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Chapter One

Bishop paced the length of the apartment, his thumb tapping against each finger in quick succession, back and forth again, until he came to a map of San Francisco covering the dining room table.  “I have the plan outlined here,” he said, placing both palms on the corner of the map, brow furrowed as he scanned the details one more time.  “Time of arrival, a complete itinerary, how long each phase should take, a few back up contingencies, should any unforeseen complications arise.  What do you think?  Can you spot any flaws?”  

Mason approached the table, dark eyes scanning the details with a quick assessment.  “I do see one problem, yes.”

“What?” Bishop asked, his head coming up sharply, only too late catching the smirk on his best friend’s face.

“Dating Anja is not a war on terrorism.”  Mason helped himself to a beer from the fridge, his large frame easily balancing on the narrow stool at the breakfast bar in Bishop’s apartment.  “You’ve got to relax, buddy.  You’re seriously over thinking this.”

Bishop slumped as his back hit the wall.  “Easy for you to say, you’ve dated in this century.  And the last.  I haven’t courted a woman in over four hundred years.  I’m thinking things have changed a little.  What if she...”

“Hey, hey, hey, take a breath,” Mason interrupted, laying a hand on his shoulder.  “What are you so worried about?  Any girl out there would be overwhelmed with sweat to go out with you.”

“What?” Bishop asked, completely baffled.  “Is that a good thing?”

“Nobody appreciates the classics anymore,” Mason muttered with a shake of the head.  “Look, I’m sure she’s just as nervous as you are.”  

“I don’t think that’s possible.”  Bishop considered a beer for himself, but decided against it, taking up his pacing again, fingers tapping in agitation.  “Do people still send love letters?  Poems?  That’s how it was done in my day.”

“That’s definitely one way to go.”

Bishop winced; he was awful at that stuff.  “I was hoping that would be passé.  I guess I could always work on another piece of music for her.”  The idea wasn’t half bad, and he wrote it down in his notebook.

“There you go, use your skills,” Mason approved with an enthusiastic nod.  “You got mad skill, brah.”

“Did you just call me brah?  Maybe I should be asking someone else for advice on this.”  Or better yet, nobody.  

“Relax.  Follow my lead and I’ll have her eating out of your hand.”

“I don’t want her eating out of my hand, I just want things to be...”

“You want to get a little chicka-bow-wow going?”  Mason waggled his brows.

“Chicka-what?”

“You know...”  Mason’s smile grew more pronounced.  “Make some sweet sweat.  Knock boots?  Get all grindy?”

“Please stop talking.”  Bishop waved him away.  He never should’ve asked him for advice in the first place.

“Oh, I get it.  You want to run to each other across a verdant field while violin music swells in the distance, and then...”

“I was trying to say special.”  Bishop cut him off.  “Anja’s special, and I want our first real date to be special too.”

“I’m telling you, you have to stick to the classics then.  Compliment her eyes or her shoes, chicks dig shoes.”

“You want me to compliment her shoes?”   What did someone say about shoes?  They were... shoes.  

“Yeah, trust me, girls have a whole relationship with shoes that’s like on another level,” Mason nodded sagely.  “Also, remember to ask her about how she’s feeling.  Get her talking.  Girls love to talk about themselves.  Bust out with the what are you thinking? any time it gets too quiet.  They love to know you’re interested in what makes them tick.  But be sure to have a few answers when they ask you the same thing, they want to hear about your inner thoughts too, even when you’re not thinking of much at all.  Trust me, no girl wants to hear that you’re trying to remember if you picked up your dirty clothes off the bedroom floor when she’s all awash in romance.”  

Bishop nodded, jotting down in his notebook – shoes, what are you thinking? both ways.

“When all else fails, make her laugh.”

“Make her laugh?”  His head came up sharply as dread made his palms sweat again.  How was he supposed to do that beyond tripping over his own feet?  “I’m not good at telling jokes.”

“No, I don’t mean you have to bust out the stand up.  You have to play off what she says.  Be charming, be suave.  Get some witty repartee going between you.”

“Witty repartee,” Bishop nodded, making a note of it in his book.  

“And definitely don’t show up empty handed.  Flowers for sure, maybe expensive jewelry.”

“Are you sure this is the way to go?”  Anja didn’t seem like the type to be swayed by expensive gifts, or he’d have tried some of the things that’d made Carys’ head turn.  

“Show me a girl who doesn’t like jewelry and I’ll show you one who ain’t never got none.  Don’t take my word for it though, hold on a sec.”  Mason dug into his pocket for his phone.  “I’ll use my secret weapon.  Hey, kitten, you still awake?” he smiled into the phone as Hanna picked up.

“I am now.”  Bishop distinctly heard Hanna’s yawn, but she didn’t sound upset at the call.  “Are you coming home soon?”

“Almost.  But first, I wanted to ask you to do something sneaky and underhanded.  Are you in?”

“That depends, who is it sneaky and underhanded against?”  She yawned again.

“I need you to use your inside knowledge to help Bishop score with your sister.”

“That is not what I said!” Bishop growled, heat stealing into his cheeks as he heard Hanna’s answering laughter.  

“Oh, is that all?  Tell him to show up, that should about do it.”

Bishop snatched the phone from Mason’s grasp.  “That’s not what I said.  I was hoping for something a little more...”  Once again, words eluded him.  How could he get the date right, if he couldn’t even articulate what he was looking for?  “I don’t want to get this wrong, you know?”

Hanna’s voice was gentle but firm.  “Bishop, I’m sure she’ll love any date you plan for her.  But some of us have to work in the morning, so I’m going back to bed.  I’ll try and think of some sneaky and underhanded way for you to get into Anja’s panties on my lunch break tomorrow.  Will that work for you?”

“Ah... sure, thanks,” he replied, clearing his throat.  “Sorry if we woke you,” he added, passing the phone back to Mason.

“Thanks, hon.  You look pretty.”

“How can you tell?” was Hanna’s amused response.

“You always look pretty,” Mason replied with a goofy grin.  “I’ve gotta go.  Keep the bed warm for me.  Love you.” 

“I love you too, you big goofball.”

Mason was still smiling to himself as he tucked away the phone, before clapping his hands together abruptly.  “Oh, I’ve got it!  Take her out for fondue.  She’ll love it.”

Fondue?  Was that a Captain America reference?  “But we don’t eat.”

“I know, but hot cheese is classy in any situation.”

“I’m not so sure about that.”  In fact, he wasn’t sure any of Mason’s advice could be taken without a truck load of salt.  

“You want to impress her, right?” his friend insisted.  “That means the best of everything.  The snootiest restaurant you can book, the hottest show, a limo, the whole nine yards.”

“You don’t think that’s going a tad overboard?”

“Nah, she’ll love it.”  

He looked so earnest, Bishop had to trust that he knew what he was talking about.  Besides, Anja deserved the best of everything.  “Fine, I’ll do it.  Thanks, man.”

“I got a lifetime of knowledge, brah,” Mason winked.  

Maybe it wasn’t too late to cancel.

Chapter Two

“Just because he drops a wad of cash on you doesn’t mean you have to put out.”  Quick like a bunny, Carter darted right back out of my bedroom after sticking his head in my doorway.  I knew he hadn’t gone far though.  

“Have you been reading Cosmo again?” I called out, and sure enough, his head popped back in.

“I’m just saying, times are different now.  You don’t owe him anything.”

I put down my mascara to turn and face him.  Despite the early evening hour, he’d already been up working out in his attic space, and his t-shirt was plastered to his chest and back with sweat.  All I’d managed to do was shower and primp, spending way too much time making sure my skin was silky smooth for a girl who had no intention of showing that much of it.  

“Um, no offense, but haven’t you not had a date since the seventies?”

“More like the sixties,” he admitted with perfect ease.  

“Then I think I’m good.  I have done this before, you know.”  I turned back to fret over my bangs.  They were at that awkward stage where I wasn’t sure if I should trim them or let them grow out.  Brushing them to the side, they didn’t look too bad, though I’d have to tilt my head slightly to keep them out of my eyes.  The things we do for beauty!

Carter hung around, his shoulder pressed to the doorframe.  “I know.  I just don’t want to see you rush into anything.  You do that, you know.”

He had a point.  “Yeah, I know.”  But was it really rushing if I was already in love with the guy who was about to show up for our first date?  Half of me said yes, and half of me said no – it was anyone’s guess how the night was going to end up.

“I could follow you guys and make sure he doesn’t get too fresh.”

“Oh sure, that’ll be a fun evening.  Pay no attention to my bodyguard, Bishop.  You’d better watch your hands though,” I snorted, trying not to laugh, and Carter’s lips grew harder, miffed.

“I’d totally stay out of sight.”

“No thanks.  I think I can handle it on my own.”  His heart was in the right place, but the two of them weren’t the best of friends, and I was already nervous enough about the date.  Would it be awkward and weird after everything we’d been through?  What if I screwed it up and wrecked our shot at a future together?  Or knowing Bishop’s track record, what if he did?  Even scarier – what if everything went right?  What if I gave in to the power of that smile and told my reservations to take a hike?  What if I got lost in his eyes and never wanted to break free?

“Earth to Anja...”  Carter tapped at the door molding, jarring me out of my train of thought.  

“Huh?”

“I asked where you’re going tonight.”

For a moment, I thought he was only asking to choose the best cover to spy on us, but his face lacked that calculating shrewdness it got when he was plotting his next move.  Even if I wanted to tell him, I couldn’t.  “I have no idea, he’s planned the whole thing on his own.  All he said was to dress nice.”  I’d chosen a slim fitting red dress, with a lacy overlay and an asymmetrical neckline.  It was classy, but more daring than the safe little black dress I tended to choose.  “How do I look?”

“Like I’d better follow along after you and make sure he doesn’t try anything.”

“You are not following us around!”  I threw my hairbrush at him to make my point, knowing he’d deflect it before it smacked him in the face.  Sure enough, he plucked it out of the air without batting an eye.  “In fact, I forbid it.  If I get one whiff that you’re lurking in the shadows, you’re grounded for a whole month.  That means no video games, no movies, and no target practice.  And definitely no hunting.”

Carter crossed the room, handing the brush over, his face drawn in a comical version of disappointment.  “Aw, gee, Ma...”

“You’re the one acting like an unruly child,” I pointed out, and he backed off. 

“Fine, I’ll stay home.  But if he tries anything out of line, I’ll cut off his dick.”

“I’d take it as a personal favor if you stayed away from that part of his anatomy.  I might have a use for it later,” I replied, pausing as if speculating as to what exactly for.  

Carter’s face twisted as though he was choking back a gag.  “I think that’s my cue to go shower.”

“Probably a good idea, yep,” I nodded, holding back a smile.  “And Carter?”

“Yeah?”

“I love you too, but I can take care of myself.”  He just shook his head and wandered off.  

I’m not going to lie, I hid out in my room until I heard Bishop’s step on the front porch.  I’d finished applying the perfect shade of red lipstick to go with my dress, and my eyes had just the right wing of liner to them.  There was nothing left to do but wait, and I chose to do it alone, knowing if I went upstairs I’d have to talk to Maggie, Gunnar or Lee, and I didn’t think I could handle any chit chat, not with the hamsters doing the samba in my belly.  

“It’s just a date,” I said to my reflection.  “And it’s with Bishop.  Nothing to be afraid of.”  Yeah, it’s only your future, no big whoop, my inner voice taunted back at me.  

I started for the stairs as I heard his knock, my heels snagging on the carpet and sending me tumbling to the ground where I scraped my knees.  “Cool beans,” I huffed, frowning over the reddened skin, because who didn’t love that girl?  But thanks to my vampire healing, the scrapes disappeared within seconds, the skin turning pink and then to paler perfection as I heard Maggie greet Bishop above.  

Bishop stood on the porch, wearing a spiffy suit of charcoal gray with a very faint checked pattern, and a maroon tie over a crisp white shirt.  I could count the times I’d seen him in a suit on one hand, and the effect was very, very appealing.  The scruffy goatee was gone, his cheeks baby soft and infinitely tempting below the crinkle of his green eyes.  “Wow, you look...  You’re...”  He licked his lips, Adam’s apple bobbing as he fought to find the right words.  “It’s um, you’re very...”

“You’re very too,” I smiled, somehow relieved that he looked as nervous as I did.  “Are those for me?”  He held a forgotten bunch of white carnations drooping in one hand.  

“Ah... yeah, yes,” he nodded, holding them up, but his hand met with the unseen barrier, reminding me that I hadn’t invited him in since the house had been re-consecrated by Rob’s sister, Leila.  

“Oh, thank you,” I smiled, reaching through to take them from him, bringing them to my nose for an appreciative sniff before I handed them off to Maggie, who watched us with subdued amusement.  “Am I dressed okay for where we’re going tonight?”

“You look just right,” he smiled back, and for an instant, everything was perfect.  The nerves melted away, for the both of us I think, and we smiled at each other across the threshold, that old magnetic pull still working like a charm.  “But we should really get going.”

“Oh right,” I nodded, grateful to be let off the hook for inviting him in for more awkward conversation.  “Maggie...”

“I won’t wait up,” the pretty brunette smiled back at me, turning to take the flowers into the kitchen.

“Shall we go then?” I asked, stepping out onto the porch before anyone else in the household showed up, especially Carter.  As he took my hand to lead me down the walk, I noticed his was cold.  I mean, I know he’s a vampire, we both are, but his hands were super clammy.  He must’ve noticed it at the same time, because he pulled his hand free to wipe it on his pants as soon as we reached the car.  

“I didn’t get a limousine, I’m sorry about that,” he frowned, pulling open the passenger’s side door for me.

“That’s okay.  What would we need a limo for?”

Bishop shrugged as I climbed into his black SUV.  “It’s fancy.”

“I don’t mind.  This way we don’t have to worry about the driver listening in on our conversation.”

“That’s true,” he smiled, but I still saw his cheeks puff out with a long breath as he passed behind the car to get to the driver’s seat.  I take it back, I think he was more nervous than I was.  

He drove us to La Petit Maison, handing the keys over to the red vested valet and squiring me inside, as if it was completely normal for two vampires to stroll into a fancy restaurant.  I’d thought he was kidding when he said he wanted to go on a traditional date.  Were we supposed to push the food around our plates and pretend to eat too?

The place was busy, but he must’ve booked a reservation, because we were led right to our table, and I didn’t catch the flare of compulsion in the air.  A string quartet played in the corner, adding to the din of conversation, louder than I would’ve expected for such an exclusive place.  The waiter placed the oversized menus before us, and I pretended to study it, surreptitiously looking over the top of it to see if Bishop was doing the same.  Instead, I caught him watching me.  

“This place is really nice,” I observed, more to fill the space than anything else.  

“Yeah, they have a nice quartet that plays, that’s what made me choose it.  It’s too bad you can hardly hear it though.”  He looked off toward the corner with the beginnings of a scowl.

“Oh, I can hear it,” I assured him.  “Enhanced senses and all.”

“Right,” he nodded, relieved.  “Good.  You haven’t been here before then?”

“No.  It was a tad out of my price point before when I was a lowly college student, and since...”

“We don’t eat,” he finished for me, setting the menu down.  “I know, it’s a weird choice for our kind of date, but I thought maybe we could enjoy a couple of drinks before the show.”

“There’s going to be a show?”  I brightened considerably, especially since he didn’t appear to want me to play human for the night.

“Yes, I got us tickets for La Boheme.  I hope that’s alright.”

“Sounds shiny to me, I love the opera,” I admitted with a wholehearted smile, and some of the starch went out of his shoulders.  

“Good, I was hoping you might,” he replied, breathing easier.  “I, um... I like your shoes,” he added, which made my lips draw together in confusion.  Could he even see my shoes under the table?

“Ah... thanks,” I smiled back, not sure what else to say to that.  My phone buzzed inside my purse, and I felt it vibrate through the table.  Seeing as how only a handful of people had that number, and most of them knew I was on a date, I figured the chances of it being important were pretty high.  

“I’m sorry, do you mind if I...”

“No, you go right ahead.  I don’t mind at all,” he replied quickly, as if glad for the distraction.  

The message was from Carter, and read, Do you know where I can find a hardware store that’s open late?

“Seriously?” I murmured out loud.

“Is there a problem?”  

“Only with Carter’s sense of the appropriate.”  Ask Lee or Gunnar, I’m busy.  I sent back.  “I’m sorry, what were we talking about?”

“I have no idea,” he admitted, letting out a shaky breath, and I joined him in a long exhalation of my own.  

“This date thing is harder than I thought it would be.”

“Right?” His hand came up in validation as I addressed the elephant in the room.  “What’s up with that?  I mean, I love you, you love me...”

Any singing in my mind took a backseat as he so glibly trotted out the L word and stomped all over that elephant.  “Oh... are we there already?  I thought...”  

His discomfort returned in spades.  “I mean, I thought you said... You don’t have to...”

“No, I do, I mean... I just didn’t think we’d...”  Talk about awkward.  “We talked about giving each other space, so...”

“No, you’re right.  We did agree to do that.  I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have brought it up.”

I reached for his hand, ignoring the sweaty palm to give it a squeeze.  “It’s okay.  We’re both just...”

“And ’ow are we zees evening, mademoiselle and monsieur?”  The waiter took that opportunity to burst into the conversation with a French accent that had to be fake, it was so over the top.  

“We’re...”

“Bon, bon,” he smiled, running right over my reply.  “And would zee lovely laydee care to start wheez an hors d’oeuvres or an aperitif before deenair?”

“Oh, we won’t be ordering dinner tonight, but I’d love some aquavit if you have it, or a glass of merlot if you don’t,” I replied with a polite smile, only to be met with icy disdain.

“You are no ordering deenair?” The waiter wrinkled his nose as though he smelled stinky cheese.

“Non,” I replied.  “Is that a problem?”  As long as we were paying customers, I didn’t see what the big deal was.  

“Oui, eet ees a problem.  If you are not ordering deenair, you weel ’ave to geeve up your table.  Eet ees our polleecee,” he sniffed.  

Bishop’s spine stiffened.  “Look, pal, we just want to have a couple of drinks and listen to the music.”

“Zen you are more zan welcome to do eet in zee bar area.”

I felt it the moment Bishop’s will reached for the waiter’s.  “Listen...”

“Um, Bishop?” I stopped him with a hand to his arm.  “It’s cool.  They’re really busy.  I feel kind of weird sitting here when people are waiting to eat.”  Especially since more than a few heads had turned our way.  

Bishop turned to me, and I saw the tension warring with relief in his face.  “Do you want to go somewhere else?”

“Sure.  We can get a drink anywhere.  And we have the opera to look forward to, we don’t need to listen to the music here.”

He let out a short breath and nodded, rising from his seat to pull out my chair.  “Okay, where do you want to go?”

“You’d better do something about him first,” I whispered, jerking my head toward the waiter who’d frozen in place, listening carefully thanks to the beginnings of Bishop’s compulsion. 

“Oh, right.  You can have the table, have a nice night.”  Bishop released him, his hand at the small of my back.  

I couldn’t resist, pausing in front of the waiter before we left, delivering a brief burst of my own compulsion.  “You should smile more.  I think it’ll make you a happier person,” I whispered, gratified to see his bright smile as I walked away.  “So, where to now?”

“Ah... we have about an hour and a half before the show starts.”

“That should give us plenty of time to...  Oh, excuse me.”  My phone buzzed again, and I dug it out, frowning over the display.  Another text from Carter. 

You’re not using the office downstairs for anything, are you?

“Let me reply to him and get him off my back, okay?” I offered Bishop an embarrassed smile as I texted back, Ah, no.  Why?  Do you need an office?  You’re welcome to it.  The basement office had never seen much use, not even when Rob had stored some papers there.  “Sorry, where did you want to go?”

“Let’s see.  There’s a nice place a couple of blocks over, no music, but it’s a fairly upscale place.”

Cool beans, another snooty place.  “You know, we don’t have to go anywhere fancy.”

His brows twitched closer.  “But you look so nice.  I can’t take you just anywhere.”

Was that what was bothering him?  “This is San Francisco, people won’t bat an eye if we turn up at the opera or a gas station mini-mart dressed like this.  It’s fine, Bishop, you don’t have to try and impress me,” I smiled up at him.  

My phone buzzed again, and I didn’t even bother to read the message, sending.  Whatever it is, we can talk about it when I get home.  “I’m sorry,” I apologized again, resolving to leave my phone tucked away in my purse for the rest of the night.  

“It’s okay,” Bishop said with a faint smile that turned rueful as his own phone buzzed.  “Actually, I need to make a quick call.  I’m sorry.”

“No, it’s fine.  Why don’t you give me the valet ticket and I’ll go get the car and meet you out front?”

“Ah, sure,” he agreed, handing the ticket over.  The valet was pretty quick at retrieving Bishop’s SUV, and so was Bishop’s call.  From the hangdog expression on his face, I guessed it hadn’t been a good call.  

“I’m really sorry, but we have to swing by the Hart,” he said, sliding into the driver’s seat.  “I promise, I’ll make it quick.”

“Oh, I don’t mind.  We can get that drink there,” I smiled, trying to let him know it was fine since he looked so cast down about it.   

“Are you sure?  I kind of wanted it to be, you know, special.”

“Special isn’t about where we go, it’s who we’re with.”

Bishop’s head tipped back to lay against the headrest, his smile returning as he looked at me.  “When you’re right, you’re right.  To the Bleeding Hart it is.”

The bar wasn’t super full, but it was still early yet by vampire standards.  Almost immediately, Bishop peeled off to talk to Cage, and I made my way to the bar, looking forward to catching up with Laveda.  Unfortunately, the usually sassy bartender didn’t look all that happy to see me, turning her back on me to go talk to another customer when she saw me coming.  I waited patiently, and eventually, she made her way back to my side of the bar.  

“What can I get for you, Your Grace?” she asked, her gaze focused tightly on the bar, which she swabbed with a damp rag.  Her lips were pinched tightly together, red-gold curls bobbing as she scrubbed and scrubbed, as though the bar was made of cholera and only she stood between the world and the next great outbreak.

I didn’t think she’d ever called me by my title before, not once.  Had I done something to tick her off?  “Ah, would a zombie be too much trouble?”

She made a sound like a cross between a snort and a snarl.  “Wouldn’t be the first time you caused trouble.”

Chapter Three

“Shénme?” I blinked.  What the heck was her problem?  “I’ll have a beer if it’s too much hassle.”

“No, it’s fine.”  She threw down her rag.  “I’ll get you whatever your heart desires.  That’s the way of it, ain’t it?”  Her cockney accent was sharper than usual, a sign of her temper.  

