic blood loss.  
 
   My vision swam as tears pricked behind them.  Rob couldn’t be dead.  I wouldn’t believe it until I saw it with my own eyes.  Almost tripping over the morgue attendant again with my sluggish legs, I stumbled to the two other tables in the room that held bodies on them.  Ripping the covers off fast like a Band-aid, I steeled myself for the worst, nodding to myself in relief when neither of the bodies were his.  
 
   That left the freezer, and I started at one end, methodically working my way through the ten doors until I found him on the fourth try.  A broken cry escaped me as he slid into view.   “No…” slipped out, my hands shaking as I touched his cold, pallid cheek.  He couldn’t be dead.  The wound at his neck was crusted over, but healed.  Despite the pale skin, his lips were still a ruddy color, not blue from the cold like some of the other corpses.  
 
   “You can’t die,” I whispered, feeling the rasp of stubble under my hand as my eyes blurred with tears.  “I need you.”
 
   Thump.
 
   I almost missed it, the sound covered by my snuffling, but I felt it right enough.  The single heartbeat, much too slow to be a sign of life, and I froze in place, half convinced I’d imagined it.  
 
   “Rob?” I sniffed, checking him for any possible proof of life, but he lay there completely unmoving, unbreathing… utterly still. 
 
   Until he sucked in a great, gasping breath, his eyes flying wide with panic.  
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Angel of Mercy
 
    
 
   Have you ever been in so much pain it ceases to have any meaning?  So much pain you can’t move, can’t breathe, can’t think, can’t even scream?  So much pain your brain applies a filter to it, otherwise you wouldn’t be able to survive it with your mind intact?  Cast adrift on an ocean of pain, my body tossed and turned helplessly, buffeted by forces beyond my control.  It sounds almost poetic, doesn’t it?  But at the time I prayed for death, anything to ease that white hot agony.  
 
   I wish I could say there was a bright white light waiting for me at the end of a glowing tunnel.  In reality, I was so focused on the misery, there could’ve been a three ring circus around me and I wouldn’t have noticed.  How long I hovered there I never knew, time ceased to have all meaning.  
 
   But then something happened.  
 
   A soft golden light wrapped around my body, and a feeling of warmth and comfort descended over me.  At first I thought that was finally it.  I was going to die, and I’m not gonna lie, there was a measure of relief in that realization.  Relaxing, I basked in that warm glow, soaking it up like the summer sun after the chill of winter.  Only instead of the pain fading away and being carried off into the great beyond it grew worse, something I hadn’t thought possible.  
 
   I was still reeling from that new torture when the pain faded and disappeared so suddenly, I could feel the echo of it for long heartbeats after it was gone.  Drawing in my first unlabored breath, my eyelids fluttered open, vision blurry in the uncertain light as I tried to focus.  
 
   Dimly, my mind registered the fact that a man stood over me, his hands lightly pressed to my abdomen.  Before I could open my mouth to ask who he was and why exactly he was touching me, he looked up and our eyes locked.  Neither one of us spoke, though I did feel his hands pull away swiftly.  The man stared down at me with an expression of surprise mingled with fascination, as though I was the most interesting thing he’d ever seen before.  I have to say, he was pretty captivating as well.  
 
   His eyes were the most vivid shade of blue - the kind you only see in magazine ads for contact lenses or on movie stars.  They practically glowed in the muted light, and a golden nimbus surrounded him, flickering and crackling like a bug zapper.   My lips parted to speak, but a wave of dizziness washed over me, making the room dip and sway.  I swear my eyes only closed for a second, and when I opened them again, he was gone.  Puzzling over whether or not any of it was real, I sank back into sweet oblivion, my sleep restful and devoid of pain.
 
    
 
   * * * 
 
    
 
   The next thing I became aware of was the horrible taste in my mouth, like I’d been giving my cat, Mimsy, a tongue bath (not something I’m into by the way, blecch).  Speaking of tongues, mine felt thick and clumsy, and it was difficult to swallow.  Automatically, my hand shot out for the water bottle I keep on the bedside table, but it came up empty, instead smacking against something hard and metallic.  I tentatively cracked an eye open, brows knitting together as it sank into my mental fog - I wasn’t in my bedroom.  
 
   In fact, I wasn’t at home at all.  
 
   “Wha…?”  The trappings of a hospital room were unmistakable, even without the equipment.  The automatic bed was a dead giveaway, let alone the IV sticking out of my arm.  The nurse call button was nowhere in sight, nor was there any sign of activity in the darkened room.   I was in the hospital, I just had no idea why or how I’d gotten there.  
 