I stared back at her, too astonished by her attitude to ask what I’d done to earn it.  Before I could ask, Bishop hurried over with a sheepish cast to his face.  

“Listen, this might take longer than I thought.  Instead of dragging you all over town, would you mind waiting here with that drink while I go take care of something?”

Was I disappointed?  Sure.  It didn’t bode well for our relationship if he couldn’t go a single night without leaving work behind.  But I knew I’d be the same way if something important popped up.  Whatever it was, it was clearly significant, and I knew he wouldn’t be leaving my side unless he had no choice.  I tucked my disappointment aside, mustering a sympathetic smile.  

“Sure, I can do that.”

Bishop reached for my hand, giving it a brief squeeze.  “This isn’t how I imagined this night going.”

“It’s okay, we have all night.  Go take care of it and I’ll be here.”

“I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“I know,” I smiled, squeezing his hand back.  “Be safe.”  I stole his line, leaning in to kiss his smooth cheek.  

“Unbe-fucking-lievable,” Laveda muttered under her breath from across the bar, but I picked it up as clear as day.

“Is there some kind of problem, Laveda?” I asked after Bishop had left and she came to deliver my drink.

“Course not, Your Grace,” she replied blandly.  “Wouldn’t anyone ever have a problem with you, would they?” 

“Okay, seriously.  What’s got your knickers in a knot?” I demanded, keeping my voice low.  So far, nobody seemed to be following our conversation, and I preferred to keep it that way.  

“You’re going to stand there and pretend like you don’t know?” she gaped at me, and all I could do was shrug.  “You move on like Rob wasn’t nothing to you, showing up here, all tarted up with Bishop to rub his face in it, and I’m supposed to smile and kiss your arse like nothing’s wrong?”

I choked on my drink.  “Is Rob here?”  My head swiveled around, hoping to catch some sign of him, but he wasn’t anywhere in sight.  Had he slipped out when I showed up with Bishop?  

“No, why would he be when you broke his heart?” Laveda retorted, and my temper kicked in.  

“When I broke his heart?”  That wasn’t quite how I remembered it going down.  If Rob wasn’t even there, what was she getting all grumpycakes about?  What business of hers was any of it anyway?  “What did he tell you?”

“He didn’t have to.  I know him well enough to hear the spark gone out of his voice when last we spoke,” she admitted, lower lip thrust out pugnaciously. 

“So how am I rubbing his face in anything if he’s not even here?”

“You don’t think he knows about this?  Word gets around in this community.  Everybody knows you and Bishop are in each other’s pockets again.”

“So what if we are?”  It wasn’t as if I’d jumped right from Rob’s bed to Bishop’s, and even if I had, Rob had been the one to do the leaving, not me.  “Not that it’s any business of yours, but I wanted to try and work things out, Rob’s the one who decided it was too hard, okay?  I’m sorry if you think I should be covered in ash and sack cloth, but I’m trying to move on with my life, and so is he.”

“A shade too quick if you ask me.”

“Well, I didn’t,” I snapped, trying hard to remember that she wasn’t trying to be a b.i.t.c.h., she was just upset that someone had hurt her cousin.  It bothered me too, but I’d been living with it for weeks, and I’d finally made peace with the idea that Rob and I weren’t meant to be together.  Why couldn’t she?  “Look, he’s fine with it, why can’t you be?”

“You think he’s fine?” Laveda snorted.  “He’s all in pieces.”

Part of me twisted inside to hear that, but I knew I didn’t have the means to make it better for him.  “There’s nothing I can do about that.  It’s not up to me to decide if Rob needs fixing, and it’s not up to you either.  And we both know he’s not the type to want my help anyway.”  He’d more than proven that in the past.  

“But the two of you was so good together,” Laveda sniffed, eyes turning watery, and I resisted the urge to pull her into a hug.

“Yes, sometimes we were.  But a lot of the time we weren’t, on an epic scale.  And it wasn’t all my fault or his, and some of it was nothing more than a ridiculously messed up set of circumstances we got stuck with.  But it’s over, Laveda.  We both have to look to the future, and that’s what I’m doing with Bishop, hoping to find the same thing everybody wants.  Love.  I’m not going to apologize for that.”

“I still think you had it with Rob.”

“I did, but it wasn’t enough.  If that means we can’t be friends anymore, then I’ll understand.  But I’d hate to lose you too.”

Quick as anything, Laveda came out from behind the bar.  I tensed at first, not sure if she’d be coming with claws extended, but she clung to me like a spider monkey in a fierce hug.  “I hate to hear him so forlorn is all,” she sniffed.  “Like he’s lost and he don’t know which way is up no more.”

“I know,” I whispered into her hair, holding to her warmth and that alluring scent that reminded me so much of Rob when he’d been alive.  “It’ll suck for a while, and then eventually, he’ll forget all about me.”  I pulled back to give her a hopeful smile.  “Maybe even meet someone new.”

Something flashed across her face, so quickly I almost missed it.  Shouldn’t that be what she wanted?  For him to meet someone new and be happy?  I didn’t have a chance to ask, as Leander and his brother Jarrod appeared by my side, inviting me to join them at their table.  Part of me wanted to stick around and talk to Laveda to make sure there wasn’t something else wrong there, but she’d already gone back behind the bar again, tending to her other customers.  

I let myself be led to their table, chatting about the upcoming New Year’s Eve party I was hosting.  There was a general air of excitement about it, since every vampire in town was invited, not just the council and high muckety mucks of society, and I was running out of time to find a place to host it.  So far every place Maggie had shown me was either not big enough, or already booked, and I refused to use my compulsion to steal someone else’s spot.  

I didn’t even notice how much time had passed until Bishop came hurrying in, and I politely excused myself from the owners’ table.  Bishop looked harried, his tie askew, and when I got close enough, I could tell there was a droplet of blood on his sleeve.  A regular person might not have noticed it at all on the dark suit, but a vampire could smell it out right away.  I was almost sure it wasn’t his, but I had to ask, “Are you alright?”

“It’s nothing,” he replied, brushing off my concern to steer me to the door.  “We’d better get going.”  He was right, he’d been gone for almost an hour, and the San Francisco traffic wasn’t being too cooperative as he fought to get us there.  

My phone buzzed again while we were sitting in traffic, and I decided it couldn’t hurt to check it one last time.  Sure enough, it was Carter again, sending a series of question marks since I hadn’t responded to his previous text of, Do you have any extra gauze or bandaging in your bathroom?  

I didn’t make any comment, Bishop looked stressed enough as it was.  Instead I sent back, You’d better only be asking because you’re bleeding out of one of the major orifices of your body.  Anything else can wait until I get home.  

As we sat pinned down at a red light, still at least twenty minutes away from the theater, Bishop’s hands slammed against the steering wheel.  “Damn it.  We’re going to miss the first act.”

“That’s okay,” I assured him.  “I’m sure we’ll see plenty of the show.”

Only we couldn’t, because the outer doors were locked by the time we arrived.  “That’s okay,” I repeated, when he looked like he was one step away from forcing the doors open.

“No, but this isn’t...”  He laced his hands behind his head and paced in front of the big double doors, the frustration coming off of him in waves.   

“Bishop?  Relax,” I soothed, catching hold of his arm.  “We can always go another night.  Did you have anything planned for after the opera?”

“Yeah, but...”

“But what?”

His head craned up to look at the cloud cover with a dubious eye.  “I’m not so sure it’s a good idea any more.”

“What is it?”

“I thought maybe we could go for a drive down the coast and take a walk on the beach or something,” he shrugged, nudging the edge of the steps with the toe of his shoe.  

“That sounds nice.  Why don’t we?”

He darted another look up at the sky, which was heavy with clouds, completely obscuring the moon and stars above.  “I’m thinking it looks like rain now.”

“A little drizzle never hurt anybody.”  Especially not vampires who didn’t get cold.  “How about we take that drive?”  I jerked my head toward the car lot, and his frustration fizzled away, replaced by a faint smile.  

“You’re a good sport, you know that?”

I linked my arm through his as we walked back to the car.  “I know.  Forced to take a romantic drive along the coast.  I’m really roughing it tonight, aren’t I?” I laughed.  “Come on, I bet it’ll clear up by the time we get to the beach.”  

After a while, I realized he was driving us to the same remote beach he’d brought me to when we’d been keeping our new relationship on the down low, back when Jakob was more of a shadowy threat.  And it definitely wasn’t drizzling any more, it was pouring rain as he pulled to the side of the road.  

“I can’t catch a break,” Bishop sighed, the back of his head hitting the headrest in defeat.  

I reached for his hand, pulling it from the steering wheel to cradle it in my lap.  “Hey, it’s alright.  It’s winter, it rains.  We can do this again some other time.”

His eyes were pained as he turned to look at me in the dimly lit car.  “I wanted to show you a good time tonight.  I wanted it to be special.  This night was a disaster.”

“But it was a memorable first date,” I grinned, trying to lighten the mood, but he didn’t so much as crack a smile.  “Look, I think we were both trying too hard for perfection tonight, and that’s not realistic.”

“Yeah, but I’m zero for three.  I completely blew this entire night.”  

“It’s not all on you, we’re both nervous.  We need to chill out and try not to have such high expectations.”

His thumb stroked the back of my hand, his words growing softer.  “I can’t help it, I didn’t want to wreck anything between us.”

“Bishop, you’ll have to try a lot harder than this to wreck things.”

“If there’s a way to do it, I’ll find it, trust me,” he replied with a wry twist of the lips, and I smiled.  

“I know, I remember.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I know.”  

“I don’t know if I ever said that before,” he added, looking down at our joined hands.  “I know I said I was an idiot, and I shouldn’t have been so stubborn, but don’t think I said I was sorry for hurting you the way I did.”

“It doesn’t matter.”  I didn’t want to rehash the past, but it obviously still bugged him.  

“It does.  Everything matters,” he insisted, his eyes hooded in the faint light.  “That’s why I wanted so badly for things to go right tonight.  I really wanted this new start.”

“You’ve got it.  One night of missed opportunities isn’t going to change that,” I replied, licking my lips to come up with the right thing to say to put this behind us once and for all.  “Maybe we both needed to learn that tonight.  One night isn’t going to make us or break us.  Did you know I was just as nervous as you were?”

“I seriously doubt that,” he chuckled.

“No, I was.  I felt like I was going to pass out, I was so freaked out.”

“Why?  You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Because I was scared to death of blowing this too.  I don’t have the best track record with relationships either, you know.”

“None of that is your fault.”

“That’s debatable.”

“Anja...”

“I have an idea how to fix this date,” I interrupted, shifting in my seat to face him squarely.

“I’m not sure that’s possible.”

I arched a brow at him.  “Don’t you trust me?”

“With my life.”

“Then kiss me.”

It was his turn to raise a brow.  “Do you really think that’ll solve everything?”

“Just kiss me.”

“Okay, but are we judging the success of this entire date based on this one kiss now?”  His brow furrowed with worry, and I let out an exasperated sigh.

“Are you going to kiss me or not?”

“Yes, of course I am.  There’s just a lot riding on this,” he frowned, shifting in his seat, considering how best to manage it with the center console between us.  

“Jeez Louise, forget it!”  I threw open the door and barreled out into the downpour.  The rain actually felt kind of nice after sitting in the stuffy car, though it did make me rethink my position on growing out my bangs.  

“Anja!  What are you doing?” he called after me, jumping out and jogging around the front of the car until he reached my side, his shoulders hunched against the deluge.

“I’m showing you that it doesn’t matter.  A little rain doesn’t matter, the missed opera doesn’t matter, the snooty waiter doesn’t matter – not unless we let it.  All that matters is you and me.”  I looked up at him, not caring that the water spoiled my hair or make-up, or that the pretty red shoes he’d complimented me on were sinking into the mud.  “Do you want there to be a you and me?”  

Bishop pressed closer, his fingers brushing the hair out of my eyes.  “More than I’ve ever wanted anything,” he rumbled.

“Then kiss me.  Don’t stop to think about it, don’t plan it.  Just...”  

His mouth closed over mine, and I felt the kiss all the way down to my toes, the energy between us sparking far more than a simple press of lips should have.  He shouldn’t have been able to do that, make me any wetter than I was from the rain, but as his tongue slid against mine, my entire body submitted to him, craving more than that single touch.  My hands slid up the front of his chest to curve around the back of his neck, drawing him closer.  

Bishop responded with a shift of the hips, pinning me against the car with his hardness.  This was what I’d missed, my confident, strong, Bishop, taking and giving at the same time, consequences be damned.  When he kissed me like that, it brought back the memory of every way he’d made my body sing with pleasure, and my body remembered too, offering itself up to him shamelessly, forgetting where we were.  

He drank from my lips like a man dying of thirst, desperate to make up for lost time.  I felt it too – the need to heal the rift between us with a connection that nothing or no one could ever destroy again.  “Let’s get out of here,” he hummed over my skin, and I swallowed hard.  

“Where do you want to go?” I whispered back, half hoping he said to his place.  But instead of his reply, we got the tight beam of a flashlight aimed at our faces.  

Chapter Four

“You alright, miss?”  The cop attached to the flashlight asked, his face pinched with concern, or possibly against the rain that pelted his uniform.  

“Ah... yes,” I answered, shielding my eyes from the glare, and he shifted it away to train on Bishop’s face.  

“You sure?  I can give you a ride back to town if you need one.”

I must’ve looked more bedraggled than I felt.  “No, I’m completely fine, Officer.  Better than fine,” I smiled up at Bishop, whose fingers curled at my waist.  

“Then I’m going to have to ask you two to move along.  This isn’t Lover’s Lane, you know,” he grumbled, the stop turning into a nuisance rather than a rescue.  

“We’re not bothering anyone out here,” Bishop grumbled, his body tensing.  “Just be on your way and leave us in peace.”

“I don’t think I like your attitude, son.”  The cop bristled, coming closer.  “How about you show me some identification?”

Bishop let go of me, stepping up face to face with the officer.  “I don’t think so,” he replied, extending his will to capture the man’s.  “There’s nothing to interest you here.  Move along.”  The cop turned and got into his car, driving away without another word.  I had to admit, sometimes the whole compulsion thing did come in handy, even if I found it invasive.  

“At least we know that still works,” I mentioned, as Bishop returned to my side.  

“What?”

“That thing between us.  Don’t tell me you didn’t feel it.”

“I felt it alright,” he said under his breath, adjusting his pants that clung to him like a second skin, leaving no doubt how much he’d felt the connection between us.  

I couldn’t help but laugh.  “Maybe it’s better if we slow things down anyway?”  As much as I’d been into it in the moment, there was a strong argument for not rushing physical intimacy.  “There are some things I don’t do on the first date.”

“I can respect that,” he agreed easily enough, earning him a mark of respect in my book.  “Alright then, Miss Evans, I think I’d better get you home, it’s getting late.” 

“We’ll get the inside of your car all wet,” I winced, realizing he might not appreciate my stunt so much any more, but he laughed.  

“This taking it slow is gonna be hard if you keep saying things like that.”

“You should talk.  It’s gonna be hard, is it?” I teased him back, and he laughed again.  

“Get in the car before I forget how to act like a gentleman.”

“Promises, promises,” I muttered with a shake of the head, glad we were on easy footing again.  Maybe it hadn’t gone as planned, and maybe we’d make a mess of his leather seats, but neither one of us could deny that spark was still there, waiting to be fanned into a raging flame.  The only question was – would it burn out in a glorious ball of fire or provide us with steady heat to last a lifetime?

* * *

It was easy to slip into the house unnoticed, and I headed right downstairs to my room before anyone asked me why I looked like I’d gone toe to toe with a typhoon and lost.  After I had a chance to change into pajamas and warm fluffy socks, I’d venture up to make a cup of cocoa and dish about the night with Maggie.  I could hear her up in the kitchen with Tucker, washing dishes.  

I almost fainted when I caught sight of myself in the bathroom mirror.  Great googly moogly, was that what Bishop had been smiling about when he dropped me off?  My hair wasn’t so bad, it was just wet, but my makeup was a shambles.  Raccoon eyes and dark mascara tracks down my cheeks, lipstick nothing more than a faint smear across my chin – I looked like I’d been chased through a teen horror flick and come out the only survivor.  No wonder the cop had asked if I was alright.  How the heck had Bishop been able to gaze so adoringly at me when I was such a mess?

After a quick scrub, with my hair up in a pony tail and my comfy jammies on, I looked more like my old self again.  I spent a few lingering moments picturing Bishop peeling off his wet suit, and wondered if video chatting to ask if I could watch would be the opposite of taking things slow.  

I emerged from my room only to jump at the sound of... I couldn’t say what it was, beyond a bone jarring thud that felt like it was coming from under the house.  It sounded again, and this time I could tell it came from the office next to my bedroom.  Throwing open the door, I stared slack jawed at Carter, who stood in a pile of rubble, sweaty and dirty, with a sledge hammer lightly grasped between his hands.  All the carpet had been torn up and hauled out, the furniture missing, and the growing hole in the concrete foundation let me know he’d been at it for a while.

“Hey, you’re home.  No walk of shame for you, huh?” he said, lifting the sledge for a mighty swing that turned another chunk of cement into rubble. 

“Carter!” I yelled as the hammer came up again.  “What the frak is this?”

He caught the swing before it connected, and set it down to lean on the handle like a cane.  “You said I could use this office.”

“Yes, for paperwork, or maybe an extra media room or something.  But this... what is this?”

“I tried to talk to you about it and you said not to bother you.”  His hands came up as though he held no blame in the situation, and I forced myself to take a calming breath before I spoke again.  

“Okay, so that made you think it was a swell idea to start demolishing my foundation?”

“Relax, it’s not the foundation, it’s the subfloor.  I’m not doing anything that will compromise the structural integrity of the house.”

“Oh, is that all,” I snorted.  “Well, I’m home now.  How about you explain to me exactly why we need a hole in the subfloor?”  

“It’s an escape route,” he replied as if that explained everything, and I waved him on.

“I’m going to need a little more than that.”  

“You know, like a tunnel.  That way, if we ever get pinned down in the house, we have a way out.  When I get done, this will open up under the garage at the edge of the property.”  

“What do we need an escape tunnel for?  Won’t that make us more vulnerable to attack?  Now we’re going to have an extra way into the house, as well as out.”  

“Not when I get done with this baby, it won’t,” he replied with utter confidence.  

An escape route.  The mind boggled.  “What makes you think we even need something like this?”

“Oh, come on, An... a guy’s gotta have a hobby,” he whined, forehead puckering on the brink of a scowl.  “I don’t pick on you for your weird obsession with Firefly.”

“Okay, A – Firefly is not a weird obsession, and B – my hobbies don’t end up making a hole in the house.  Don’t you think we should’ve talked about this first?  What if this new entrance isn’t covered by the spell that protects the house?”  As far as I knew, it protected the entire structure, not just the windows and doors, but that didn’t necessarily include underground.  

“I keep telling you, it’s not an entrance, it’s an exit.  There will be no way for the common vamp to bust their way in.”

“And what about the uncommon vamp?”  Lord only knew we’d run into our share of them so far.  

“They won’t even know it exists, I swear.  I’ll camouflage it so well you won’t even know where it is until I show you.”

He looked so earnest, and Carter was a fairly handy guy.  He’d tricked out the attic for himself and installed automatic shutters on all the windows of the house since he’d moved in.  “Fine, but if you bury yourself in a tunnel collapse, I’m not coming to dig you out for a week.”

“It’ll be structurally sound, I promise.  This is gonna be sweet, wait and see,” he grinned.  

“Whatever floats your boat,” I shrugged, thinking I could always spend more time at the office if the banging got to be too loud.  Or maybe it’d be a good excuse to hang out at Bishop’s place more?  Suddenly, I remembered one of his more obscure texts.  “What did you want bandages for?  Did you hurt yourself?”

“Naw, I wanted to tape it around the edge of the door to keep the dust down in the rest of the house.”

“So why didn’t you?” The doorway was clear of any gauze or tape.

Carter started picking up chunks of broken up concrete and chucking them into a wheel barrow he’d appropriated from somewhere.  “I didn’t want to go poking around in your bathroom to look for them, and I didn’t want to run to the store.  I wanted to get started before you got back.  I didn’t want to miss finding out how your date went.”  More like he knew it was easier to beg forgiveness than to ask permission.  “I’m guessing it didn’t end with a bang since you’re home so early, huh?”  He didn’t look too broken up at the idea.

“What makes you say that?  We had more than enough time for that sort of thing.”  Part of me was sorry I hadn’t insisted we go back to his place after the failed attempt at the opera.  I’d probably still be there.  

He straightened to look at me.  “Is that what you did?”

I had to laugh at the look on his face, equal parts shock and disgust.  “No, we didn’t.  Actually, Bishop had quite a few things intended for the night, but none of it went according to plan.  In fact, nothing went like he planned it.  We got booted from our table at the restaurant, he got held up with work for a while, we completely missed the opera, and our walk on the beach got rained out.” 

“Oh?”  Carter brightened at the news.  “That’s too bad you didn’t have a good time.”

“Who said I didn’t have a good time?”

“Seriously?  It sounds kind of crappy to me.  Who plans a walk on the beach in December without checking the weather?  Poor planning, if you ask me.”

“Well, nobody did.”  Maybe he had a point, but Bishop deserved credit for trying to be romantic in my book.  In the end, none of it had mattered anyway.  It’d turned out to be plenty romantic once he stopped trying so hard to impress me.  “It doesn’t matter, I didn’t mind the rain at all.”

“You went for a walk in the rain?”

“We never made it down to the beach.  We got, um... distracted.”  

His hands came up to stop me.  “Okay, spare me the girl talk, or I’m gonna have to take this sledge to my own head to keep from hearing it.”

“You’re the one who asked how the date went,” I said with a half shrug.

“Then you’re going to see him again?”

“Of course I am.  I love him, he loves me...” I smiled to think of the offhand way Bishop had brought it up in the restaurant.  “I’d be a fool not to try and make it work.”

“Or a fool to risk your heart again on a guy who stomped on it once already,” he glowered.

“He made a mistake, he even apologized to me for it tonight.  He’s changed.”

“Any time I hear a woman think she can change a man, it makes my idiot-meter go off.  Don’t be that girl, Anja.”  

He didn’t get it.  “I’m not trying to change him, he’s already changed himself.  He’s changed a lot in the past year.  So have I.”

“I know.  I just wonder if he can appreciate that.”

“We’ll see.”    

Chapter Five

“You know what you need to do,” Felix started in, from the moment I answered the phone.

“Register for Comic-Con before it gets too late?  I keep forgetting to ask Maggie to find out when the tickets go on sale.”  

“Ah... no, that wasn’t what I had in mind.”

I couldn’t think what other business I had coming up in southern California, but I hoped it wasn’t another veiled attempt to get me to invite Bridget up for a visit.  Already, I wasn’t looking forward to seeing her at the party on New Year’s.  I started pulling up the website for the Comic-Con while I had it on the brain.  “What’s up then?  And no, I don’t want to do that bloody champagne fountain thing, I still think it’s gross to mix blood and alcohol.”  There were probably a lot of vampires that disagreed with that opinion, but it was my party after all.  

“No, no, I leave the refreshments up to you.  But ah... there will be blood available for the guests like we talked about, won’t there?”

We’d already discussed having fresh blood available in small quantities, like they did at Vetis.  It wasn’t my usual thing, but he wanted to impress the council and Maggie said that Mr. Vaughn had volunteered to take care of it in a humane and safe way.  “Yep, we’re all set there,” I replied, my face falling when the page finished loading.  “Aw man... they’re already sold out.”

“The blood?” Felix asked in confusion.

“No, the Comic-Con tickets.  You had to buy them in November.  Why didn’t somebody tell me?” I muttered, and he cleared his throat. 

“About the party...”

“Yes, sorry.  What is it, Felix?”

“Maggie said you haven’t found a venue yet and it’s less than a month away.  Tell me I don’t have to worry.”

It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him not to, but I had to admit, I wasn’t sure yet how we were going to pull it off.  “Ah, maybe you could worry a teensy bit.  I thought we had a place lined up, but people keep RSVPing.”  

“And I’ve got one more for you.  Jennike Vendal responded that she’d be delighted to attend.” 

Ugh, now I’d have to be nice to her.  The Elder ranked right at number two on my I wish they’d get zapped through a wormhole into another dimension list, right under Carys.  “What’d you have to invite the wicked witch of the East for, Felix?”

“Because I invited all of the Elders.  So far she’s the only one willing to make the trip though.  That leads me back to the idea of making a good impression.  Are you sure you don’t want to make the guest list more exclusive?”

“No, no way,” I insisted.  “I’d rather hold a bonfire on the beach and let everybody come than turn people away.  No, this party is for everyone, not the upper crust.”

“That reminds me, I had a point when I picked up the phone to call you besides telling you about Jennike.  Why don’t you come on down and use the mansion here?  It seems like a shame to have it sitting there empty.”

The official residence for the Elder of the West down in L.A. had been vacant since Tommy’s death, but I had no desire to leave San Francisco.  Especially since if I had the big house, like Vetis, I’d be obligated to open it up to visiting dignitaries, and I valued my privacy and safety too much.  “Because I’m more comfortable here.  Why don’t you move into it?”

“Because I’m not the Elder.”

“So?”

“I’m good where I am.”

“Well, so am I.  That might be a good idea though.  I’ve been meaning to look into a place to host visiting dignitaries when they come to town.  What if I bought a bigger house up here?”  The cash coffers could certainly stand the expense.  “Do you think I could manage it in time?”  I was completely clueless when it came to real estate matters, Jakob had handled all the paperwork for my house on his own.  I didn’t think Maggie had any idea either.  

“Hey, that notion’s not half bad,” he replied, catching enthusiasm for the idea.  “I’ve got a guy can make any deal go through, trust me.  You pick a place and he’ll make it happen.  Even if it ain’t for sale.”

“You know better to suggest that,” I scolded him.  “I’m not about to evict some poor family from their home so I can have a party house for out of town guests.”

“The size of the place we’d need, they’d hardly be poor, trust me,” he cracked.  “But I get it, I’ll tell Leo not to go too heavy then.  But if you’re talking a legit cash deal on a house that’s already on the market?  I’m betting he can swing it in a couple of weeks.”

“I’d better get moving then, we’ll still be cutting it close with the holidays.”  It was time to start a new list and do some brainstorming with Maggie about logistics.  “Have this guy Leo contact me and I’ll try and have a property or two to make inquiries on by the end of tomorrow night.”

“You got it, boss,” he agreed.  “You know, Bridget will be over the moon to see you again.  She don’t talk about it much, but I can tell she misses you lots.”

Thanks to Jakob’s compulsion, I didn’t feel the overwhelming urge to tear her face off at the mention of her name, but that didn’t mean I was eager to see Bridget any time soon.  Still, I made my voice as polite as possible, hoping he wouldn’t notice the lack of warmth behind it.  “Yep, it’ll be something to get the old gang back together again.  I’m sure it’ll be a night to remember.”

“Well, I’ll let you go, it sounds like you’ve got a lot to do.  I’ll be sure to pass your info on to Leo, and I’ll get the census report to you as soon as it’s finalized.”

“Okay, thanks for your help, Felix.  I’ll let you know as soon as I pick a place too.”

“Feel free to splurge on the new digs.  With the numbers we’re pulling in Canada now, we should make a killing in the next tithing.”

Already adding things to my list, I almost missed that last part.  “I’m sorry, what was that about Canada?”

“The census.  We’ve got a big influx of vamps in the northern territories, so we should be all set for a major influx of revenue at the next tithing.”

“That doesn’t strike you as odd, this sudden relocation to Canada?  Where are they all coming from?”

“Who cares, as long as they pay their dues.  Besides, we’ve got the land to support the bigger numbers, and this means more clout for us on the world scene.  It’s a win/win scenario, boss.”

“No, right, I get that.”  It obviously didn’t set off his Spidey senses the way it did for me.  “Thanks again, Felix.  I’ll talk to you later.”  

After I hung up, I tried to go back to my list for the house search, but I kept coming back to the Canada issue, feeling like there was a connection I’d missed there somewhere.  I went in search of Carter, finding him up to his kneecaps in dirt, and I perched in the hallway, out of the construction zone.  For the longest time he didn’t notice I was there, singing along to Sunshine of Your Love.  When he finally noticed me, he jumped a foot, the pickaxe coming up like a weapon until he saw who it was.

“Jesus Christ, Anja!  How long have you been sitting there?” he demanded.

“Long enough to learn the words to Cream’s greatest hits?” I replied, suppressing a grin.  “I didn’t know you could sing.”

“I can’t.  Not like you can anyway,” he shrugged it off, rolling his shoulders before he started in with the pick again.  “What’s up?” 

“I didn’t mean to get in the middle of your mud party, but do you think you could do some of that computer magic you’re so good at?”

His brows came up with interest.  “Who are we snooping on, and does it mean they’re getting a pounding soon?” he asked, his blue eyes alight with anticipation.

“It’s not a who exactly, and I’m not even sure where to tell you to look for the dirt I need.  But I’m wondering if you can somehow find information for me on the upcoming census?”

“I thought Felix was compiling that data for you.”

“He is, but I want you to look into the census info for the East.  Their Canadian territories to be exact.”

“Oh really?”  That caught his interest again, despite the lack of promised violence.  “And what are we hoping to find?”

“Felix tells me there are a lot more vamps flocking to Canada.  I’m wondering if that’s a trend that’s specific to the West or if the East is seeing an influx as well.  I’m wondering if it has anything to do with the missing vampires from England.”

“What makes you think those are the same vamps?”

“Because I can’t shake the feeling that Corley was up to something before he got banished from Vetis.  He wanted to buy Canada out from under me in the worst way, something about returning it to the motherland.  But now that he’s under Jennike’s wing in New York, I wonder if they’re cooking up something together.”

“Could be, but for it to matter, you’d have to agree to sell Canada to Jennike now.”

“And she’s just RSVP’d for our shindig.”

“Okay, you’ve got my interest,” Carter declared, brushing his hands off on his jeans and jumping out of the hole.  “I’ll go see what I can find out.”  

Two hours later, when I was sitting in my office scrolling through the real estate listings Maggie had flagged for me, Carter came in for a report.  “They’re definitely seeing a bump in population on the East side too.  In fact, they’ve got about a third more vamps on that side of the border than we do.”

“Huh,” I commented, sitting back in my chair.  “But why?  I don’t suppose the information listed where they came from, did it?”

“Nope.  But I could find out for you,” he offered with an extra bounce in his step.  “Give me a couple of days and I’ll track down some of those immigrants and figure out what the deal is.”  The poor guy looked so eager to get out in the field and do something, even a simple task like this, how could I say no?  

“Okay, but you have to be back in time for Christmas with the family.”

“Yeah, no sweat.  I’ll be back way before then.”

“Wait, what about the hole in my basement?  It’s not going to flood the next time it rains, is it?”

For an instant, I saw his eyes widen with a cross between fear and chagrin, but Carter was smooth when he replied.  “Naw, you should be fine.  I’ll be back before you know it.”

“Fine, but if it floods, that becomes your new bedroom until the hole is repaired, you get me?”

“Loud and clear,” he grinned.  “You gonna be alright with me gone?  You’re not going to do anything stupid are you?”

“Me?”  I flashed him my most innocent look.  “I’m just looking at houses with Maggie and maybe going out with Bishop again.”

His mouth opened to retort, but he changed his mind at the last moment.  “I’m not touching that one.  Later, sunshine.  I’ll call you if I find out anything good.”  

Chapter Six

With Carter out of town, I skipped my usual training to devote my time to the real estate search.  We had a standing appointment up in his attic space.  Rob had given me a solid foundation in hand to hand fighting, but the moves he’d shown me had been far more defensive than offensive, and Carter thought it’d be a good idea for me to broaden my skills.  Despite the fact that I still winced every time I landed a good punch or kick, I found that I liked knowing I could deliver a solid hit when the occasion called for it.  

I especially liked it when Lee joined us for an entirely different point of view when it came to brawling.  I picked up tricks for dirty fighting I hoped I’d never have to use, especially whenever he reminded me to use my teeth as a weapon.  As a vampire, I knew I shouldn’t be squeamish about such things, but heaven help me if I ever had to take a chunk out of someone in battle!  Tucker joined us more often than not, soaking up the older shifter’s knowledge like a sponge, his rangy body filling out with the regular exercise.  

When I heard Lee’s knock on my study door, I thought he might be up for a couple of rounds, and I was seriously considering it.  So you can imagine my surprise when he came into the study wearing a blazer over his blue jeans and button-up shirt.  

“Can I steal your attention for a heartbeat, darlin’?” Lee drawled, fingers fidgeting like he missed having a hat in them.  

“Sure, Lee.  What’s up?”

His gray hair was tied back with a leather thong, like he did when he was about to fight, but nothing else in his appearance said he expected trouble.  “I know I said I’d take care of all the day to day stuff when it comes to runnin’ the business, but I wonder if I couldn’t get your opinion on a new hire I’m considerin’?”

Since I’d bought out Rob’s half of Lee’s new security business, I’d tried to stay out of it as much as possible, leaving the decisions to Lee.  It was his baby, and I had more than enough on my plate to keep me busy.  “Sure, I can do that.  Is there something I should be looking out for?  Is there a reason you’re not sure about hiring him?”  Not that I knew a single thing about hiring guards.  

“No, nothin’ like that,” he replied quickly, waving off that concern.  “I reckon he’s a good fit, but since it’s for a manager’s position, I thought you might want to give your two cents.”

“Oh, okay.  Sure, when do you want to set it up?  Maggie can help you pick a time with my calendar.”

He fixed me with a sheepish duck of the head.  “I was sorta hopin’ you had the time right now.  He’s waitin’ on the front porch.”

I took a quick glance at the time.  I didn’t have to meet Maggie with the realtor for more than an hour.  “Ah... sure, I can do that.  Does he have a resume or anything I should look at first?”

“No, it’s been a bit less formal than that.  He heard I was lookin’ for a guy and he came highly recommended by the Alpha of these parts.” 

“Oh, he’s a werewolf?”

“Yep, the beta for his pack.”

“That’s like a second in command, right?  I guess that’s a good recommendation, at least it proves he can take orders and lead others.  Anything else I should know about him going into it?  Do you have any questions prepared or talking points about the position you want to go over with him?”

He stared at me blankly.  

“I’m over planning this, maybe?”  To my way of thinking, a job interview required questions to the guy’s character, his experience, his qualifications.  What did he want us to do, smile at him across from the desk and talk about the weather?

“No, see, I knew you’d be on top of all that stuff.  Most of the hires ain’t been that formal.  I meet the fella over a beer or coffee, see if he’s strong and got the right temperament.  If I like the look of him, then I hire him.  But since this here’s management, I reckon I’m out of my depth.”  

“Hey, I’ve never done the formal interview thing either.  Most of the people who end up working for me sort of fall into the position.”  Even my appointment of Leander as Magistrate had been based more on gut instinct than experience.  Maybe Lee’s way of hiring was the way to go, but I couldn’t jump into the interview blind.  

“Okey doke, give me five minutes to prepare, and then I’ll come out and invite him in.  I guess feel free to bring him a beer out there if that’s what you usually do.”

“If you’d rather not invite him in...” he started to say, but I cut him off. 

“No, it’s as good a test as any as to his character, right?”  The house magic wouldn’t let in anyone who intended me harm.  Not that it guaranteed he’d be a model employee, but it was a step in the right direction.  

Quick like a bunny, I Googled the best interview questions to ask, and scanned a couple of articles like – 14 Ways to Identify a Toxic Employee During an Interview.  With some hasty cut and pasting, I cobbled together a short list of questions and printed out a copy for myself and for Lee if he wanted one.  I’d never interviewed anyone before, but heck, I’d faced down titans in vampire society.  This should be easy peasey. 

From the moment I opened the door, I was struck by how big the guy was.  His six foot plus frame filled the doorway, brawny arms crossed beneath massive shoulders that bulged with muscle.  His eyes were dark, and so was his hair, which fell in a tousled disarray around his ears, devoid of any product.  The close cropped beard covered a chiseled jaw, his nose long and straight, but not overpowering his face.  He wore jeans and a red checked shirt over a white t-shirt, rolled up at the sleeves, his forearms covered in a dark dusting of hair.  Overall, he looked like he could break me in half if he wanted to, but there was no menace in the eyes that looked me up and down boldly, the tiniest of smiles curving the corner of his mouth.

“Nice to meet you, Mr., ah...”  Damn, I probably should’ve asked for his name before I opened the door.  

The smile twitched a little higher.  “It’s Kane, and thanks for seeing me, ma’am.”  

“That’s Your Grace to you, boy,” Lee prompted, and Kane shot him a rebellious frown.  

“Why?  She ain’t my grace.”  

“We talked about manners.”  Lee’s arms crossed, staring him down until Kane’s shoulders slumped.  

“I called her ma’am,” he muttered, as if that should be good enough.  Kane’s eyes briefly closed as he schooled his features into a polite smile.  “Sorry, Your Grace,” he tried again, with more deference to his voice.

I watched the power play with interest, wondering what Lee had told him about me beforehand.  “No, it’s fine.  Please, come in.”  Kane stepped over the threshold with no problem, and I smiled.  “You can call me Anja.”  

“There we go, all friendly like.  See, nothin’ to worry about, old man,” Kane beamed, lightly swatting at Lee’s chest with the back of his hand in passing.  “Where we going, through here?”  Without waiting for a response, he led the way to my study, and I wondered how he knew which direction to go.  Lee gave me an apologetic shrug and followed after him.  Who was interviewing who?

I took a seat behind my desk, glad to see that Kane had remained standing until Lee invited him to sit.  “Can I offer you something to drink, Kane?”  He didn’t have a beer in hand, and I wasn’t sure if it was because Lee had changed his mind about offering him one, or if he’d already chugged it.  He didn’t smell of beer though.  I caught the scent of fresh strawberries and the faintest whiff of axle grease, but no alcohol.  

“Not unless we got something to drink to, but I’m guessing it’s a bit early for that,” he grinned, his teeth white and even.  

I nodded.  “Just a bit.”  He was confident, not quite cocky, but I imagined he would be among his friends.  Lee leaned against the window sill, arms crossed in silent judgment, but leaving the questions entirely up to me.  Cool beans.  “So, Kane,” I began, briefly glancing at my notes.  “Have you held any positions like this one before?”

“Not in the private sector, but I’m no stranger to security details and organizing men.”

“Where are you working now?”

He shifted uncomfortably.  “I’m repoing cars and working skip traces for a local bail bondsman.  The pay’s good, but I’m looking for something more steady.”  

“Skip tracing?  That sounds interesting, tell me more about that.”

Kane eased at the question without judgment.  “Well, basically if someone runs out on their bail, I track them down and haul their ass back in to the authorities.”  

“And are you good at tracking people down?”

“I’m the best,” he grinned.  

“You sound confident about that.”

“I can give you the straight up numbers if you want, they don’t lie.”

“I can vouch for that, I’ve heard talk of some of his more wily skips,” Lee supplied.  “Boy’s got a good nose for trackin’, to be sure.”

“What did you do before you became a bounty hunter?”

His expression became pained when I used that term, but he replied without making  a mention of it.  “I was in the Army, Special Forces.  Did three tours before I decided I wanted to settle back at home again.”

Special Forces sounded impressive.  I wondered if I should have Carter talk to him to make sure he really knew his stuff, but decided it wasn’t that important.  It wasn’t like we needed him to go all commando in his job duties.  “Are you from this area originally?”

“No.”

I expected him to elaborate, and when he didn’t, I prompted, “And where are you from then?”

His brow furrowed, his dark gaze skewering me.  “Does it matter?”

A red flag waved in the corner of my mind.  “That is something that employers tend to ask for, yes.”

“I reckon we can skip over that for now,” Lee spoke up, and I shot him a look.  I wished he’d filled me in on shifter etiquette before we’d started.  How was I supposed to know it was a sticky topic?

“Okay... so what do you think makes you a good candidate for this position?” I tried again, and this time he answered readily.  

“I got the right temperament to deal with bullshit.  ’Cause let’s be honest, that’s what you’re looking for, right?  The reason you want a manager is so you don’t have to deal with the day to day bullshit of running the men.  I happen to excel at getting the best out of the men under my command.”

“And how do you do that?”

“I’m honest and I’m fair.  I don’t deal with favoritism or any political garbage.  I don’t tolerate slackers or assholes working security as an excuse to fight.  Be straight up, do your job and do it well, and we got a place for you here.  From what Lee’s told me, you’re paying fair, and there’s plenty of work to be had in a city of this size, so a guy can make a decent living at this.  There ain’t no reason for drama.  You hire me to manage the men, and I’ll keep the bullshit off your desk.”

“And what about women?”

“Huh?”  His head canted to one side in confusion.

“You keep saying manage the men.  How do you feel about female employees?  Do you have a bias there?”  If he did, he’d better lay it on the table now.

“I got no problem with women under me,” he said with a wolfish grin.  “Hell, I’ve had my head wrapped between the thighs of more than one strong female in my day.”

I bet.  “I meant in the workforce.”

“So did I, ma’am,” he sobered.  “If a female can do the job, she’s got no issues from me.”  

He seemed earnest enough.  “Do you have any problems with vampires?  Any history of bad blood I should know about?”  

“I don’t have a problem with vampires, as long as they don’t have a problem with me.  Doesn’t mean I’m going to bow and scrape, and kiss their asses like shifters do in some parts of the world though.  If that’s what you’re looking for...”

“That’s not in the job description,” I smiled, waving that concern away.  “Okay, let’s talk about a what if situation.  So and so doesn’t show up to fill a shift, what do you do?”

“That depends,” he shrugged.  “Is it a bullshit excuse?  In which case, I show up at his house and drag his sorry ass out of bed, and he can work with his hangover.  Is it legit?  Depending on how much notice I have, I either start making some calls to fill it, or take the shift myself.”

It was rough around the edges, but I couldn’t argue with his response.  Overall, I was starting to like the shifter, even if his attitude was unusual in a job applicant.  I couldn’t help but ask the one question they always ask.  “Where do you see yourself in five years?”

“Working for you, maybe with a stake in the company if I do a good job.  Get a little place of my own instead of the shithole I’m renting.  Nothing fancy, as long as it’s mine.  Maybe finish putting together the ’42 Harley that’s been giving me trouble.”

All solid goals that spoke of stability and longevity, I couldn’t fault him there.  “What’s the biggest lie you’ve ever told?” I asked, changing things up.

“The answer to that last question,” he laughed.  “I don’t look much to the future, I never have.  I ain’t never been one to dream of the white picket fence and kids in the yard.  I don’t know where I’ll be in five years.  But I know where I want to be.  This job’s a step in the right direction.”

“Fair enough,” I nodded, unable to fault him for that.  Lord only knew where I’d be in five years.  “I’ve only got two questions left.  Why should we hire you?”

“’Cause I need the work, and I’ll do right by you.  I give you my word on that,” he replied, and I believed the sincerity in his dark gaze.  

“Okay.  And lastly, why shouldn’t I hire you?”

His lips curved into a slow grin.  “I can’t think of a single reason, ma’am.  Can you?”

I looked to Lee, who hid a smile behind his hand.  He gave a short nod, telling me where his thoughts lay.  “I guess not, Mr. Kane.”

“It’s just Kane.”

“Welcome aboard, Kane.”

Chapter Seven

This time we’ll go casual.

That was the last message I had from Bishop with regards to our second date, and I was relieved.  I would’ve been happy to snuggle up with a movie and a bowl of popcorn, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t curious to see what he came up with after the last fiasco.  Deciding on a pair of slim fitting blue jeans and a soft pink sweater, I pulled my hair up into a ponytail, and added a touch of eyeliner and a sheer pink lip to match.  

This time I didn’t hide out in my room, I waited up in the living room with Maggie, while Tucker was out working with Lee.  I pretended to watch Dr. Who, but it was a re-run I’d seen before, and my attention kept wandering.  

“Don’t you think?” Maggie asked, and I realized I’d been zoning out.

“Sorry, what?”

“I said it’s a shame that she cut off all her hair for Guardians of the Galaxy, but I suppose the role was well worth it.”

I blinked, realizing she must’ve meant the Doctor’s red haired companion.  “Oh right.  I’m sure it’s a cute pixie cut by now, maybe longer.”

“I think about cutting my hair every now and again,” she said, looking down at the long locks that cascaded to her waist.  

“Don’t you dare!  That’d be a crime against humanity,” I teased, glad to see her so easygoing and prone to smiling again.  Tucker had gone a long way toward putting that smile on her face, as far as I could tell. 

“I said I think about it,” she laughed.  “Tucker prefers long hair, you know.”

“I suspected he might,” I smiled.  “Hey Maggie, don’t take this the wrong way, but you guys don’t have to live here, you know.”

Her pretty hazel eyes widened in alarm.  “You want us to leave?”

“No, I said don’t take it the wrong way!” I repeated quickly.  “But the two of you seem pretty serious now.  Or am I reading things wrong?”

“No, you’re not wrong.”  Her smile turned serene again.