   Automatically my mind started to go over what I did know.  My name is Merceline Renault, though everybody calls me Mercy (except for my mother).  I worked at a nightclub named Eden in Seattle as a bartender.  Not the most glamorous job, but I liked having my days free.  Plus, it was fast paced, the club played great music, and the tips were fantastic on the weekends.   Satisfied that I seemed to remember my phone number, my ABC’s and more than I cared to admit of the lyrics to every musical ever made, I turned my attention back to my surroundings.
 
   “Hello?” I called out, but it made little more than a croak from my parched throat.  The monitor by my side beeped softly and I squinted at the display, noting the steady climb in my pulse.  110, 119, 127, 134…  That couldn’t be good…
 
   A harried nurse came in, eyes on the equipment and completely ignoring me, frowning as she caught sight of the display.
 
   “Hey…”  My voice was stronger, but I still sounded like the crypt keeper version of my normal speaking voice.  
 
   “Sweet Jesus!”  The nurse jumped, clearly not expecting me to be awake even though the monitors were going crazy.  “When did you wake up?” she blinked.  Her hair was the bright ginger of a natural redhead.  A color I had tried and failed to duplicate over the years before deciding to accept my own deep, chestnut tresses.   She looked even paler than me, which was hard to do.  My devotion to sunscreen was legendary, even in the overcast Seattle weather, but at least I’d been spared the freckles covering her exposed skin.  
 
   I jumped because she jumped, and the monitor beeped its annoyance over the corresponding rise in my pulse.  My hand rose instinctively to my chest, pulling at the IV sticking out of my wrist, and the air sucked through my teeth at the sting.  “Have some water?”  I gave her a pleading look, unable to phrase the request any more eloquently with the burning in my throat.  
 
   “Oh… yes, I’ll be right back.”  Right back turned out to be a relative term as it was easily a few minutes before she returned, a small plastic cup of ice chips in hand.  “I can give you one teaspoon of ice chips right now, but you’ll have to wait for the doctor before anything else.”  A rueful smile was given along with the spoonful of ice.  
 
   I savored the cooling relief as the ice rapidly melted, swallowing easier.  “Thank you,” I smiled, grateful to hear my voice start to sound a little stronger, more like myself.
 
   “You’re welcome.”  The nurse smiled back, picking up her touchpad, fingers flying over the surface to enter my vital statistics.  “I’m sorry if I scared you before.  We weren’t expecting you to wake up for quite some time.”
 
   “S’okay.”  I waved off her concern.  “I wasn’t expecting to wake up here at all,” I admitted.  
 
   “I’ve put in a request to let Dr. Michaelson know you’re awake though, and she should be in fairly soon to check up on you.  In the meantime, how are you feeling?  Any dizziness or nausea?”  
 
   She said that like I was supposed to know who Dr. Michaelson was, but I decided to nod and smile, not wanting to admit that bit of ignorance.  Instead, I gave a longing look toward the plastic cup of ice chips.  Somehow I had the feeling even though she seemed friendly enough, the nurse wouldn’t be likely to break her own rules right after she finished explaining them.  
 
   “Um no, not dizziness exactly, just a little out of it I guess.”  A bit of an understatement – I felt like I’d been woken up after a double shift at the club with only a few hours of sleep.  
 
   “Good, that’s good.”  The nurse nodded absently, setting down the pad to take my blood pressure next.  “Try to be still and breathe regularly.”
 
   Did I look like I’d been about to jump up and do the Macarena?  Lying there obediently, I began to notice a pale, dusky rose aura surrounding her, standing out in the dim lighting.  At least, it’s what I always thought an aura would look like, I’d never seen one before.  At first I chalked it up to tired eyes, but after a surreptitious rub I wasn’t so sure.  
 
   “Your blood pressure looks good, what about your pain level?  How would you rate it on a scale of one to ten?” she asked.
 
   It took me a minute to realize she’d asked a question.  I was too distracted by the pretty color, trying to see if it looked any different if I closed one eye or the other, or if blinking had any effect.  Even then it took some thought to process what she said.  Should I be in pain?  Shifting in the bed, I felt tired and sore, but nothing horrible.  “It’s not too bad, maybe a one or two.  Where am I?”  It was turn for some questions of my own.  
 
   The nurse nodded again and entered the data into her pad.   “The ICU of Northwest Hospital,” she answered readily.
 
   My brows climbed at the mention of the Intensive Care Unit.  Just how bad off was I?  “How long have I been here?”
 
   “A few days.  You were brought in on Saturday night and went into emergency surgery.”  The nurse’s face grew sympathetic as if she pitied me for the gaps in my memory.
 