“And you’re, um... well, you’re sharing the same bed on most nights now, right?”

Her cheeks colored with a delicate blush.  “We are.”

“So all I’m saying is, I’d understand it if you two wanted to move out and get some privacy.  You’ve got oodles of money, you could afford your own place, even in this market.  There’s no law that says you have to live with me because you’re my assistant, and I swear we can still get together and hang out any time you want to.”

“I admit, I have been thinking about it with all the houses we’ve been looking at lately.  Lord, not that I’d ever look at something nearly as grand as you’ve been contemplating.”

“They have been pretty shiny, haven’t they?”  Not a single one of them had felt like home to me, though that was less important than the impression it’d make on visiting delegates.  

“That reminds me.”  Maggie retrieved a large brass key from the sofa table.  “Leo dropped off the key to that place I wanted you to check out.  I think it’ll suit all of our needs.  It’s twenty thousand square feet with fourteen bedrooms, so we should be able to house quite a party at once.” 

“Twenty...”  I couldn’t even imagine how big the place was, my own house would fit into it many times over.  “Are you sure we need a place that’s so big?  It seems kind of silly for something we might only use a few times a year.  I was thinking if we found a place with a decent sized yard, we could have the party outside.”  

“Are you willing to risk the weather on New Year’s Eve?” she pointed out, handing the key over.  “It’s truly the best deal for what we’re looking for.  None of the others have nearly the facilities we’ll need to house out of town guests.  It’s even got a ballroom.”

“And how much is this going to set me back?”

“They’re asking eighteen.”

“Eighteen.”  The number had no frame of reference for a moment until my brain put it into perspective.  “Eighteen million dollars?”

“Yes, but Leo seemed to think we could get it for as low as seventeen with a cash offer.”

I stared at her, blinking rapidly, unable to form words when talking about something so obscenely expensive.  “Maybe we should have a beach party instead and have everyone stay in hotels?”

“It’s well within the budget Felix described to me.  The position of Elder of the West is supposed to come with a certain amount of pomp, Anja.  You’ve never taken advantage of it, but it’s more the norm than this is.”  She gestured to the elegant Victorian I loved so much.  

I pocketed the key after noting the address printed on the plastic tag attached.  “I’ll check it out after my date with Bishop,” I promised.  I was running out of time to pick a place.  

“Has all this house shopping got you thinking about changing up your living arrangements as well?” Maggie asked, settling back on the couch with her long limbs folded under her.  “Has Bishop asked you to move back in with him again?”

“No, he hasn’t.  We’re taking things slowly for now, but I admit, it’s hard not to think about the future.”  Where do you see yourself in five years?  I heard the question in the back of my mind, as clear as day.  “I don’t know,” I admitted in all honesty.  “I love this place, but it might be weird having Bishop over with all the past history I shared with Rob here, you know?  I haven’t even invited him in yet.”

“Why not?  Has he said it makes him uncomfortable?”

“No, he hasn’t.  Frankly, I’m probably jumping the gun here.  We’re taking things slow,” I reminded myself, just in time for Bishop’s knock at the door.  “Oh, wish me luck,” I whispered, wiping my hands on my jeans.  

“You won’t need it.  You deserve to be happy, Anja.  Embrace it,” Maggie smiled up at me. 

“From your lips...” I whispered, shooting her a quick grin before I scurried to the door and threw it open.  

Bishop looked much more at ease this time, in black jeans and a blue t-shirt stretched tight across his chest, his motorcycle jacket covering the telltale bulge of weapons.  The scruff was back on his jaw and his eyes gleamed with anticipation as he flashed me a winsome smile.  “You look great.  Are you ready?”

“You look pretty great yourself,” I smiled back.  “Sure, let’s go.”  

“One sec.”  He stopped me when I got to the bottom of the front porch, my eyes level with his, thanks to the height of the step I was on.  “There’s something I want to say before we go any farther.”

“What’s that?”

“This.”  He leaned in to press his lips against mine, gently begging entrance in a slow, lingering kiss.  I returned it without hesitation, my arms settling atop his shoulders as if they belonged there.  

“You definitely have a way with words,” I smiled when we drew apart.  

“I really don’t,” Bishop admitted with a wince.  “So, I thought I’d let my heart do the talking for me before my big mouth landed me in hot water.”

“I think you’re doing fine with your words.”  Better than fine.  Who needed the fancy restaurants or sold out shows?  This was a romantic Bishop I could get used to, sweet and genuine.  “And I’ll tell you what else...” I added, my voice falling conspiratorially as I leaned in closer, letting my kiss speak for me as well.  

“There now, we’re automatically off to a better start this time.  And I put the word out, no work calls unless the city’s in flames around us.”

“Same here, and Carter’s out of town, so we shouldn’t have to worry about him lurking in the shadows along the way.”

“Was that a concern?” he frowned, leading me down the walk to his SUV.  

“He’s a little protective of me,” I shrugged.  

“Maybe he and I should have a talk,” Bishop muttered, and I shook my head. 

“Or the complete opposite of that.  Look, you have to give him some time to get to know you.  The same goes for Maggie and Lee and those guys.  Let them get to know and love you the way I do, and then everything will fall into place, I promise.”

“So you’re saying you love me,” he grinned, holding open the door.

“Is that seriously all you got out of that?” I shook my head, his laughter echoing in the street as he jogged around to the other side of the car once I climbed in.  

“Where are we off to?” I asked when he revved up the engine.  “I’m assuming no opera tonight.”

“Nope, I have something bigger in mind.”

“Bigger?  I thought we were keeping things simple tonight.  I’m not dressed for anything fancy.”

“I didn’t say fancy, I said bigger.”  

“How big?”

He turned to face me.  “How big is the universe?”

That was all he’d say until we rolled into the parking lot of the California Academy of Sciences, and I caught on to his plan.  

“I didn’t know the planetarium was open at this time of night.”

“Yep, once a week,” he nodded, leading me past the line to hand over the tickets he’d already bought.  “I’ve never been here before though, how about you?”

“Not since my seventh grade science class field trip.”  I accepted the slick pamphlet they gave out at the door, scanning the page quickly.  “Ooh, the program’s called Dark Universe?  How shiny is that?”

“That’s what I was hoping you’d say,” he chuckled, leading me inside.  

We spent the next hour sitting in the dark, holding hands, oohing and ahhing over the spectacle of the universe projected on the seventy-five foot dome.  I didn’t want to move once it was over, I wanted to watch it again, but Bishop nudged me out of my seat, taking me for a walk through the Water Planet exhibit at the adjoining aquarium, and the natural history museum, before the announcement came over the PA that the facility was about to close.  

At first I thought maybe Bishop was trying to cater to my nerdy interest in science, but it quickly became evident that he was having a good time too, and surprisingly knowledgeable about a wide variety of subjects.  I supposed a guy would pick up a lot of trivia being alive for four hundred and sixty-five years.  It made me wonder if I’d ever go back to college, or have a career beyond Elder of the West.  Forever was a long time, I could do anything – as long as it was at night.  

“How am I doing so far?  Better than last time?” he asked when we stepped out into the night.  

“That’s not setting the bar very high,” I teased him with an elbow to the ribs.  “But yes, you’re hitting it out of the park this time.  Where to now?  Or was that all you had planned?”

“The night’s barely getting started,” he grinned, rubbing his hands together like a cartoon villain.  “How about something sweet?  There happens to be an ice cream parlor right around here.  I saw the perfect flavor for you to try.”

“Oh really?”  My brows rose with interest, and he was right.  Thirty-One Flavors had a brand new flavor that was right up my alley – Snacknado.  Salty caramel-flavored ice cream loaded with chocolate-covered potato chips and pretzels, all swirled together with candy pieces and chocolate fudge and salted pretzel ribbons.  It sounds like kind of a mess, but it was pretty tasty.  Not as good as Chocolate Explosion, but pretty darned good.  

We kept walking with ice cream in hand (he had mint chip), and before I knew it, we found ourselves in front of my favorite comic book store, open late for the weekend.  “You planned this, didn’t you?”

Bishop shrugged, but I caught the twinkle in his eye as he pulled the door open for me.  It felt like forever ago that I’d last been there, and the place hadn’t changed much in the year or more since I’d last stopped in looking for an Agent Coulson bobblehead.  “Do we have time to look around or do you have something pressing planned?” I asked, checking out a sweet set of Star Wars ships on display. 

“We don’t have to be at our next stop until midnight, and it’s only a few blocks away, so look around to your heart’s content.”

“Midnight, huh?  What happens then?”

“I’d tell you, but then I’d have to kill you,” he teased, and I arched a brow at him.

“You think you could?  I’ve been training with Carter, you know.  I think I could hold my own.”

“Oh you do, do you?”  He edged into my personal space with an amused tilt to his lips, and I backed up, finding the wall behind me.  

“As long as no weapons were involved, I feel pretty good about my chances.”  

“We might have to test that out sometime.”

“Why, do you want to kill me?” I said with a nervous laugh.

He was close enough that I could feel his t-shirt barely grazing the fluff on my sweater.  Another millimeter and I’d feel his hard body pressed up against mine, but he kept that tiny cushion of space between us.  “No, but I wouldn’t mind seeing what you’ve got.”  His eyes dipped to my lips and dragged back up again to meet my gaze.  

What were we talking about again?  “What I’ve got?” I breathed, mesmerized by the cool amusement in his eyes, the sure knowledge that he knew exactly what it did to me to get so close.  

“Skills-wise, I mean.”  

“Right, of course.”  

“I could always give you a few pointers, you know, if you’re interested.”  He leaned past me to prop his arm on the wall over my head, and his t-shirt rode up to reveal a tantalizing flash of toned abs, and the hint of his tattoo.  I had a brief but almost uncontrollable urge to lick it, before he spoke again.  “Carter’s good, but I’m better.”

I had no doubts there.  “I’m not so sure that’s a good idea.”

A furrow appeared on his forehead.  “Why not?”

“Because I have a feeling that if we end up rolling around all sweaty together, it’s going to turn into a different kind of workout.”

“Nothing wrong with that, is there?”  He still hadn’t touched me, but I felt his presence all around me like an electrical field, crackling with current.  

“I guess it depends on what kinds of skills you wanted to evaluate me on.”

“I’m more than happy to assess any skills you care to show me.”

The little curve of a smile on his lips was so tempting, and he knew it was too.  He knew exactly what he did to me, and I felt the primal urge to surrender to it, but I had power too.  Maybe he needed a reminder of that.  My palm slid against his, and his fingers opened to thread between mine, but instead of holding his hand, I spun his wrist into a painful lock, using the element of surprise to force him down onto his knees before me.  

“How about that?” I smiled down at him with a challenge.  “How do I rate?”

“Sneaky, I like it,” he replied with a good-natured grin.  Instead of trying to break my hold, he seemed content to stay down there.  “Is this where you want me, on my knees?”

“It might be a good place to start,” I pretended to consider with a flippant toss of my hair, and he gave a half shrug.  

“I can work with that.”

“I bet you can,” I laughed, sobering when I saw the earnest look on his face.  

“I’ll do what it takes to make things up to you, Anja.  If you want me on my knees, you just have to say so.”

I released the hold I had on his wrist, threading my fingers through his.  “You don’t have to do anything like that.”

“Maybe I do, and maybe I don’t.”  He shook his head, and when he found my gaze again, there was an intensity there I hadn’t seen in a long time.  “But we belong together, and I’m not going to walk away from this again.  I want...”

“Anja?”  I tore my gaze away from his to see a familiar face.  “Hey, it is you.  Long time no see.”  

Chapter Eight

“Oh, hey, Kyle,” I blinked, my brain taking an extra moment to come up with his name.  Jeez, it hadn’t been that long, had it?  Okay, so I hadn’t hung out with any of my gamer buddies since I’d joined the undead club, but he used to be one of my best friends.  Why did it feel so weird to see him again?  “Yeah, long time no see,” I managed to get out with an awkward smile.

“You’ve been pretty busy, huh?  I haven’t seen you in any of the forums in ages.  Lei thought you’d died.” 

She wasn’t wrong.  “No, I’ve been good, super good.  I started a new job about a year ago and it’s kept me pretty distracted.”  

“Yeah?  Oh, I think I heard something about that.  You joined a touring company or something, right?  Are you in town for a performance?  I could get the gang together and maybe we could hang out together afterwards.”  He looked so hopeful, like a lost puppy, and I stared back at him, out of practice lying on the spot.  

“No, I’m, ah... being completely rude.”  I realized Bishop was still on his knees between us, following the conversation with mild interest.  “Sorry, Kyle, this is Bishop.  Bishop, this is my old friend, Kyle.”

“Hi,” Bishop said with a fair rendition of a friendly smile, rising to his feet and offering a hand.

“Hi,” Kyle started to say, stretching his hand out, but his jaw went slack as Bishop rose to his impressive height.  “Wow, you’re... so he’s your...”  From the look on his face, I could see he thought maybe Bishop had been proposing or something, having been down on his knees.  

“It’s our second date,” I said, my eyes on Bishop, with a teasing smile.

“And you brought him to the comic book store?  Brave,” Kyle snorted.

“Actually, it was his idea,” I replied.  “He knows what I like.”

“I’m learning, anyway,” Bishop smiled back, the both of us staring at each other, and I couldn’t have said if Kyle was even still there until he spoke again.

“Are you into any books?”

Bishop broke eye contact, turning to reply.  “No, I can’t say that I follow any.  Though, I did enjoy the Serenity series Dark Horse put out.”

“No kidding, you’re a Browncoat?”  Kyle’s brows came up in surprise.  

“I guess you could say that,” Bishop replied.  “Actually... check this out.”  He dug into his pocket and pulled out his phone, skipping through a few screens before he held up the pics of him dressed as Mal for the Halloween ball at Vetis.  

“Wow, that’s a great cosplay,” Kyle said, impressed.  “You definitely pull off the Captain thing.”

“You should see the replica gun he got,” I chimed in.  “It’s a thing of beauty.”

“I’d love to,” Kyle nodded with the beginnings of a man crush, from the look on his face.  “Hey, do you think you guys are interested in joining a new LARP we’re trying to get together?  BSG, the reboot, obviously.  I remember you had a cosplay for that already, Anja.”

Had, being the operating word there.  It’d been pretty much destroyed during my first introduction to ACBT, the night Evan had died.  Still, that didn’t mean I couldn’t put something together again, especially with the resources I had now.  “Canon or original characters?”

“Strictly original, Battlestar Whitewolf.  I’m thinking we’ll meet up on Saturday nights, since Jay’s still running his Hobbit thing on Fridays.”

If we’d left Bishop in the dust, he gave no sign of it.  He at least seemed to know what a Live Action Role-play Game was.  “Nice.  Can we bring real guns?” he asked, and Kyle’s mouth sagged open.

“Ah...”

“He’s kidding!” I jumped in, smacking Bishop’s chest harder than I probably had to, but he didn’t so much as flinch.  

“Oh, sure,” Kyle eased, rolling with it.  “You should come down, we meet in Dolores Park after dark.”

“BSG is the one with the Cylons, right?”

“Yes, the ones that pass for people, not the toasters,” I nodded.  

“Right,” Bishop replied, looking like he was actually considering it.  “I’ll think about it.  I work nights, so it can be rough to commit.  And of course it depends on whether or not my girl here wants to come along.”

It made me smile to hear him call me his girl, even if we were under the guise of our second date.  “I think it could be fun, and I’d love to see some of the old gang again.”  Not that I didn’t love my new life, but it was getting harder and harder to remember what it was like to be a normal person who didn’t have to go look at eighteen million dollar mansions and try to figure out the logistics of supplying fresh blood for a dinner party.  

Bishop scratched at the scruff on his jaw.  “I don’t really have any gear for that sort of thing though.”

“I can help you with that, if you like,” I offered.  “No pressure though.  I know it’s not really your thing.”

“Running around in tactical gear, trying to uphold the law and save the human race?  That’s sorta my thing,” he quipped with a lopsided grin.  “Besides, I’m open to trying new things.”

Since when?  What’d happened to the guy who hadn’t changed more than his hairstyle for the past three hundred years?  “I guess maybe we’ll have to get back to you after we figure out some logistics.  How’s that for a definite maybe?”  I turned to Kyle with a smile.

“Sounds shiny.  Shoot me a text with your new number and I’ll give you the deets later.  I’d better run, there’s a set of percentile dice calling my name.”

“Okay, later Kyle.  It was great seeing you again,” I said with genuine warmth as he made his way back to the gaming tables.  “I think you made a friend for life,” I added in a softer voice, once we were alone.

“He seems like a nice guy.”

“You know, he’d blow a gasket if he found out what you are.”

“What we both are,” Bishop countered, and I conceded that point.  

“True.  But especially you.  A member of a secret vampire Order?  He’d probably pee his pants if you showed him one of your guns.”

“I’ll be sure to avoid that then,” he chuckled as we wandered through the tall racks of comic books on display.  

“You don’t have to do the LARP thing if you don’t want to, you know.  It was never really my thing, I was too self conscious about dressing up in public.”

“Really?  You seemed kind of into it, and you had that costume before.”

“I know, I love cosplay.  I just always felt weird running around town in it outside of Halloween.  That was the old Anja though.”  

“And now you’re not self conscious anymore?”

“It’s kind of hard to be self conscious about something like that after having an entire vampire nation looking to me to guide them into the future for the past year.”  

“I can see how that would be a confidence booster,” he agreed.  “I’m willing to give it a shot, but I can’t guarantee it’ll be my cup of tea.”  

“I think it could be fun every once in a while.  But it’s hard to commit to a once a week thing, you know?  It seems like I end up jetting off to England at the drop of a hat.”  

“Hopefully those days are past us.  I’m not needed in Rome, and you’re not responsible for anyone but yourself anymore.”

He meant Rob.  “Not personally, but I am responsible for all of the West, and that takes precedence over fighting off Cylons in Dolores Park.”  Even if I did think he’d look amazing dressed up like a colonial warrior.  Plus, besides his duties with the Order, there was something else to consider.  “And you never know if Carys...”

Bishop cut me off before I could even complete the thought.  “I haven’t spoken to her in almost two months.  I’m done jumping through her hoops.”

I wanted to believe that in the worst way!  “Still, maybe it’s not the best time to be planning an ongoing campaign together.”

“Right, we’re taking it slow,” he nodded slowly, and I could tell I’d hurt him with my doubts.  But I wasn’t ready to sweep them under the table and pretend like they didn’t exist.  

“Look, our future is incredibly up in the air right now, and that’s okay.  We’ll just take this one step at a time.”

“One step at a time,” he agreed, picking up my hand and pressing a kiss to the back of it.  “As long as I’m stepping there beside you, I’m good with that.  But for now... maybe you’d better shake a leg if you want to look around.  We’ll have to leave pretty soon.”

“Oh right, for our secret mission.”  I hoped he’d elaborate, but he did a good job of keeping mum while I browsed at the store.  There were a few things I wouldn’t have minded picking up, but I felt weird carrying them along on our date.  So, I made a mental note to come back on my own time, especially if I wanted to reconnect with Kyle and those guys.  

We played twenty questions while I tried to guess where we were headed, but I didn’t have a clue until we strolled up to the Clay Theater for their Midnight Movie Series.  The window by the ticket booth showed a poster for a midnight showing of Wrath of Khan.

“Okay, now I know you’re pandering to my interests,” I laughed as we stood in line.  

“What?  I enjoyed Wrath of Khan,” Bishop protested.  “But I think I’d enjoy it a lot more if I got to watch it with you.”

It’d been on the list of movies I’d given him last summer, and we’d spent plenty of time debating the entire Star Trek movie collection through emails and letters.  He was right though, it would be more fun watching it together.  Still, I had to wonder – was any of this geeky stuff truly to his tastes?  I knew he wanted to make things up to me, but I didn’t want him to suffer through things he found boring to make me happy.  

“It’s cheesy though.  Are you sure you don’t mind?”

“Maybe I like cheesy.” 

I leaned up on my toes and kissed his scruffy cheek for that, hoping like anything it was true.  “Let’s go then, I want to get good seats.”

Sitting in the middle of a theater surrounded by fellow nerds saying the words along to the movie (like I did at home), with Shatner up on the big screen overacting his heart out, was a fun experience, and one I wished I’d tried before.  How had I never gone to one of these before?  Bishop seemed to be having a good time too, laughing in all the right places, and sobering when Spock made the ultimate sacrifice.  Say what you will about cheesy eighties movies, they provide good entertainment.  

We walked out of the theater hand in hand, and I felt more like a regular girl than I had in a year or more – and I liked it.  No political pressure, no life and death situations demanding my attention, not even the lure of pulses all around us.  The idea that I could have a semi-normal (albeit nocturnal) lifestyle was bewitching, and maybe it made me a silly girl – but part of me wanted that life again.  Part of me missed hanging out with my gamer friends and going to school.  I missed dates and movies and holding hands, and I loved Bishop for giving me that.

I tugged him aside, pulling him close for a kiss.  Bishop went with it without missing a beat, his hands settling on my hips as we made out in public, like any other couple after a movie.  

“What was that for?” he asked when the kiss drew to a close.  

“For knowing a part of me I’d almost forgotten.  For knowing what I wanted even better than I did.”  

“As long as I’m included in that what you want part somewhere,” he said with a lazy smile, and I nodded up at him. 

“You definitely are.”  My attention was drawn to the poster in the window behind him.  “Oh... they’re doing the Big Trouble in Little China later this month!”

“Is that one we need to see?”

“Jack Burton and Gracie Law?  Oh yeah, we can’t miss it!”

“It’s a date then,” he smiled, taking my hand again as we strolled back in the general direction of where he’d left his car.  “Are you hungry?”

“No, I’m good, thanks.”  As good a time as I was having, I didn’t want to bring hunting into it, not yet.  That was a level of intimacy I wasn’t ready to jump into.  Besides, I’d made sure to snack before I left the house to remove the temptation of feeding beside him.  Unbidden, the memory of sharing blood with him slipped in, and my fangs slid down a fraction, whether I was hungry or not.  

Somehow, he sensed the change in me, his brow arching comically high.  “Are you sure?”

“Sorry, my imagination ran away with me for a sec there.”

“Nothing wrong with that.  Why not run with it?”

“Because you and me in an alley somewhere with hot blood in the mix sounds like a fifth date kind of thing to me.”

“Fifth, huh?”  He pretended to consider for a moment.  “I can work with that.  I have to come out and admit, I’m out of planned activities for the night.  We can go hang out at the Hart for a while, find a club somewhere that plays cool jazz, or keep strolling.”

I noticed he didn’t mention taking me home as one of the options, but I didn’t mind.  I didn’t want the night to be over either.  “If you don’t mind, I’ve got the key for a place Maggie wanted me to check out.”

“What kind of place?”

“Felix has been bugging me to get a bigger house so I can entertain more.  You know, sort of like Vetis.”

“Here in the city?  That’s a tall order.”  

“His guy Leo found a place.  I don’t think it’s quite on the scale of the Vetis house, but it should work out for our purposes.  I can check it out later though, if you don’t want to take a look.”

“No, I don’t mind, lead the way.”

The house – or I should say mansion, because that’s what a twenty thousand square foot place is, a mansion – was in the middle of the Presidio Heights neighborhood, with fourteen bedrooms, eleven bathrooms, and enough property to hold a garden party for every vamp in the territory.  Three stories high, the 1904 gray stoned structure definitely put me in mind of the Vetis house, with marble sheathed columns and intricate details along every surface, including the high ceilings.  It almost felt like a palace with its gilt ballroom and massive, carved fireplaces, and despite my indifference to temperature, it felt cold and hard to my tastes.  

Bishop followed me though the house, snapping on lights until the entire place blazed with light.  “Wow, this place just goes on and on,” he murmured, as we crested the third floor and strolled out onto the terrace to look at the view of the city lights below.

“It sure does.”  I’d probably have to hire a full time staff to take care of it.  “It’s kind of hard to imagine the place full of music and life, isn’t it?  I mean, I can’t see myself living in a house like this, can you?” 

“Honestly?”  He paused to lean against the low cement railing.  “No, it doesn’t seem like your style.  But I think you could make it work if you wanted to.”

“What about you?  Could you see yourself living here?”

“It’s not my style either, but it all depends on who’s doing the asking,” he replied with a touch of a smile behind his eyes, and just like that, we’d ventured into dangerous territory.  

“I didn’t mean... I think it’s a bit soon for us to talk about living together, don’t you?”

“Probably, but it is something I think about,” he said, looking down at his hands.  “Don’t you, when you’re lying in bed waiting for the sun to go down?”

I could tell it wasn’t a line.  He’d made no secret of the fact that he’d wanted to get back together with me for months, and it was easy to picture him lying there alone, thinking about the two of us together.  “Sometimes,” I admitted.  “But I don’t see us waking up together in this house, do you?”

“Where do you see us waking up together?”  His voice was nonchalant, as he turned to look out at the skyline, but I could tell he really wanted to know.

“I’m not sure.  I guess when I’m fantasizing about our future, I tend to see us at your place because that’s where we were before, but that’s not very realistic.”

“It could be.”  

Was he inviting me to come and live with him?  He still hadn’t turned to look my way, his gaze trained on the trees below.  Taking it slow or not, it was nice to talk about the future, or at least the possibility of one.  “Or you could end up staying with me.  My place is bigger.  Unless you’d feel weird about that.”

Now his head did swivel in my direction.  “Why would I feel weird about it?”

“Because I lived there with Rob.”

“Oh, that.”  It was easy to see that hadn’t occurred to him before, but from the furrow on his brow, I wondered if it bothered him now.  “I guess we’ll have to see how it goes.  You haven’t even invited me inside yet.”

“True,” I nodded.  “But I think we’re getting ahead of ourselves.  We’re supposed to be talking about this place.”  It was a stunningly beautiful house, but hardly one I’d ever consider moving into myself.  In fact, the more I walked around, the more of a waste of money it seemed.  “I don’t know, it seems like such an ostentatious thing to buy.  What do you think?”

“It’s not for you though, is it?  You’re a world leader, Anja.  You’re expected to have a certain lifestyle.”

“Even if I don’t want it?  How can I justify buying a place I’ll only use a few times a year?”

“It’s not your money though, is it?  The next Elder can always sell it off, you know.”

“That’s true.”  It wasn’t like I’d be stuck with it forever.  “Then you think I should buy it?”

“If it keeps you from inviting the riff raff into your home, then yes,” he grinned, and I shook my head.  

“I wouldn’t invite riff raff into my house anyway.  Like you said, I haven’t even invited you in yet.”

“Yeah, about that...”

“I think that’s more of a third date kind of thing, don’t you?”

“Okay,” he agreed, pushing away from the railing to stalk closer to me.  “How about we officially call this date over and start the next one?  Then you can invite me in and we can...”  I fixed him with a look, and his shoulders slumped in defeat.  “Right.  Third date it is.”

“And now that we have those ground rules, I think it’s probably time I headed home.  As much as I hate to say it, I have a ton of work to get to before the sun comes up.”

“Same.  I’m still sorting through the mess that Frost left behind.  The guy’s lucky Volkov’s not in charge any more, he would’ve ended him for sure.”

“I meant to ask you, who is running things in Rome now, by the way?” I asked as we headed back downstairs.

“The lady who used to be Volkov’s second in command, Prudence.”  

“I don’t think I’ve ever met her.”

“You’ll like her.  Pru’s got a good head on her shoulders and she’s not likely to make any waves, she’s aptly named.”  

Cool beans.  “I’m always glad to see a woman in a position of power.  Maybe we’ll have to invite her over for a visit after the holidays, let her see what a good job you’re doing restoring order to the West?” 

“Or better yet, maybe we can finally take that trip and I can show you my Italy?”

“Oh, I like your plan better, it’s way shinier than mine,” I agreed with enthusiasm as we chatted about some of his favorite spots to visit.  “We’ll come back to this,” I promised as I locked the place up.  

Chapter Nine

On the way back to the car, Bishop got a call he had to take, so I took the opportunity to make a quick call to Maggie.

“Don’t tell me the date ended badly and you need a ride,” she asked right off the bat.  

“No, nothing like that,” I laughed.  “I’m calling to tell you to go ahead on the house.”

“Really?  I knew you’d love it,” she gushed with more enthusiasm than I’d thought.  Maybe she was the one who loved it.  “I’ll call Leo right away and get the paperwork going.”

“Great, I’ll trust you with the details then.  I’d like to go in at sixteen million then, cash.”

“Do you think they’ll go for two million dollars under the asking price?”  She sounded scandalized.  

“No, but I’m guessing the market’s not moving too fast for homes in that price range.  Tell Leo I’ll go as high as seventeen, but for that I want the place in two weeks.  It’s vacant, so that shouldn’t be too hard to manage.”

“Seventeen, I’ll tell him,” she replied, fingers tapping on keys in the background, and I guessed she was already hard at work writing up the details to Leo as we spoke.  “Oh, I did take a couple of interesting messages for you, but I didn’t want to interrupt you on your date.” 

“Messages from who?”

“Macallister James sent an entire case of scotch with a note of apology that he can’t make the party.”

“Oh, that was nice of him.”  Now I had something extra to give Bishop for Christmas, he loved the stuff.  “Who else?”

“You got a telegram from Amunet.”

“A telegram?”  That seemed ominous somehow.  “What does it say?”

“It says that Bakareh is delighted to accept your invitation and will arrive two nights before the party.”

“He’s coming himself?” I gaped, going stock still, and Bishop looked back at me with raised brows, still on the phone.  

“Apparently.”

“Tell Leo I’ll go as high as eighteen, but we have to have that house in time for the party.”

“Will do.  Anything else?”

“No, I’ll be home soon.  I’ll see you then.”

“Something up?” Bishop asked, when I hung up the phone, and I tapped it along my lips, not quite sure how to answer it at first.  

“On a scale of one to ten, how big of a deal is it that Bakareh’s coming to the New Year’s shindig?”

His eyes stretched wide.  “Bakareh’s coming to the party?”

“I’m thinking that’s a ten.”

“At least.  Bakareh hasn’t left his lands since... well, long before I was turned.”  

“Why not?  What’s the deal with him, anyway?”  

“Bakareh is a child-king.”

I waited for more, but that was all he offered.  “You say that like I should know what that means.”

“It means he was turned as a child.”

“Shut the front door... You mean somebody made a vampire out of a little kid?  That’s barbaric!” 

“It was meant to preserve the purity of his divinity.  Untainted by adult sins.  It’s all bullshit, of course, but that was the prevailing thought back then.”

“Back when?  How old is he?”

“Nearly as old as most Ellri.  He’s one of the original draugen, and more powerful than most things walking this Earth.”  

“And he’s spent his entire life as a child?”

Bishop’s head weighed back and forth.  “Yes and no.  His mind has developed, of course, but there’s always been something childish about him.  I’ve only met him once myself, and I only exchanged greetings with him, but I saw some of his vices first hand.  He’s... unpredictable.” 

“And he’s coming here.”  Cool beans on toast.  “I remember Jakob once told me that Bakareh was afraid that Jakob would kill him on sight.  What’s up with that, are they enemies?”

“I wouldn’t call them enemies, but it’s well known that Bakareh drained and killed his Sire.”

“That doesn’t sound all that unusual to me.  Didn’t Mason do the same, only with a sword?”

“It’s forbidden to kill an Ellri.”

“Don’t I know it,” I muttered.  “And that’s why Amunet came to try and smooth things over first,” I nodded to myself.  “So is this a good thing or a bad thing that Bakareh’s coming to visit while Jakob’s gone?”

“It might make him less restrained without Jakob here to rein him in.”

“Oh goody, ’cause that’s what we need, an unrestrained draugar on the loose.  I’m thinking he’s oodles more powerful than I am, right?”

Bishop nodded.  “He pretty much makes Carys look like a noob, yeah.”

“Okay, so all I have to do is smile, show him a good time, and count the hours until he leaves.  What do you think a guy like that will want to do while he’s in town?”

“With Bakareh there’s no telling, but he’s a creature of impulse.”

Why did that make me feel like the cast of Stomp was playing soccer with my insides?  “An unpredictable, impulsive vampire who hasn’t ventured into the world for centuries?  Sounds like a party to me.”  

“Actually, it sounds like your biggest problem might be containment.  In this day and age of video surveillance and camera phones, a public incident could be catastrophic.”

“Ah, no, I was thinking my biggest problem might be a pile of dead feeders, or even worse, tourists if there’s a public incident like you said.” 

Bishop’s lips pressed together into a thin line as he chose his words carefully.  “Anja, I know you don’t want to hear this, but you’re going to have to resign yourself to some casualties.  Think of it this way – if Jakob wanted to drain the entire loft at St. Patrick’s church, there wouldn’t be much you could do about it, would there?”

“Ah, yes there would.  I’d give him an earful until he knocked it off.”

“But only because he has a soft spot for you.  Bakareh doesn’t know you from Adam.  You’re one of Jakob’s line, and that’s in your favor.  But if you challenge him directly, he might not think of that in the heat of the moment.  Bakareh was worshiped as an immortal king for hundreds of years, it tends to make one believe he can do anything he likes.  He’s not going to react well to being told what to do.”

“Well, too bad.”  Technically I was an immortal queen myself, if he wanted to throw titles around.  “These are my lands, and he’s subject to my laws.”

“Which you have absolutely no way of enforcing.”  Bishop laid his hands on my shoulders, his eyes gazing intently into mine.  “Anja, you can’t compel him, and you’re not strong enough to fight him.”  

“You want me to sit back and watch him kill innocent people?”  

“He’s not a madman, I don’t expect him to cut a bloody swath through the Bay Area.  Just pick your battles and hope he doesn’t get too out of control while he’s here.  Amunet will help you, she’s been running interference for him for centuries.”

“You’ll be around to help me too, right?  I don’t know anything about entertaining an immortal kid.”

He gave my shoulders a squeeze.  “You’ll be fine, but I’ve got your back for as long as you need me.”  

“What about work?”

“The Order’s greatest duty is to keep people from finding out there are vampires in their midst.  Babysitting Bakareh falls squarely under that duty.”

That made me feel a lot better about things, though I definitely wasn’t looking forward to the party nearly as much anymore.  Hopefully Carter would be back by then too.  Not that he could hope to stand up to a vampire that old either, but the more people I had on my side, the better.  “And Mason will be there with Hanna.  I’m not so sure I like the idea of her coming to this thing, to be honest.”  

“It’s not that unusual for a vampire to bring his feeder to a party.”  He held up his hand before I could protest.  “Not that I’m calling her his feeder, I’m just saying she won’t be the only human there by any means.  And it’s only natural that she’d want to share in this part of his life now that they’ve gotten so close.”  

“I know.  I can’t help thinking it’s a dangerous world for her to step into though.”  

“It’s not your decision,” he shrugged.  “If there’s one thing I know about your sister, it’s her independent spirit.”  

He wasn’t wrong, but I worried that might get her into trouble.  She was far more outspoken than I was when she saw something she didn’t agree with.  “Mason might have to muzzle her before the night’s through.”  

“I’m sure Mason will do everything in his power to protect her.”  

“I know, I’m sure you’re right.  For now, why don’t you kiss me and tell me that everything will be okay.”

“Now that, I can do.”  Bishop gathered me into his embrace, and I felt the strength flow from him into me as an almost tangible thing.  I could rely on Bishop, I felt it in every fiber of my being.  Only... I’d been wrong before.  That was the only thing that kept me from giving into my feelings completely.  That, and Carter’s dry voice in the back of my mind reminding me not to rush into anything too fast.

The drive back to my house was fairly quick with no traffic at that time of night, and before I knew it, we stood on my front porch like a couple of teenagers, reluctant to let the night end.  At least I didn’t have to worry about my parents peeping at us through the curtains.  I might’ve suspected Carter of such a thing, or maybe even Lee, but the shifter would be in bed by now, and last I’d heard, Carter was still in Canada.  Maggie and Tucker, I knew, would respect my privacy.  Still, I could hear someone moving around inside, the heavy step belonging to Gunnar by my calculations.  

“Thanks for a great night,” I began awkwardly, holding to his hand.  

“I’m just glad it went better than last time,” he said with a wry twist of the lips.  “I don’t think you would’ve given me a third chance.”

“Then you thought wrong.”  Tugging him closer, I showed him how wrong with a deep kiss, full of longing and heat.  Okay, so that was the complete opposite of taking things slowly, like I’d been harping on since I first agreed to date Bishop.  But I defy you to stand in the moonlight with a sexy vampire cop who seems hell-bent on devouring you, and not kiss him like there were no consequences.  

The kiss went on and on, lips, teeth, and tongues sliding with slick abandon.  My hands didn’t seem to care about taking things slowly either, slipping up under his close fitting t-shirt to stroke that hard muscle I’d glimpsed in the comic book store.  I found myself pushed up against the front door, the hard press against my hips telling me exactly how much he wanted this too.  

I could’ve invited him inside.  I could’ve walked him down to my room and given in to what we both wanted.  I could’ve spent the rest of the night making new memories with Bishop to chase away all the pain and sadness from the past.  But that was just it – there was a lot more to making this work than the physical connection, and I didn’t want to make the same mistake I’d made with Rob, and let the sexy stuff whitewash the other stuff.  

With great difficulty, I pulled my mouth from his, and Bishop didn’t seem to mind, blazing a trail of kisses along the side of my jaw and down my neck.  His teeth scraped against my throat, and it sent a wave of pure lust singing through my veins.  Holy Hannah, I wanted him to taste me in the worst way!

“Taking things slow, remember?” I squeaked, reminding myself as much as I reminded him.  His lips stilled, his breath fanning out over my moist skin before he pressed a gentle kiss to my neck.  

“I know we agreed on that, but you’re kind of giving me mixed signals here, Anja.”

“I know, I’m sorry.  I just don’t...”

“Why are we fighting this?”  He didn’t push or trap me against the door, but I felt the current of frustration thrumming through him.  “I want you...”  His lips dipped for another kiss.  “You want me...”

“Yes,” I agreed, there was no point in denying it.  “I want you probably as much as you want me.”  

“Then why?”

I set my palms against his chest, pushing him back to add a cushion of air between us.  Bishop didn’t resist the motion, his gaze trained intently on my face.  “We had a great night, and I do love you.  I’ve always loved you, Bishop.  Even when I wanted to stake you myself for how you treated me.  But I need this space between us, just for now.”

“I understand,” Bishop nodded, letting out a long breath.  

“I’m sorry.”

“No, I get it.  You have every right to want to take things slow after how things ended between us.  If you need space, I can do that.  As long as we both agree where we’re going, then I’m in no rush.  Like I said, I have months and months of missed time to make up to you.  It could take a while.”  There was a promise in the curve of his smile, and I returned it, pledging my future to him too.  

“Forever is a long time.”

“That might just about cover it.”

“Goodnight, Bishop.”  I twisted the knob behind me and retreated into the sanctuary of the house.  

“Goodnight, Anja,” he said, his eyes sweeping over my face for a last look.  “I’ll see you soon.”

“Sleep deep,” I smiled, shutting the door as he turned away.  Leaning against the door, it took everything I had in me not to throw it back open and drag him inside, consequences be damned.  But the longer I stood there, the farther away his steps grew, and it became easier to ride out the wave of lust that threatened my good intentions.  No wonder he was confused, I could barely understand the mixed signals my emotions were feeding my brain. 

“You have a good time, boss?”  Gunnar caught me off guard, and I jumped, my elbows smacking against the door.  “Sorry, I do not mean to scare you.”

“No, you’re fine.  It’s my own fault for daydreaming,” I smiled back.  Was it actually daydreaming if it took place at night?  Being nocturnal made it hard to wrap my mind around phrases like that sometimes.  

“Bishop is treating you good this time?”

“So far I have zero complaints,” I replied with a heartfelt sigh.  

“I understand.”  His shoulders slumped, and his voice sounded almost glum as he turned away.

“Gunnar?  Is something wrong?”

“No, I am very happy for you.  There is nothing wrong with this.”

“Then why do you look like I ran over your garden with a monster truck?”

“You will maybe not have a need for me for much longer, I think.”  I stared at him, at a loss for words, which only made him think he was right.  “I can make ready to leave in a very short time if you need this.”

“Why would you even say something like that?” I finally managed to get out.

“There is no need for me to protect you when you are surrounded by so many.”  

“I don’t understand.  Has something changed I don’t know about?”

“No one has try to kill you in many months.”

“Gunnar, I don’t keep you around because people were trying to kill me.”  

“That is why Rob hire me, and now Rob is no longer with you...”

Was that what he was worried about?  That Bishop wouldn’t approve of him because Rob had originally hired him?  “That has nothing to do with it.  I’m still the Elder, I still need you to coordinate my security staff, even more with Rob gone, and I’m sure Bishop approves of your expertise in this area.” 

“But Bishop is back in your life, you have no need of me.  He go with you when you are out at night now, and there is Lee as well.”  

He had a point there, but unfortunately, my life wasn’t so simple.  As long as I was Elder, I’d have a need for security, I’d come to accept that, and I thought Gunnar understood it as well.  “Bishop is back in my life, yes, but he also has his own.  And you know that Lee has been more and more involved with running his own business lately.  Even if the entire world loved and adored me, I wouldn’t kick you to the curb.  Gunnar, you’re a part of this family for as long as you want to be.”  

“I am?”  There was hope there, mixed with fear.

“Of course you are!  I’m not going to force you to stick around if you don’t want to, but there will always be a place for you here.  Heck, you can even get some other job if you’re bored watching my back all the time, but you definitely don’t have to leave because I’m dating Bishop.”  

“You are sure I’m not the cramp in your style?”

“No, you’re not cramping my style,” I snorted.  “Just consider it a perk that you get a few more nights off when I’m out with Bishop.  But any time I have to go out and do some Eldering, I expect you to be by my side, same as always.  Even if Bishop is accompanying me to a function, he’s more like my eye candy.  I’ll still need you there for your skills.”

“I can do this,” he brightened, shoulders straightening with purpose.  “Do you have any need of me this night?”

“No, I’m going to try and get a few things done in my study and then head for bed, so you’ve got the rest of the night off.  But I’ve got my regular office hours tomorrow night if you’re available.”

“I am available,” he grinned, and I knew I’d made the right decision.

“But if you ever do feel like you want to move on, I hope you’ll come and talk to me about it.  I hope you feel like you can talk to me about anything.”

“No, I have no want to leave,” he shook his head.  

“Good, because I can’t imagine how things would be around here without you.”

Chapter Ten

“If you’re going to be my boyfriend, you have to do boyfriend things.”

“I know, I just didn’t expect our third date to be... here.”  Bishop frowned up at the split level house, and I couldn’t blame him.  A Christmas Eve party at my parents’ house wasn’t my idea of a good time either.  But if he wanted to make a go of it, he was going to have to be a part of all of my life, not just the fun bits. 

“I’ll make it up to you later, I promise.” 

Still, he made no move to leave the car, and I wondered if I was pushing him too fast with the invitation to the family gathering.  “What if they don’t like me?”

Was that what he was worried about?  That put a different spin on his reluctance to join the party, and I gave him an encouraging pat on the knee.  “Then it’ll just be the next in a string of disappointments I’ve brought them.”

“How can you say that?  You’re a successful...  What do they think you do again?”

“I’ve kept it pretty vague on purpose.  All they know is I’m a liaison between a minority group and the local law.”  Which was almost sort of true, just on a grander scale since I’d become Elder.  The less they knew about my business, the better.  My dad would probably have an aneurism if he had any clue how much I was worth and how I’d gained it.  “And they think you’re the head of a top notch security firm that Mason works for too.”  That one wasn’t too much of a stretch.  “All you have to do is nod and smile and you’ll be fine.”

“Right, because that’s what I’m known for,” he muttered, his brows drawing together into the scowl he was famous for among the vampire crowd.  

“Relax, you don’t have to say much.  You can be the strong, silent type.  I’m sure Mason will talk enough for all of us.”

He brightened at the reminder that his best friend would be there too, and I got him up to the front porch without having to club him over the head and drag him by his hair.  He looked nice, definitely presentable in a shirt and blazer over dressy pants, his neck missing the tie I’d made him take off.  I had on a soft sweater dress in a winter white, that felt like a warm hug.  

Mom had gone nuts with the Christmas decor, every window ablaze with colored lights, and plastic snowflakes pressed to the glass.  A garland of fake greenery wrapped around the front door, and not one, but two, ginormous wreaths hung on the double doors.  

Giving Bishop’s hand a final squeeze, I raised my hand to ring the bell, but Mason pulled the door open before I touched it.  In addition to the dressy slacks and the blue shirt that I thought I recognized from our last family gathering, he wore a Santa hat with a rakish tilt over one brow.  His closely manicured beard was no longer crisscrossed with scars from his near death experience, and his cheeky grin was more in evidence since he’d patched things up with my sister, Hanna.  

Mason immediately thrust a glass of non-alcoholic eggnog into Bishop’s hand, muttering, “Kill me now,” under his breath, which drew a startled glance from Bishop.