   “A few days?  What day is it now?  Wait, what kind of surgery?”  All at once a dozen questions leapt to mind, each clamoring to be answered.  
 
   The nurse’s expression grew shuttered, teeth worrying at her bottom lip.  “You know… I should really let the doctor come and talk to you.”  A step was taken towards the door.
 
   “Wait…”  Desperately my eyes scanned the nurse’s scrubs for a nametag and spied the badge hanging around her neck.  “Rachel…”  I tried a friendly smile.  “I can appreciate you’re not supposed to discuss my medical condition, but you’ve got to cut me a break here, okay?  The last thing I remember, I was at work Saturday night and the next thing I know I’m in the ICU with tubes hanging out of my arm and up my nose.”
 
   Indecision warred on Rachel’s features, and she hovered indecisively at the bedside.  “That’s really all you remember?”  
 
   Now I felt bad for making it sound like I was an amnesia case.  “I remember who I am and all that good stuff,” I admitted readily.  “I remember stepping out into the alley behind the club.  It was my turn to take out the garbage and there was…”  My focus shifted as it started to come back to me, eyes staring off into space as I pictured it.   I remembered the scuffle between the two men, one of them had a knife.  He’d been pounding on the man in the long, brown coat who hadn’t defended himself at all.  He just stood there, a dazed expression on his face, even when the knife plunged into his side.  
 
   “He stabbed him…” I murmured, my face twisting with empathy as I saw it again in my mind.  “And I screamed… I threw the garbage can at him to make him stop, but he batted it aside.  He…”  I swallowed as I remembered him stalking towards me, the bloodied knife glinting in the poor light.  He must have attacked me then, though I didn’t remember it specifically or any of the pain.  “I’m a little fuzzy on the details after that.  Who brought me in, do you know?”
 
   Rachel picked up the datapad, paging through the records.  “Let’s see, you came in via ambulance, transported from… Second Avenue and South Washington Street, is that where you work?”  
 
   I nodded, trying to cast my mind back again but the fog was still firmly in place, making it difficult to wade though.  The image came unbidden of the man in the long coat, the same man I’d seen in my hospital room with crystalline blue eyes.  Staring down at me, his expression a mixture of sadness and awe, and something I couldn’t quite define.  “Have I had any visitors?” I asked suddenly, wondering if she had a record of who he was.  
 
   “No, we don’t allow visitors in the ICU.  Though I think you had a couple of people waiting around when you were first brought in.  I didn’t talk to them.”  
 
   “There wasn’t a guy in here earlier?”  A frown tugged at the corners of my mouth.  Had it all been a dream?  With the way my day was shaping up, I wouldn’t have been too surprised.  
 
   “No, I don’t think so.  Unless you mean during the dayshift?  I think Bryan was working.”
 
   A nurse.  He hadn’t looked like a nurse.  I decided it wasn’t important in the end, my mind already switching tacks.  “Can I call my brother?  Let him know I’m alright?”
 
   A shake of the head was given.  “Sorry, there aren’t any phones in here, but I can call him for you if you like.  You’ll probably be moved to a regular room soon though, if that’s any consolation.”  
 
   “Yes, could you?  I’d really appreciate it.”  I gave Matty’s phone number to the helpful nurse, hoping he remembered to pay his cell phone bill that month or I’d have to call my mom.  And I really didn’t want to call my mom.  
 
   Hating hospitals on general principle, I couldn’t wait to be moved.  The sooner they gave me the green light to get out of intensive care, the closer I’d be to getting out of the hospital altogether.  As it was, I’d probably end up seriously in debt if I’d already been there for a few days and had emergency surgery.   The health insurance offered by the club wasn’t exactly comprehensive, but it was better than nothing.  Besides, they couldn’t squeeze blood from a stone.  I had few assets they could try to seize as collateral.  Hell, they were welcome to try and take my sometimes running car, it was probably cheaper to take the bus than foot the repair bills anyway.
 
   “You should try and get some rest now.  We’ll send the doctor in as soon as she gets here, alright?” Rachel smiled, picking up the datapad.  Tucking it under her arm, she paused by the foot of the bed, her expression inscrutable.
 
   I stared back, waiting for her to say something, but she just stood there.  “What is it?  Is something wrong?”  I couldn’t help but ask as she lingered.
 
   “No, I’m just… surprised to see you awake and doing so well.  I’m glad you came out of it,” she said simply.  Turning on her heel, she left without another word.  
 
   “Yeah… doing so well.”  A long drawn out breath left my body as my head fell to one side, eyes growing heavy again.
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