“Oh stop, you’re going to give him a heart attack,” I scolded him, taking the disgusting concoction and tossing it into the bushes before tucking it back into Mason’s hand.  “It’s not that bad, is it?”

“Your dad’s been giving me looks all night.  I’m pretty sure he thinks I’ve corrupted his daughter.”

“Hanna was corrupted way before she met you,” I snorted, pushing him out of the doorway to call up to my mother.  “We’re here!”  Bishop wouldn’t be able to come in unless one of the humans invited him in.  

“I can’t come to the door, I’m mashing the potatoes!” she called back, and I turned to Bishop in dismay.  

“Mason, go get Hanna to invite him in,” I ordered, but the big lunk shot Bishop a lopsided grin.  

“Are you sure?  This is pretty much your last chance to escape.”

Bishop squared his shoulders as if preparing for battle.  “How bad could it be?”

“Good gravy, what’s wrong with you?” I gasped, picking up his hand and rapping it against the wooden railing outside.  “You never, ever, ever ask that question.”  Okay, so maybe I was a little superstitious, but why would you ever invite trouble like that?  “Just go do it, Mason.  Any second now and my mom’s going to wonder what we’re all doing out here.”

“You got it, sis,” he saluted crisply, pulling off the Santa hat and sticking it on Bishop’s head.  “Here, you’re gonna need this,” he teased before clambering up the stairs.  

Bishop just stared at me, and if I hadn’t been sure he would’ve bolted, I might’ve laughed at the expression on his face.  “You don’t have to wear the stupid hat,” I said, tugging it off and setting it on the hall table.  “Hey, you got through Volkov’s torture, right?  This’ll be a snap.”

“That’s one way of looking at it,” he allowed, a faint smile curving his lips before my sister came into view.  

“Bishop, how nice to see you again!” she called out from the top of the stairs.  

“Hanna,” he replied with a polite nod.

My sister wore a red dress with white tights, a candy cane necklace and jingle bell earrings completing the look.  She paused halfway down the stairs in mock puzzlement.  “What are you doing out there?  You’re not having second thoughts about joining our family insanity, are you?”

“Hanna...” I warned, about a heartbeat away from compelling her to invite him in, and her hands came up in defense.  

“I’m just giving him a last chance to go do something more fun, like have his gums scraped.”  

“Hanna!”

“I’m kidding,” she laughed, turning to him with a formal nod.  “Please come in, Bishop.  And welcome to the family.”

Bishop stepped across the threshold, looking like he half expected to turn into a pillar of salt at the action.  “Thanks,” he said with a tight smile, his eyes taking in the lay of the land as soon as we crested the short flight of stairs to the main living area – checking out all the exits, no doubt.  My father sat in his favorite chair by the fireplace, not bothering to rise to greet any of us.  What was it about him that made me feel like Dorothy, about to approach the great and terrible Oz?  I had vampire heads of state bowing and scraping to me.  What was I so afraid of?  Maybe because the last time we’d really spoken, I’d talked to him that way – like he was one of my subjects.  And maybe I was a tiny bit afraid that I couldn’t be his little girl anymore.  

“Hi, Dad,” I said, unsure if I should hug him or just stand there.  Standing won out.  “This is Bishop, you remember me telling you about him before, right?”

“Something to do with the private security business, as I recall,” he replied.  

“That’s right,” Bishop nodded, offering his hand.  “Pleased to meet you, sir.”

My father shook it, but still looked like he hadn’t made up his mind about him, and I decided to give him a push.  “Bishop runs the western division,” I added, hoping to smooth things over.

“I thought you were in charge of the entire organization?”

“I was.  I stepped down for personal reasons.”

“Couldn’t hack it?”

“Daddy!”  I prepared for Bishop to slip a gear, but he kept his expression neutral.  

“No.  I found something here that was a much more important use of my time.”  His eyes found mine, and we shared a private smile.  

“Doesn’t seem like a wise career decision to me.”

“Not everything’s about money,” I fired back at him.  Was he trying to be unpleasant on purpose?

“Bishop’s loaded though, aren’t you?” Mason chimed in, pouring out another round of eggnog that wiped out the supply.  “Owns more real estate than many a mogul.”

“You do?” I looked to Bishop in surprise, not sure if it was true or Mason was gilding the lily.  I knew he owned the building he lived in, and the one across the street, but we’d never talked about his finances beyond that.

“I’ve picked up a few properties over the years,” he admitted. 

“He’s being modest,” Mason continued, doling out the glasses.  “The truth is, Bishop doesn’t have to work at all if he didn’t want to.  He only does this because he believes in keeping the public safe.”

I could see my father’s estimation of Bishop go up a few notches, and shot Mason an appreciative smile.  “I think we’re making Bishop uncomfortable with all of this financial talk.  How are things at school, Dad?”  

I’d thought it was a safe topic, but it turned out to be a miscalculation.  Instead, he took the opportunity to harp upon an old standard.  “It kills me that I can’t ask you the same thing.” 

“Would you lay off of her for once, Dad?”  Hanna came to my rescue, but I didn’t need her to stand up for me.  

“No, it’s fine.  He’s disappointed that I didn’t stick to the path he chose for me.  But this is my life, and I’m not ashamed of my decisions.  I have a good job, friends I can count on, and the love of a good man.  And not that it matters, but I’ve also got a beautiful house and more money than I can reasonably spend.  If he can’t see how well I’m doing, then nothing you or I say will change his mind.”  

“I still say an education...”

“Is the cornerstone of a good future,” I finished for him.  “And I agree with you, but I’m already there.  I’m already living in my good future.  So why would you begrudge that for me?”

“I never said...”  He shifted uncomfortably in his seat.  “You’re twisting my words.”

Bishop spoke then, addressing my father, but his eyes never left my face.  “I realize you didn’t ask for my opinion, sir, but your daughter is highly respected among her peers.  It seems to me that’s something a father can be proud of.”

“Now look here, I never said that I’m not proud of my daughter.  Her mother and I have been exceedingly proud of her since the day she took her first steps.”

“Wouldn’t know it from my end,” I murmured half under my breath, but somehow he heard me.

“It isn’t that we begrudge you this life you’ve found for yourself, Anja,” my father began in a milder tone.  “We always wanted the world for you, that’s why we’ve pushed you so hard to excel.  And now... well, it looks like you’ve done exactly that, just not in the career path we’d planned.”

“Sometimes the best things in life are unplanned,” I smiled up at Bishop, and he wrapped a possessive arm around my waist.  

And just like that, any approval I’d gained from my dad melted away as his face twisted in horror.  “Please don’t tell me you’re expecting.” 

“Aw, that was almost a Hallmark moment there,” Hanna crooned, laying her head on Mason’s shoulder.

“I can feel the love,” Mason nodded.  

“No, I’m not pregnant,” I retorted.  

“Because if you are, it doesn’t do you any good to delay in telling us.”

“Dad.  I am not pregnant, nor do I have any plans to become pregnant.  Ever.”  It was physically impossible, not that I wanted to get into that at the moment.  Bishop shifted uncomfortably again, and I couldn’t blame him.  This was rapidly turning into something worse than the Spanish Inquisition, and I decided to cut him some slack.  

“Oh, you know, I forgot to bring that bottle of wine in.  Honey, would you mind going out to the car to get it?”

“No, not at all,” he replied with a grateful smile.  “I’ll be right back.”

“I’ll come with you,” Mason chimed in, and Hanna caught his arm.

“You’d better come back,” she muttered.

“Of course I will, kitten.  But, ah... where are those keys again?” Mason teased, stealing a quick kiss before he headed outside with Bishop.  

“I’m going to see if Mom needs any help in the kitchen,” I said before my father opened his mouth again, and Hanna shot me a murderous look, jealous at not having thought of the excuse first, as she was left to entertain Dad.  

My mother had already finished with the potatoes, and stood over the stove, stirring the gravy with a frenetic pace.  “Oh, don’t you look nice, Anja,” she smiled.  “Come here and stir this for me, I think the turkey’s been resting long enough to carve.” 

“Sure,” I obliged, standing as far away from the stove as I could as I stirred, holding my breath against the cloying smell.  “How come you didn’t come out and say hello to Bishop?”

“I’ll greet him properly when I see him at the table.  I’ve only got ten minutes before dinner’s served.”

I glanced at the clock.  “You know that’s not set in stone, right?  No one will die of starvation if you serve it five minutes late.”  Especially with our crowd.  

“Anything worth doing is worth doing well, you know that.”  

I couldn’t argue with that, it’d been drummed into me since I could talk.  “Still, I wish you’d been there to smooth things over.  You know how Dad gets.”

“That’s only because you and your sister antagonize him.  Lord knows I never spoke to my father that way when I was younger.”

I bit my tongue to keep from retorting that maybe that was her problem.  I couldn’t change my mother, just like she couldn’t change me.  “Well, I hope you guys take it easy on Bishop, he’s a rookie at this meet the parents thing.”

“I peeped my head in and saw him for a moment.  My, he’s very hunky, Anja,” she said with a girlish giggle that made me smile.

“Great word, mom.  Yes, he is.”  

“You seem to attract them like flies.  Whatever happened to that other boy, Jake?”

Of course she liked Jakob, he’d paid off their house and given Dad a boat.  “He and I are definitely not going to happen, so please stop holding out any hope that he’ll get you a summer home.”

“Oh, Anja, the things you say,” she laughed, and I almost dropped the spoon.  It’d been months since I’d seen him, but I couldn’t help the pang that went through me as I thought about Rob.  It was already Christmas morning in Europe.  Was he still working for the Toulac, or was he home with Leila for the holiday?  Wherever he was, I hoped Santa brought him something good.  He deserved a little happiness his way.  

“Anja, the gravy!  We’ll have lumps!”

What about the lump in my throat?  I swallowed, resuming the stirring.  “I’m sure nobody will care, it’ll be just as tasty,” I replied, pushing those thoughts away.

“Are things serious with this one?”

It took me a second to realize she meant Bishop, my thoughts were so scattered.  “I think they could be, yes.”

“You’re still so young, I hope you aren’t rushing into anything.”

“I can promise you that’s the exact opposite of what I’m doing with Bishop.”

“Why, what’s wrong with him?”

“There’s nothing wrong with him, I just...  I want to be sure.” 

“That sounds like you have doubts.  When I met your father, I should’ve paid attention to mine.”

“Mom!” I hissed.  Did she even hear the words coming out of her mouth?  

“Don’t worry, he can’t hear us in here.  His hearing’s the second thing to go since he turned fifty,” she giggled again.

There was something off about her, between the giggling laughter and calling Bishop hunky, and now this new revelation.  There was a half filled wineglass on the counter – had she been at the wine already?  

“I married the first boy who I slept with, did you know that?”

I reached for the glass on the counter and took a big sip.  “I’m kinda wishing I didn’t know it now.”

“I should’ve done more first.  I should’ve gone backpacking in South America.  I should’ve learned to speak French.  I should’ve hung out with the hunky boys in the lower quad.”

“You can still do those things, if you think they’ll make you happy.  You’re not too old.”  She was still in her forties.  “Except for the hunky boys thing.”

“No, that part of my life is over now, I missed my chance.  That’s all I’m saying, Anja.  You don’t have to rush into anything just because a boy asks.  Especially the good looking ones, those are the most dangerous ones of all.  Bishop looks like the type that will break your heart.”

“Bishop is very sweet and he makes me happy.  Whether you approve of him or not, I happen to love him.  Can’t that be good enough?”

“Why do you say it like that?  All we ever wanted was for you to be happy.  And you look... just as you should be,” she smiled, picking up the platter of carved turkey.  “Now help me bring the food to the table.” 

Chapter Eleven

We gathered around the table, busy with the business of doling out food.  I stuck to the starchy foods again, taking one slice of turkey to be polite, but I’d rather chew on uncured leather than eat it.  Mostly, I pushed my food around the plate and hoped no one would notice.  No such luck.

“Eat something, Anja,” Dad nagged.  “Your mother went through all this trouble.”

“I am, I’m making it last.”

Hanna decided to champion for brownie points.  “It’s really good, Mom.  I’m totally taking home leftovers.”

“Especially these mashed potatoes, Mrs. E,” Mason chimed in, his cheeks packed like a chipmunk.  How could he stand to eat so much?  I had a hard enough time choking back a bite or two.  I decided he must really love my sister to put on such a show for her benefit.

“You’re not eating much either, Bishop,” my mom pointed out, not quite sounding offended, but maybe slightly hurt.  “Is it not to your tastes?”

“Oh, no, that’s not it, Mrs. Evans.  I had a late lunch at my parents’ house.  I tried to resist, but you know how it is.”  Bishop offered her the right amount of chagrin to be believable.  

“Yes, I hate how some parents can be so pushy,” Mom nodded, and I almost choked on my wine.  “What do your parents do?”

My eyes widened, wondering if he had something planned to say, after all, he’d been the one to bring up having parents in the first place.  

“My father’s an investment banker up in Sacramento, and my mother, well, she’s a bit old fashioned.  She’s never worked a day in her life.  Outside the home, that is.  I know she puts in a full day keeping house.”  

“Traditional values.”  My father nodded in approval, raising his glass to no one in particular before taking a drink.  “Few and far between these days.”

“Those are the only ones worth having,” Bishop replied with a sober nod, and I stared at him.  When did he learn how to be every parent’s dream?  What the heck had he been so nervous about?  Granted, he was laying it on kind of thick, but that was understandable.  

“Oh, I dunno, I’m all for modern values, myself,” Mason chimed in, enjoying the spectacle of Bishop playing nice for once.

“Same here,” Hanna agreed.  “In fact, we have an announcement to make.”  

“Oh Hanna, honey, you’re not going to be moving in with that boy again, are you?”  Mom’s brow crinkled in disappointment, but Hanna’s smile didn’t dim.  

“No, actually.  We decided to do something a little crazier.”  Mason’s brows waggled at me, and all of a sudden, I knew what was coming.  

“We’re getting married!” Hanna crowed, holding up her glass in a toast, which Mason returned with a clink of his glass.  

As soon as I could move again, I looked at Bishop, wanting to see if he had any inkling this was in the works, but he seemed as stunned as I was.  I’d known things were back on track between Mason and my sister, but I’d had no idea they’d progressed so far.  

“Now see here...” my father started to say, but Hanna shut him down before any of us had a chance to throw out a compulsion. 

“Oh, put a cork in it, Daddy.  This isn’t about you or Mom, this is about what I want, and Mason is definitely what I want.”

“But we’d still like your blessing if at all possible,” Mason added with a touch of humble pie.  

We all waited to hear what snotty thing my father would say next, but he merely leaned back in his chair, looking tired.  “The world is slipping away from me,” he murmured, taking off his glasses and rubbing at his eyes.

“We’re not slipping away from you, Pop,” Hanna said, getting up to wrap her arms around him in a hug.  “We’re growing up.  It was bound to happen sooner or later.”

“I’m all for later,” he grumbled, but there was a smile beneath the bluster as he hugged her back.  

“My Hanna is getting married!” Mom clapped her hands together in excitement.  “I think this calls for champagne!”

There was a whirlwind of activity then, the rest of dinner much more animated as wedding plans were discussed and the champagne flowed freely.  My mom seemed happy about it, but that could’ve been the wine that made her so bubbly.  Dad continued to grouse, but I think he was coming around, or he would’ve retreated to his study in a pout.  Mason and Hanna were blissfully happy, and that kind of enthusiasm was hard to ignore.  

Dishes were left to soak, and we gathered down in the music room, as we tended to do at family gatherings.  I expected Bishop to be fairly uncomfortable with that portion of the evening, but he surprised me by sitting at the piano to accompany us through some Christmas standards like Deck the Halls and Little Drummer Boy.  I sang O Holy Night by Dad’s request, and Mason and Hanna teamed up for a fairly silly version of Twelve Days of Christmas.  We all managed a fairly decent rendition of Carol of the Bells, though I don’t think Bishop sang along to any of them.  It was probably the most at home I’d felt since long before I’d become a vampire.

Bishop stayed at the piano even after singing time was over, continuing to play in the background.  I think he was far more comfortable there, than listening to Dad grill Mason about how he intended to support my sister and their eventual children.  Of course, no one bothered to point out that she wouldn’t be having any children either, that would be a subject to tackle another day.  If it bothered Hanna to think of a life without kids, she gave no sign of it, over the moon with the future by all appearances.  

My head came up as I recognized what Bishop played next – Anja’s Song.  I left Hanna and my mom talking about flowers to come and stand by the piano, entranced as it morphed from the song I already knew to something different.  “What happened to it?” I asked as the melody became something new.  

“This is my version of Anja’s Song, if I had to make something just for you.”

“It’s beautiful.”

“So is its muse,” he smiled back.  The song became more plaintive, touching a minor key, and I could almost see my story unfolding before me, like a ballet.  Every fear and misstep, the dangers, the sorrow.  He wove a story for us; heavy, bold notes that could only represent Jakob smashing his way through my life, and then he’d turn it into something hopeful, light and romantic – and I knew that was us, him and me – our love turned into a ballad.  

By the time he finished playing, the entire family had gathered around, and my father practically twitched with excitement.  “I’ve never heard that composition before.  What is it?”

“Something inspired by your daughter,” Bishop replied, picking up my hand and kissing the back of it.  

“Son, I could make some calls. I know a lot of people.  If you’re interested in...”

Bishop shut him down before he worked himself up too much.  “Thank you, but no.  I only play for friends.”  I think there must’ve been a touch of compulsion there, because my dad didn’t easily let go of a bone like that once it caught his interest, but this time he backed off at once.    

“Well, it was lovely.  I can’t think of when I’ve heard something so beautiful,” Mom smiled, and Dad put his arm around her in a rare gesture of affection.  We were not a hugging family, in general, but it had turned into quite a sentimental night.

Though it was still early by vampire standards, we started making sounds about heading on our way soon after that.  It still took us another half hour to get out of there, Hanna and Mason laden with Tupperware containers full of leftover food, me with a tiny treble clef charm on a delicate gold chain, and Bishop with a sweater that definitely wouldn’t fit him.  All in all, it hadn’t gone too badly.  My parents seemed to genuinely like Bishop, most of it based on more truth than lies.  That was all I could ask for.  

“You guys want to go get a drink?” Bishop pitched as soon as we hit the curb, but Mason shook his head, green around the gills.

“No thanks.  I think I have a date with the porcelain god.”

“I told you not to eat so much,” Hanna scolded him lightly.

“I know, but I wanted your mom to like me.”

“She already does like you, you big dork.”  She shook her head.  “I’d better get him home.  But we’ll talk soon, right?  We still have to go dress shopping for the New Year’s bash.”

“Yep, call me the day after tomorrow, we’ll hit the after Christmas sales,” I promised, forcing some cheer.  Just because I had my doubts about Hanna entering into that world didn’t mean I wanted to spoil her excitement over it.  

Bishop turned to me.  “How about you?  Do you want to go back to my place for a drink?”

I wanted to say yes in the worst way, but I knew exactly where it would lead.  “How about we go to my place instead?” I suggested.  At least there we’d have a few chaperones to keep us on track.

“Sure,” he agreed equably, holding the door open for me as I climbed into his SUV.  Only when we got there, he held back at the front porch.  “Wait, before we go inside, there’s something I wanted to give you.”

“Oh, are we doing presents now?  Yours is inside.”  But still, he resisted my tug of his hand.  “You don’t want to come in and give it to me?”

“No, not yet.  It’s more appropriate that I give you this out here.”  He wouldn’t say more until we stood out on the garden path.  

“Now you’ve got me curious,” I admitted, trying to puzzle out what it could be.  Whatever it was, he had it on him, so it had to be small.

“Curious is good,” he smiled, reaching into his coat pocket to draw out a velvet box.  “I thought about what to give you, and I realized that maybe it was my turn for a grand, romantic gesture.”  He opened the box, and holy buckets, inside was what sure looked like an engagement ring.  

It took me a few seconds to remember how to breathe again.  “Bishop... I thought we said we were going to take things slow.”  That’s what slipped out, but inside I was jumping up and down screaming, YES!

“Oh... it’s not... Sorry, I guess I should’ve explained it better,” he scratched at his neck, looking down at the ring with a frown.  “Back in my day this was called a promise ring.  It doesn’t signify that you belong to me, it means that my heart belongs to you, and you’ll keep it for as long as you keep the ring.”

“Oh.”  Completely taken aback, I picked up the ring, admiring the lines in the moonlight.  It wasn’t a complete circle, each side of the ring cradling the diamond, but not quite touching.  There was something silvery gray set into channels that ran the length of the ring and I couldn’t quite make out what it was.  “What is this here?”

“That’s the best part.  It’s a meteorite.”

“As in from outer space?”

“Yep.  It’s part of the Gibeon meteorite that was found in Namibia in 1836.  They say it’s a remnant of the early solar system, possibly part of an extinct planet or moon.  It’s millions of years old.”

A real meteorite?  How shiny was that?  I hadn’t said anything though, I was too busy studying it, and Bishop’s face fell.  

“It’s disappointing now, isn’t it?  I’m sorry, I should’ve realized you might take it as an engagement ring.”  

“No, this is seriously cool.  This is way shinier than any old engagement ring.  This sucker has been out there in the black, on the raggedy edge of space.  It’s perfect, thank you.”  I threw my arms around his shoulders, hugging him tight.  

“Do you really like it?” he asked, his cheek resting against my head, and I pulled back to look at him.  

“I love it.  I admit, you did throw me off there for a sec, but that’s okay.  I probably wouldn’t have thought that at all if I didn’t have engagements on the brain, what with Hanna and Mason’s announcement.”

“I guess I have to work on my timing,” he admitted with a sheepish grin.  

“Your timing’s fine.  I think a promise ring is a beautiful gift for where we are.”

“I just thought, what with you giving up Jakob’s ring, I could offer you an alternative that didn’t come with any strings attached.”

“I really do love it,” I smiled, pulling it out of the box to try it on.  “Oh... it’s engraved.”  Thanks to my enhanced vision, I was able to make out the letters.  “To the stars and back,” I read.

“That’s how much I love you.  I couldn’t fit any more than that, so...”

“It’s perfect,” I breathed, slipping it onto my finger.  It was a perfect fit.  My finger brushed over the meteorite, fancying I could feel a charge there, like the rock was alive in some way.  “I feel bad.  You got me a fragment from outer space and all I got you was some personalized sheet music so you could write down your compositions.”

Bishop let out a low chuckle.  “It’s not a competition.  And it’s fitting, because until you came into my life, I’d forgotten what it was to live with music.”

Already in an emotional state from the ring and the pretty sentiments that came with it, his words made me tear up.  I loved him so intensely in that moment, I wanted to grab hold of him and never let go, so I took a step back before I started bawling like a baby.  “I’m going to go now, before I do something rash.” 

“Hold on, you’re not getting away so easily,” he smiled, catching hold of my hand.  “This is our third date.  Aren’t you supposed to invite me in?”

“I can’t,” I replied, gently tugging my hand free, and Bishop’s brows drew together in puzzlement.

“Why not?”

“Because I’m not sure I’d ever let you go.”  I turned and ran for the door, but he was faster, catching me up in his arms. 

“Not so fast, you didn’t give me my present.”  

“You’ll have to let go of me so I can go get it.”

“No, I think I want something else.  Do you mind if I exchange it?”

“I don’t think you can, it’s personalized, and...”  His lips cut me off as he took what he wanted, delivering a scorching kiss that left me dazed and confused.  What did I want again?  

“Merry Christmas, Anja,” he whispered, leaving me alone on the porch, an extra spring in his step as he jogged back to the car.  

“H-he left without his present.”  Tucker joined me out on the porch as I stood in the chilly night air, watching Bishop drive away. 

“No, he got what he wanted.”  The sheet music I could give him any old time.  Now, I was going to have to find a special promise ring to give back to him, because I was ready for that step – the promise of more to come.  

“Mags?” Tucker called out up the stairs.  “She’s been waiting for you to get home, but she didn’t want to interrupt you when you didn’t come in right away.”

“Why, is something wrong?”

“I h-hope you don’t think so,” he said with a shy duck of the head, and disappeared into the kitchen as Maggie came bounding down the stairs, full of energy.

“Happy Christmas!” she exclaimed as she reached me, and I had to smile over her enthusiasm. 

“Merry Christmas to you too,” I laughed.  “What’s going on?”

“You’ll never ever guess what Tucker gave me.”

“No, I don’t think I’ll be able to.  What is it?”

“Don’t be angry with me, Anja, I know we decided to exchange gifts tomorrow night as a family, but you see he couldn’t wait and...”

“I’m not mad, but what is it?” I demanded, when it looked like she was about to dance around it for another minute or two.  

“This!”  Maggie thrust her hand under my nose where a diamond sparkled on a very significant finger.  

Jeez Louise, was everyone getting married?  “You’re engaged?”

“As long as it’s alright.”

“Why wouldn’t it be alright?”

“You aren’t angry b-b-because I didn’t ask your permission first, are you?”  Tucker hovered by the doorway, a mug of cinnamon laced cocoa in his hands as a sort of peace offering, as nearly as I could tell.  

“Why on Earth would I be angry?” I frowned, taking the hot mug from his hands.  “You most certainly don’t need my permission to marry Maggie.”  

“I can care for her now that I’m working for Lee,” he pointed out earnestly.  

“I never doubted you’d be able to,” I assured him, half wondering if he had any idea how wealthy Maggie was, thanks to her inheritance from Marcus.  

“And we’ve talked about the possibility of children being... you know, like me.”

“That is a pretty serious topic to consider,” I allowed, still not sure why he thought he had to get my blessing.  

“I don’t care a whit about that.  Any child of ours would be special, whether it’s a shifter or not,” Maggie butted in, her eyes warm and full of love as she tucked her arm through his.  

“How could I possibly object?  Look how happy the two of you are,” I smiled, feeling teary eyed again.  So many friends and family embracing the future and all the possibilities.  Could the night get any more emotional?  

“Are you s-sure?  Lee said it was okay, but...”

“Really, I’m crazy happy for you guys.  Boy, there must be something in the air.  Hanna and Mason announced their engagement tonight too,” I added, taking a careful sip of cocoa.  

“Oh... and you have a new ring as well!” Maggie gasped, noticing my left hand as I lifted the mug. 

“Oh, no, it’s not... it’s a promise ring.  And check it out, these inlaid bits are from a real meteorite.  Pretty cool, huh?”

“It is lovely,” Maggie nodded, but I could tell she was disappointed.  I wasn’t though, not anymore.  I was on the right path with Bishop.  We had a shot at something more than marriage.  We had a shot at forever.  

Chapter Twelve

Carter took two steps into my study and threw up his hands in defeat.  “You’re not getting married now too, are you?  Christ, I go away for a few days and it’s like an epidemic.  I thought you were going to take it slow?”

“I am.”

Stalking across the room, he perched on the arm of my chair and held my arm up by the wrist, giving it a jiggle.  “This is slow?” 

I pulled my hand free, admiring the fire in the stone.  “This is a promise ring, if you must know, and I love it.” 

“A promise of what?” he snorted, and I shoved his shoulder hard enough that he tipped off the arm of the chair, but recovered before he crashed onto the floor. 

“A promise of love, fidelity, all the good parts.  You know, normal relationship stuff?  No, I guess maybe you don’t.”

“I do fine without the mushy bits,” he said in a small voice, face twisting like I’d asked him to eat an entire stalk of Brussels sprouts.

Any annoyance I felt at the criticism melted in the face of those words.  He honestly had no idea what he was missing.  “Carter, you can’t go along your whole life alone.”

“I’m not alone, I have you.  Unless you’re telling me we can’t be buds anymore now that you’re going steady with Dumbo.”

“Of course not.  What would that have to do with our friendship?  And he’s not dumb.”

“I didn’t say he was, but his ears could signal air traffic.”

“They could not!  His ears are perfectly normal.”

Carter shrugged, slouching to the windowsill.  “All I’m saying is, it’s a good thing his gene pool ends with him, ’cause his kids would blow over in a storm.”  

I leaned back in my chair, arms folding across my chest.  “Tell me again how you think you can dispense relationship advice when you’re living like a monk?”

“Monks don’t get to play Assassin’s Creed, which is where I’m headed.  Give me a shout when he breaks your heart again, and I’ll kneecap him.  Until then, spare me the details.”  

“Hey, is that all you have to say to me?” I called after him when he breezed out as quickly as he’d come.

“Oh right.  Merry Christmas,” he paused to add.  

“And a Happy New Year to you too, but what about my report on the Canada situation?  You do recall the entire reason for your trip up north, right?”

“I sent you an email.”  I just stared at him, and he let out a long sigh.  “Fine, I’ll give you the highlights.”  Carter didn’t bother to take a seat, he stayed put leaning on the windowsill.  “So you were right, there are tons more vampires in Canada than there used to be, and as near as I can tell, they mostly came from England.”

“Son of a biscuit,” I muttered, leaning forward to rest my arms on the desk.  “What the heck are they up to?”

“I talked to ones in both the West and the East, and the same thing held true for all of them – they were encouraged to leave Vetis.”

That didn’t sound good.  “Encouraged how?”

“They were given relocation expenses and promised open hunting grounds with little Order interference.”

“That’s true enough, the Order doesn’t have much of a presence up there, but who paid their relocation expenses?”

“Simon Corley.”

“That must’ve cost him a fortune!”

“Yep.  The only interesting thing I found was the ones that settled here in the West did so a while ago, and the ones in the East are much more recent.  Like since Corley got exiled from Vetis.”

“So whatever he’s been cooking, it’s been in place for a while.  Since he was trying to buy the Canadian territory from me.  But why would he possibly finance the more recent moves when he’s not in charge of Vetis anymore?”

“Beats the snot out of me.  You asked me to go dig into where they came from, and that’s what I did.  The exact numbers and stuff are in the report I sent.  Can I go now?”  There was an air of impatience I wasn’t used to, and I fixed him with a frown.

“What’s going on, Carter?  How come you’re so eager to go up and play video games?  You can do that any time.  Don’t you want to hang out with us?  It’s Christmas.”

“I don’t know, I want to chill for a while.  Our family shindig’s not until tomorrow night, isn’t it?”

“Yes, but... I feel like I’ve hardly seen you lately.”

“That’s because you sent me out of town.”

“No, I mean even before that.”  Despite his casual tone, I couldn’t shake the idea that something was off with him.  “Is there something we should talk about?”

I’ll give Carter one thing, he sure had an epic eyeroll, and he exercised it with abandon in that moment.  “Not everything needs to be talked to death, you know.  I need some time to myself.”

“You just had a few days to yourself.  Seriously, what’s going on?  Don’t make me compel it out of you.”  He knew I was only kidding, but Carter slumped into the chair opposite me.  

“I don’t know, I feel... kinda antsy lately.”

“Ansty like restless, or like there’s something physically wrong?”

“More restless, like I have trouble decompressing in my down time.”  

“Why do you think that is?”

“Maybe because I’m a hunter without anything left to hunt?  I don’t know, I feel so freaking useless half the time.  I should be out there on the streets, taking care of business, not farting around the house, waiting on your next assignment.”  

“You’re not useless!  It might not be the same function, but you do have a function here.  Thanks to you we’ve identified and removed a lot of serious threats to humans in this area.  If you’re not as busy, that’s a good thing, it means it’s working.”  Vampire violence to humans was way down in the West.  Now that it was openly known that I had the vampire hunter in my cabinet, the local vamps were either a lot more careful, or a lot more discreet.  

“I know, but it’s not the same.  The video games help, they give me something to focus on.  And let’s face it, it’s pretty much the only way to satisfy my urge to kill stuff these days, thanks to you,” he added sourly.  

“I’m not going to apologize for keeping you from killing others, and I’m not going to take it back either.  We’ve proven that it doesn’t take killing to make things right.”

“Yeah, but we haven’t gone out on the hunt in ages, An.”  He slumped lower in the chair looking utterly defeated.  “It’s cleaned up around here, sure.  But what about other places?  What about down in LA, or up near Seattle?  What about the East where Jennike doesn’t give a rats ass how many humans they kill as long as it doesn’t wind up on the news?”  

“I can’t go chasing down baddies, I have obligations that keep me here.  Obligations that keep humans safer on a grander scale than those individual cases we tackled.”  

“I get the whole needs of the many crap, but tell that to the victims out there getting violated on a nightly basis.”  His eyes filled with that old zeal, the need to rid the world of the very species he was a part of.  I started to wonder if what I’d offered him in San Francisco was enough to keep him there.

“Are you saying you want to leave?”

Carter rubbed at the side of his face.  “I don’t know what I’m saying.  I’m just... I feel like there’s someone out there who needs me, and I’m letting them down by sitting here in the lap of luxury.”  

“I could move you to a smaller room and take away the Xbox.”  His lips twitched into an almost smile, but he didn’t reply.  “I get it, you know.  And I think it’s pretty great how you want to atone for your sins and save lives.  For the record, you are doing good here.”  I let out a long breath.  “But I’ll understand if you feel like you need to move on at some point.”

His brows came up in surprise.  “You would?”

“Of course.  I wouldn’t want to make you stay against your will.  I mean, I’d miss you like crazy, but I’d understand it.  But I also hope you really think long and hard about what you’re leaving behind.”

“Trust me, that’s all I seem to think about lately,” he muttered.  

“I don’t mean the job, I don’t even mean our friendship, because we’ll always be friends no matter what.  But you have a home here, Carter, and that’s no small thing.  You have people who care about you, and whether you think so or not, you have the ability to make a difference in people’s lives – both human and vampire.  Not all vamps are bad, you know.  Have you made any effort to get to know any of the locals beyond Gunnar?”

Carter gave a half shrug.  “I talked to that dipshit who collected the tithing.”

“Okay, A – Leander is my Magistrate, and he’s not a dipshit.  And B – I hope you didn’t call him that to his face.  That’s not the best way to make friends.”  

“I don’t want to make friends.  Having friends only makes it harder when you have to kill someone.”

“But you don’t do that anymore.”

“I should be.”  

I understood where he was coming from, but more than anything, I wanted him to find a bigger purpose in his life than the hunt.  Somehow I didn’t think he’d find that out there on his own, playing vigilante.  “Look, why don’t you give staying here another chance – only give it a real shot this time.  How about we go down to the Bleeding Hart?  I honestly feel like if you make some ties to the community, it’ll help you transition to the private sector.”  

“Is that what we are?”

“More so than vampire hunters.” 

“Fine, I’ll go with you, but I won’t chit chat.”

“Just be your natural adorable self, and I’m sure you’ll do fine,” I grinned.  “But let’s bring Gunnar along.”

“What for?  I can keep you safe.” 

“I can keep myself safe, but he’s been feeling unneeded lately.  That’s what happens when we get so much peace and quiet.”

“Yeah, all of us violent types become obsolete.”  

“That’s why it pays to evolve.  Maybe your crusader days are coming to a close, but that doesn’t mean you can’t find a new purpose in life.” 

“Poor Anja, having to balance all of these delicate male egos,” he chuckled.  “When do you have the time to work?”

“Come on, smartass, let’s get going.  We only have a couple more hours left before daybreak.”  

“Better a smartass than a dumbass,” he quipped, hauling himself up to his feet.  “Alright, I’ll go to your vampire bar, sunshine, but only ’cause you’re the boss.” 

“I hope I’m more than that.”

“Uh huh, you’re a pain in my...”

“I call shotgun!” I called out, cutting him off, and predictably, Carter was distracted.  

“You can’t call shotgun, we’re inside.”

“So?”

“So, you can’t call shotgun unless you’re within sight of the car.”

“Says who?”

“The rules of shotgun.”  

“I think you’re making that up.”

“The hell I am, ask anyone.  Gunnar!” he yelled, in search of the bodyguard.  

Sometimes it was too easy.  

Chapter Thirteen

Gunnar was more than thrilled to be invited along, and Maggie and Tucker were happy to have the house to themselves as we set off for the Hart.  As soon as we set foot into the vampire bar, Gunnar took his position behind me, on duty, and I didn’t have the heart to tell him he could relax, he looked so happy to have something to do.  

I was worried how Laveda might greet me, but she didn’t seem as openly hostile as we bellied up to the bar.  She wore a thin, loose fitting sweatshirt that had been hacked up Flashdance style to reveal smooth shoulders, with a pair of skin tight leggings, and boots with spiked heels.  She’d cut her unruly mop of hair to a modern, updated style, buzzed short on the sides and back, and falling over one eye in a riot of red-gold curls.

“Have you thrown off Bishop for this one already?” she asked, sizing Carter up with her available eye.  

“No, he’s out working.  Carter’s a friend.”  

“Give us an introduction then, yeah?”

“Oh, that’s right, I don’t think the two of you have ever formally met.  Laveda, this is Carter, he’s my secret agent man.  And Carter, this is Rob’s cousin, Laveda.  She’s the local bartender extraordinaire.”

Carter had gone pale – which was saying something for a vampire.  His eyes didn’t rise above the scarred bar as he mumbled something in greeting. 

“Nice to meet ya.  Any fanger of Anja’s is a friend of mine.”  Laveda ducked down, hoping to catch his gaze, but he turned away, seemingly scanning the bar.  “What can I get you to satisfy your thirst?”

Now he looked at her, but I fancied the look in his eye was almost one of panic.  “I’ll have a beer, thanks.  I’ll go grab us a table, An,” he said, already striding through the bar before either of us could reply.

“He’s a funny one, ain’t he?”

“Getting funnier every day,” I agreed, watching him select a table in the back.  I noticed that he chose a position with his back to the wall, and his right hand had unobstructed access to the gun I knew he had in his jacket.  

“I think he’s not one for the social scene,” Gunnar observed.  “I think this is the first time I see him blowing off his steam.”

“Speaking of blowing off some steam, you can relax, Gunnar.  We’re in a friendly place.”

“You are sure?”

“Of course I am.  You don’t have to stay glued to my side the whole time.  Just keep within screaming distance,” I teased, but he took me at my word.  

“I will not go far, I promise,” he replied with a toothy smile.  “Laveda, send a new round to Jarrod’s table where I join him, yes?”

“You got it, big fella,” she nodded, already busy filling the order as Gunnar peeled off to join the owner at his table.  

“I’ll have a beer too,” I decided, forgoing my usual zombie, since she had her hands full.  “Put ’em on my tab, okay?”

“Sure thing,” Laveda agreed, sliding over two amber bottles.  

It took me a while longer to get to the rear table.  I kept getting stopped and I took the time to exchange a few friendly words.  You’d have thought I was gone for hours by the way Carter slammed back his beer when I got there, like he was dying of thirst.  

“Hey, slow down.  If you want an excuse to go talk to Laveda again, say so.  You don’t have to drink so fast.”

“That’s the complete opposite of what I want,” he muttered, but he did stop drinking.

“Why?  You barely met her.  You can’t be mad at her already, she hasn’t had time to piss you off yet.”

“I’m not mad at her, I’m...”

“Crushing on her?” I teased, giving him a goofy smile, but he wasn’t the least bit amused.  

“It’s not a crush.  Don’t tell me you don’t feel it.”

“Feel what?”

“You know what I’m talking about.  She’s not normal, she’s...  Jesus Christ, she smells like... like... sex and candy rolled up into one.”

“I think she smells nice.”

“There’s nothing nice about what I want to do to her,” he growled, staring into the dregs of his beer.  “She has no business working in a vampire bar, smelling like that.”

“Then don’t get so close to her.”  

“I didn’t, there was a bar between us.”  

“What’s the big deal?  So you found her extra tempting.”  

“I haven’t been this close to losing myself to the thirst in years.  There’s something about her.”

“You’re right, she is particularly tasty, it’s part of her heritage.  So what?  Play your cards right and she might even let you have a taste.”  I waggled my eyebrows at him, and he looked almost sick at the thought.

“I think I’ll keep my distance, thanks.”  

“Suit yourself,” I shrugged.  “But this is exactly what I’m talking about.  Of course you’ll be more affected by being in close proximity to humans, especially ones like Laveda.  But the more you hang around them, the more you’ll get used to it.”  

“I hang around humans plenty.  Standing across the breakfast bar from Maggie never made me want to lunge for her throat.”  He shook his head.  “Maybe I should go.”

“No, stay here in your corner if you want to.”  We hadn’t been there for even ten minutes and I wasn’t ready to declare the outing a complete failure yet.  

“What’s the point?  I’m not exactly joining the community from here.” 

“Baby steps.  We’ll get you there,” I promised, patting his arm.  “By the time I’m done with you, you’ll be ready to dance the tango with Laveda or any other girl without wanting to get your fang on, trust me.”

“If you say so,” he replied, his gaze trained on the pretty bartender. 

There was only one thing that could’ve pulled my attention away from the spectacle of Carter lusting over my tasty friend, and that was a familiar peal of laughter.  I didn’t even have to look, I knew who it belonged to right away.

“Wode tìan,” I whispered under my breath, closing my eyes.  “You have got to be frakking kidding me.”  

Carter forgot his thirst to pay attention to my upset.  “What’s the matter?” he asked, his eyes scanning for danger, but coming up short.

“Mason brought my sister here.” 

He craned his head, spotting her pale blonde head next to the hulking vampire.  “So?”  

“So, please excuse me for a minute.”  

Hanna and Mason had their heads bent together, talking quietly as I approached the table, but Mason gave me a big grin as soon as he noticed me.  “Hey, I thought that was you who came in.  Join us for a drink?”

I slid into the booth at the invitation, but my tone was less than social.  “You brought her to a vampire bar?”

“Yeah, so what?” Mason blinked, taken aback by the accusation in the question.  “She’s not the only human here, and anyone would have to have a death wish to mess with my girl.”

He had a point there, but I wasn’t willing to acknowledge it.  “So?  There are also plenty of people who’d love to hurt the Order, and the best way might be taking a shot at your wife.”

“Hey, cool it with the wife talk around here,” Mason replied, darting a quick look around to see if anyone was listening, his voice low.  

“Why?  You guys didn’t change your minds about the engagement.  Did you?”

“No, but the Order’s got strict rules about what we can and can’t do.  And marriage to a human doesn’t make the cut,” he added, his lips barely moving at all, like a ventriloquist.  

I hadn’t thought of that.  All it did was add another layer of danger to Hanna’s relationship with Mason in my book.  “Maybe now isn’t the right time to do this then?” I whispered back.  

“It’s fine,” Hanna waved my concerns away.  “We’re not planning on having a big ceremony.  In fact, we might skip town altogether and elope.  Do you think you and Bishop could get away for a few days?”

“Hey, for reals, let’s x-nay on the edding-way talk, okay, ladies?” Mason shut us down before we got too deep into that tangent.  

I bit back my response that Mom and Dad would have a mid-sized cow if they found out their oldest skipped off to Vegas for a quickie wedding.  It wasn’t the time or place for that discussion either.  “The M word or not, it doesn’t lessen the danger to Hanna once it gets around that she’s yours, let alone her relation to me.”

“Like I said, anyone would have to know I’d never rest until I hunted them down and made them suffer if they came after what’s mine.”  His voice rose in volume, an open challenge to the room, but he lowered it as he continued.  “Anja, I’m not going to leave her at home every night.  We have to find a way to merge our two worlds together.”  

“Can’t you take her to human bars?  Merge there all you want.”

“Maybe she wanted to come here tonight,” Hanna retorted, her temper catching hold.  “She has one of those inconvenient free wills and all, from time to time.”

“Okay, I know you’re trying to be funny, but I’m on the moral high ground here.  I’m trying to keep you safe.” 

“There is no safe.  I could die from food poisoning tomorrow, or a drive by shooting next week, and there’d be nothing we could do about it.”  

“I’d try and do something about it,” Mason muttered, and I shot him a look.  We weren’t going to have that conversation again.  

“This is part of his life, and I want to be a part of it.”

“Fine, as long as you understand what you’re getting into.  No sugar coating this, Mason.  Vampire society isn’t all hearts and flowers, there are real dangers and you won’t always be there all the time to look out for her.”

“Jeez, you sound like Mom,” Hanna snorted.  “I’m the big sister, Anja.  I’m the one who’s supposed to be giving you life advice, remember?”

“I know,” I replied with a tight smile, deciding to let it go.  Hanna would do whatever she wanted to do, she always did.  I only hoped that Mason had her back the way he promised to.  

We chatted for a couple of minutes before I realized I’d left Carter sitting all alone and waved him over.  He waved back, but stayed where he was, with his back to the wall.

“Excuse me for a minute,” I said, leaving the couple alone to go see why he wouldn’t join us.  “Why don’t you want to come over and be sociable?  That’s the entire point of being here, isn’t it?”

“That guy’s with the Order.”

“I know.”

“So the last time I saw him, he was trying to kill me.”

“Ah.”  I hadn’t thought of that.  Somehow in my mind they’d all made their peace, but come to think of it, they hadn’t been in the same room together since Carter had come to live with us.  “The bounty on your head is gone,” I pointed out, and he gave a dry chuckle.

“Do they know that?”

I scooted beside him.  This was clearly going to take more convincing than I’d thought it would.  “He happens to be a super good friend of mine and he’s marrying my sister,” I added for his ears only.  “I think you’d like him.”

His brows came up in surprise.  “You’re letting your sister marry one of them?”

“Shh!” I hissed, but no one appeared to be following our conversation.  “I’m not letting her do anything, it’s her own life.”

“Yeah, not for too much longer if she gets mixed up with the Order,” he muttered, draining the rest of his beer.

It wasn’t anything I hadn’t told myself before, but when Carter said it, I had to argue the other side on principle.  “Hanna can take care of herself, and Mason would give his life to protect her.  Why don’t you come and join us for a drink?  I’ll buy.”

Carter’s face twisted in consideration, clinging to his skepticism.  “I’m not so sure they want me at your table.”

“It’ll be fine,” I insisted, practically hauling him out of his seat by the arm.  “This is how you make friends, Carter.  You put yourself out there.”

“Last time I did that I ended up with eight bullets to the chest.”

“Then I’m here to save your sorry behind like I did last time,” I smiled, linking my elbow through his as we approached their table.  “Hey guys, you remember me talking about the elusive Carter, don’t you?”

“A vampire who hunts his own kind?  How could I forget?” Mason replied, but he wasn’t being nasty about it, just shooting his mouth off like usual.  Carter still stiffened at my side though, and I had to hold onto him like a vice to keep him from bolting.  

“You should talk, isn’t that in the Order’s playbook?  Killing any vamp who doesn’t march to the beat of your drum?” Carter retorted, and I gave his arm another squeeze.  Did he not understand the concept of playing nice?

Mason’s eyes narrowed.  “I kill when I have to.”

“So do I.”

The room got really quiet, and I could tell we’d picked up more than a few ears to our conversation, all of us wondering if bloodshed would erupt at any moment.  And then Mason laughed.  “You are seriously badass, man.  I’m gonna buy you a beer.  Another round?” he called out to Laveda, pointing at our table.  

We sat down, Carter still wary, and Hanna worried over the tension herself.  But she’d wanted to see what Mason’s life was like, right?  This was it, unpredictable was the only thing you could count on.  If it bothered her to hear about Mason’s deadly duties for the Order, she gave no sign of it, relaxing as Carter and I took a seat.

Laveda brought over the beers, and Mason held his up in a toast.  “To one badass mofo,” he grinned, and we all touched glasses.  Things eased up then, as Mason got Carter talking about how he single handedly led the Vetis Order in circles when they were hunting him in England.  I didn’t mind when others listened into the conversation, in fact, I encouraged it.  The more they heard a lighthearted spin on Carter’s activities, the sooner they might accept him into the community.

It seemed to be going well, until that dumbhole (I can never remember his name, a red haired vampire who seemed to spend his whole life complaining about something) started grumbling about vamps who place human lives over vampire ones.  While I didn’t expect everyone to embrace my philosophies and love Carter the way I did, it didn’t speak too loudly of the guy’s common sense to be so obnoxious about it right at the next table.

“You got something to say?”  Carter turned to challenge him.  

“Just don’t see what gives you the right to come after us for doing what comes naturally.  Who gives a shit if we kill humans?”

“She does.”  Carter hooked a thumb in my direction.  “And seeing as how she’s your Elder, I’d say you’d better start caring about it too.”

I stood, addressing the entire bar, since everyone was following the conversation anyway.  “Look, there’s no law against killing humans as long as you clean up your mess, that’s true.  But you all know how I feel about it.  There’s also no law against killing vamps, as long as you do it quietly.  Carter is operating well within his rights to cull the worst offenders at my request.  And it is at my request – let’s make that perfectly clear.  Anyone who feels the need to satisfy their sadistic needs and can’t comply is welcome to move to another House, but this is the way it goes here.”  

Everyone seemed to take that in stride, except for the redhead, who looked like he’d taken a big bite out of something sour, but it was Mr. Vaughn who spoke next.  “First we had to worry about the Order coming down on us, and now we have to worry about your secret police?”  

I’d been wondering if he was going to chime in.  His views on vampire superiority over humans was well known.  I didn’t figure he was the biggest fan of my politics.  “There’s no secret here.  I’ve been more than open on how I feel about violence toward humans.”  

Carter stood by my side though, speaking to the crowd.  “Hey, I’ve been doing this for years, way before I ever met Anja, I mean, Her Grace.  Let’s just say I’ve always had a low tolerance for assholes and leave it at that.”  There was a low current of laughter at that, which I took as a good sign.  “It’s not like I’m out there hunting vamps down for sport.  All I’m doing is keeping the streets clean.  Stay on Anja’s good side and we won’t have a problem.”

“Same goes for the Order,” Mason added.  “We support the Elder’s right to rule as she sees fit, as long as it doesn’t break any of our basic laws.”

I appreciated the support, but at the end of the day, I was the one who had to enforce it all, and maybe it was time for a reminder of that.  “Our society is based on the strongest dictating the rules, and this is one of mine.  If any of you feel up to challenging my policy, do it.  As the daughter of Jakob, I’m more than up to the task.”  I waited, but most of them looked away, even the redhead lowered his gaze after a couple of tense moments, and Vaughn didn’t make a peep.

“What was that about making friends tonight, An?” Carter asked as we sat back down, and Mason collapsed into a fit of giggles.  

“I fucking love this guy,” he laughed, wiping away tears.  

“Holy shit, Anja.  This is what you’ve been doing for the past year?” Hanna whispered when things had settled back down to normal in the bar.

“Pretty much, yeah.”

“No wonder you don’t sweat standing up to Mom and Dad anymore.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at that.  “It does sort of put things into perspective, yes.”  I’d run into plenty of bullies since I’d been turned, and I’d learned the easiest way to make them back down was to confront them.  It was obviously still a new concept for my sister though, and she looked dazed as she sipped her beer.  “What do you think about vampire society now?  Not quite as romantic as you first thought it might be?”

“Romantic isn’t the word I’d use, but you haven’t scared me off, if that’s what you mean,” she replied without skipping a beat.  “I love Mason, and I’m in this for the long haul.”

For their sakes, I hoped it was as simple as that.  But I couldn’t help but wonder –how long did she mean?  

Chapter Fourteen

Trip to the parents’ house aside, the holiday party I’d been looking forward to the most was our family celebration at the house.  Bishop had to work, but Lee, Maggie, Tucker, Gunnar, and Carter all gathered for a night of music, games and all the Rankin/Bass Christmas specials I could find on DVD.  

“Presents first, or mine will wilt!” Gunnar insisted, when I wanted to break out the Pictionary.  

“Okay, I’m dying to know what that means.  You go first, Gunnar.”

The burly bodyguard broke into a glorious smile as he went to retrieve the pink boxes from the fridge.  At first I thought maybe he’d taken up baking, which was an odd hobby for a guy who doesn’t eat, but as I opened my box, I saw a beautiful wreath of flowers entwined with ribbons, in pink and white.  I lifted mine out of the box and Maggie did the same.  Hers was purple and white.  

“I make you flower crowns like my mother wear in Denmark when I was a boy,” he gushed, taking the circlet from my hands and nestling it on my head, adjusting the ribbons to fall over my shoulders.  

“It’s beautiful, I love it,” I smiled up at him.  

“It smells lovely, thank you,” Maggie added, setting hers atop her head with Tucker’s help.  

“And I make you another one with dried flowers to keep for always,” he added.  “It’s under the tree.  And for the men...”

“I ain’t wearing a crown of flowers, I don’t care how pretty it smells,” Carter protested, his hands coming up as Gunnar started toward him, but the bodyguard merely chuckled.  

“I make boutonnieres for the men to wear today.  And good Danish aquavit for the long gift.”

Carter still didn’t sound too appreciative, but let Gunnar pin the pink nosegay to his lapel, and so did the other men, with varying levels of enthusiasm.  Tucker stuck his nose into the pretty violets and inhaled deeply, setting off a chain of sneezes that reached the teens, but he kept sniffing at it with interest for the rest of the night.  

After that, it was pretty much a free-for-all with regards to gifts.  I’d picked up a stash of video games for Tucker, and Carter sat beside him with present-envy until I handed him his own gift – a kickass tactical crossbow that could be disassembled to fit under a coat.  That kept him busy for a while until he learned to put it together in less than ten seconds.  For Maggie, I’d picked out a beautiful jeweled choker, because she had such a lovely neck, and in our circle, it was probably best to cover it up.  

I’d gotten Gunnar a pretty cool deal where you visit one of the vineyards in Napa Valley and they let you make your own cask of wine, designing the flavor, the bottles, the labels, and everything.  Not quite as good as letting him set up a string of grapevines in the back yard, but he seemed pretty excited about it.  

It’d been harder to pick out something for Lee.  The man lived light, and didn’t hoard many possessions, even now that he’d been with us for a while.  In the end, I’d gotten him a fancy gold lighter, with his initials engraved on it.  I ignored the wrapped gift on my lap to watch him open it, hoping he didn’t think it was lame compared to a whole cask of wine or a spiffy new weapon.

Lee flicked the lighter on, staring at the flame for a few seconds before shuttering it away.  Twice more he did that, without changing his expression, and then got up and walked out of the room.  In the orgy of torn wrapping paper and jingle bells, nobody else seemed to notice, so I followed him out to the porch. 

“Hey, are you alright?” I called out softly, leaving the door ajar behind me.  

Lee turned, and I saw the shine of tears in his eyes.  “I’m fine as a frog’s hair split four ways,” he replied with a twitch of his moustache.  “Just didn’t want to make a spectacle of myself back there, blubberin’ like a  newborn babe.”

He sounded alright, but had my present touched a nerve?  “Is something wrong?”

“Wrong?”  He laughed, the sound old and rusty, like he hadn’t used it in a while.  “Now what could be wrong, darlin’?”

“Then why are you out here getting all... blubbery?” I asked, for want of a better word.  

“I reckon I’m gettin’ sentimental in my old age is all,” he replied, flicking the lighter to life again and snuffing it out.  

“You like it then?”

“Like it?  Mija, I ain’t never had a fine gift like this before.  This here’s a piece of quality workmanship.  The kind of thing you pass down to a son or daughter.”  The way he said it, there was a core of sadness there I couldn’t imagine.  I knew he had a daughter and a couple of sons out there somewhere, but not why they weren’t all together.  

“Are you missing your family?”

“Don’t have one no more.”  

I didn’t push, figuring he’d tell me if he wanted to.  Instead, I wrapped my arm around him in a one armed hug.  “Sure you do, you have us.”

Lee didn’t say anything to that.  Instead, he looked in at Gunnar, Maggie, and Tucker, all laughing in the warm light spilling through the windows, and I felt for the first time that Lee didn’t consider himself as one of us.

“You are, you know.  Part of the family.”

“Not so sure I deserve that.”  He shook his head, shuffling to the edge of the porch, where he took a seat on the front steps.  

“What kind of talk is that?  You don’t have to earn a place in a family,” I replied, taking a seat beside him as he drew out a cigarette, but didn’t light it.  He just rolled it between his fingers, over and over. 

“Didn’t say earn, I said deserve.  That there’s a powerful different thing.”

“You lost me, Lee.”  I had to admit, I was baffled by his melancholy on such a fun evening.  

“You want to hear somethin’ messed up?”

I nodded.  “If you feel like telling it to me.”

“I used to be gone from home a lot in the old days, when the kids were naught but pups.”  

I hoped he meant that figuratively, but decided it wasn’t the right time to ask him about the development of shifters.   “Gone where?” I prompted, when he lapsed into silence again.  

“Workin’,” he replied.  “It weren’t like I was off galavantin’ and carryin’ on, I went where the work was.  Not that it mattered to them.”

“To who, your family?”

Lee nodded.  “It was real hard on ’em.  Didn’t matter that I sent home money on the regular.  My Abigail had a particularly sore time bringin’ up the young’uns on her own.”

“Abigail is your wife?” I guessed, and he nodded.  

“Was.  She took to drinkin’, only I didn’t know how bad until it was too late.”

“What happened?”  

“I came home late from a job and found her passed out in a puddle of her own filth.  Don’t know how long she’d been that way, but the kids...  There was blood everywhere and...”

“What?”  I went very still, anticipating the worst.  

“They were fine,” he said with a reassuring pat on my leg.  “Well, maybe fine ain’t the proper word, it wasn’t their blood, y’see.  It was obvious they’d been hungry for a while, and there wasn’t a lick of food in the house.  Harley, he’d gone and shifted for the first time, as far as I knew, and went out in search of fresh meat.  Brought down a fawn, no bigger’n himself, really.  The boy dragged the carcass into the house and tossed a haunch of it into his sister Maisie’s crib.  The little gal could barely walk, but there weren’t nothing wrong with her teeth.  Not the prettiest of sights to walk into, but it coulda been a damn sight worse.”

He painted a vivid picture, and my imagination filled in the rest.  Maybe it wasn’t as big of a deal to a family of shifters, but the idea of giving a bloody haunch of baby deer to a toddler turned my stomach.  “Oh my God, what did you do then?”  

“Wasn’t much to do but clean ’em all up and send ’em to bed.  Congratulate Harley on takin’ care of his baby sister, and wait for Abigail to sleep it off.”

“And when she woke up and realized what happened?”

“She swore up and down that she’d get some help, and things got better for a spell.  I took some local jobs that didn’t pay as well, but at least I was there to see them all safe.”

I relaxed, hoping the worst was over.  Only, it couldn’t be, or it wouldn’t explain his ruined relationship with his kids.  “She quit drinking then?”

“She did,” he nodded.  “But then she got strung out on pills from the shyster doc in town she’d been seein’.”

“Oh no.”

“Again, I didn’t know it.  Alls I saw was there weren’t no alcohol bottles in the trash, and she didn’t wake up hung over.  I went back out on the road.”

“What happened?  Did she neglect the kids again?”  

He was silent, putting the cigarette between his lips and then pulling it out again without lighting it.  “No, she didn’t neglect the kids.  I did.  I spent much more time away than I did at home.  She’d kicked the drink, but things wasn’t better between us, y’see.  I spent so much time away, my own kids didn’t know me when I came home.  Abigail didn’t seem to mind so much, and the money was good, and I told myself I was being a good provider.”

“Weren’t you?  You took care of your family.”

“I let all this space grow between us.  Between me and Abigail, between me and the kids.  When Abby turned up in a family way, I took it as a sign I should stick closer to home.  We had a bit saved up and I took a job at the mill so she wouldn’t have to do so much with another one on the way.”

“Well, that’s good.”  Only, I could tell from the look on his face that it wasn’t.  The worst part of the story was yet to come.  

“When Lucky was born, it became real clear to me that he wasn’t mine.”

“Oh no.”

“The math didn’t add up, and he didn’t look a lick like his brother or sister when they were small.”  

“Sometimes babies come early, and it’s common for recessive genes to pop up and...”  He was already shaking his head, so I clammed up.

“No baby comes four months early lookin’ fully growed,” he said with a bitter twist of the lips.  “Abigail didn’t even bother to lie about it when I confronted her.”

“Oh,” I said quietly.  

“I ain’t proud of what happened next.  Maybe if I’da cooled off first, if I hadn’t had it out with her when I was so angry...”

“What did you do?”  

“I lost my temper and my wolf came out.  I didn’t hurt her none, but I scairt her real good.  Her and the kids both.”  Now he did light the cigarette, the smoke disappearing as he took a long drag.  “Harley shifted, tryin’ to protect his mama, and I cuffed him pretty good, but I didn’t hurt him.”

I let out the breath I’d been holding, fearing the worst for a second there.  

“Abigail ran after that.  Took the kids with her the next day while I was at work.  I tracked ’em down, ’cause that’s what I do.  When I found her, she was strung out, run outta pills without the Doc around.  I tried to talk her down, to apologize for scarin’ her, to make her understand...”  His voice trailed off as he stared into space, and I didn’t say a word, letting him pick up the story again when he was ready.  “She had a gun.  Her hand shook so bad, I thought it might go off and hurt one of the kids.  I rushed her, and she musta thought...  She turned it on herself before I could stop her.”

“Oh, Lee.”  It was easy to see how much it pained him, even though many years had presumably passed.  “That wasn’t your fault.”

“Wasn’t it?  I didn’t pull the trigger, but I reckon I drove her to it.”

“She wasn’t thinking clearly.  Someone who’s dealing with drug withdrawals, and probably postpartum issues on top of the feelings of guilt for betraying you...”

“You can dress it up all you like, it was my fault she died that night.  If I’da left her alone, she might still be alive now.”

“But you couldn’t leave your kids with someone so unstable.  What happened to them after that?”  It explained why he wasn’t with his wife, but not why he was estranged from the rest of his family.  

“I was in bad shape after that.  I wasn’t in no place to care for a family, especially a babe that wasn’t mine.  Her family stepped in and took the kids, and I let them.”

“That’s probably for the best.”

“After I knew they were in good hands, I left town again.  It was either that or crawl inside a bottle myself, and I couldn’t take everyone lookin’ at me like I kilt my wife.” 

“Nobody seriously thought that, did they?”  The one lapse in temper aside, Lee wasn’t the type to kill his own wife.  I knew that after knowing him for less than a year.  Surely those who’d grown up with him had realized that as well.  

“Maybe they did and maybe they didn’t, but there was talk.  Maybe if I’da stuck around it would’ve faded away after a while.  By the time I got my head on straight again, the damage was done.  Folks in town, my wife’s sister who’d been bringing them up, even my kids looked at me all wary-like.  I tried to make it work for a while, but in the end, I decided it was best to leave them be.”

“You could maybe reach out to them, explain what happened now that they’re older.  It’s not too late.” 

Lee shook his head, stubbing the cigarette out on the bottom of his shoe.  “Some things are best left alone.  They got their lives and I got mine.”

“Yeah, but...”

“Some things that’s broke just ain’t able to be fixed.  It’s alright though, my kids are happy, and that’s all that matters.”

“I still think they’d be happier knowing you.  I know I am.”

He pulled me into a hug.  “I love you like you was my own daughter, Anja.  And I mean that, it ain’t Gunnar’s booze talkin’,” he chuckled.  “I’m right proud you’ve let an old dog like me into your family.”  

“I love you too, Lee,” I whispered into his neck, getting choked up myself as the warmth of his hug touched a chord deep within me.  Why couldn’t my father ever say those words to me?  Despite the sort of begrudging acceptance I’d gotten the other night, I couldn’t remember him ever pulling me close like that for a spontaneous hug.  “Thanks for always being there for me.”

“Isn’t any other place I’d rather be,” he rumbled back and then let me go, pocketing the gold lighter to give me a watery smile.  “How about we go on back inside and see what Santy Claus brought?”  

“I’m pretty sure I’m too old for a visit from Santa,” I laughed, letting him lead me inside.

“Don’t be too sure of that.”

And he was right.  There were more than a few gifts under the tree from Santa and Old St. Nick, who apparently thought I’d been a very good girl that year.  Apart from the gun Carter gave me (which I planned to stick in my nightstand drawer and hopefully never have to shoot), I had a wondrous mix of my favorite fandoms to geek over.  Avengers toys (including a new Captain America figure from Hot Toys I’d been drooling over), a Tardis shaped mini-fridge for the office, Firefly bobbleheads – my family knew me well.  

The holiday was full of love and light, and for one night, all was right with the world.  

Chapter Fifteen

It turns out that if you throw enough money at a problem, it goes away.  At least in the human world.  My cash offer for the mansion was accepted, and the title company had no problem completing the transaction in the allotted two weeks.  In fact, it closed two days early.  If anyone thought it was strange for a twenty-two year old girl to be the CEO of a multi-million dollar holding company, they didn’t bring it up in any of the conversations I had.  

Preparations were well underway for the New Year’s bash, and we spent most of our nights at the new place overseeing the details.  I set up an office in the gate house, as we started to call it – a four bedroom, three bath house on the property that the old gatekeeper and his family used to live in.  I was far more comfortable there than in the marble monstrosity of the mansion, and it was the only way I could get any work done with all of the interruptions.  Carter wasn’t impressed with the security aspects of the place, he said there were too many ways onto the property, but I was confident he’d get it all figured out.  

A few nights before the party, Felix and Bridget arrived, and Maggie showed them to the master suite, since I didn’t intend on staying at the house myself.  I wasn’t there to greet them, pleading work, but mostly I was avoiding seeing Bridget again.  Okay, so maybe that makes me a big fat chicken, but I don’t like confrontations if I can help it.  

Eventually, I had to leave my desk behind and go make nice though, and I found them in the solarium.  

“There she is,” Felix grinned as soon as he spotted me.  “I was beginning to think you were avoiding me.”

“Don’t be silly, I’ve been up to my eyeballs in end of the year stuff, you know how it is,” I brushed off his concerns, offering my cheek to his brief peck.  

I felt Bridget’s gaze on me from the instant I entered the room, her dark eyes wide and wary, with a touch of hope behind them.  I was expecting rage or tears, but in the end, I felt... nothing.  Thanks to Jakob’s compulsion, I’d shed my anger and all that was left was a big pile of nothingness.  My eyes simply landed on her and moved on, continuing my conversation with Felix.  “So, does this place meet with your approval?”

“I gotta say, I wasn’t sure you could pull this off, but I love the new digs,” Felix admitted.  “I may have to move up here full time myself.”

“You’re more than welcome to.  It’s a shame to have this place standing vacant most of the time, and the house belongs to the West more than it belongs to me.”

“You really wouldn’t mind if we moved up here?” Bridget asked in a small voice, obviously reading more into my invitation than I’d intended, and I turned my cold gaze to her.  

“Sure, why not?  It makes no difference to me.”  I saw the hope die behind her eyes, and I felt a flash of pity that was immediately chased away by annoyance.  She was hurt?  Whose frakking fault was that?  “Did Maggie give you the grand tour?”

“Yeah, she did,” Felix responded without skipping a beat.  If he noticed any lack of warmth on my part toward Bridget, he didn’t show it.  “I had her move us into the blue rooms though, I thought we’d better sock Bakareh and his people into the master suite.  He’s gonna want the best room in the house.”

“Why, it’s not his house,” I frowned.  If I’d been staying at the mansion, would I have been expected to give up my room?  

“Hey, if what I’ve heard about the guy is true, he’s used to the best.”

“That’s true,” I admitted.  

“I think I’ll go lie down for a while,” Bridget mumbled, and Felix gave her a distracted kiss on the cheek, continuing with his train of thought.

“This is his first trip out in a while, I figured we should roll out the red carpet.”  

I didn’t bother to say goodbye to Bridget, and she slipped away without another word.  

“Okay, if you don’t mind, it sounds fine to me.  See, Felix, you’re so much better at this stuff than I am,” I smiled, pushing his shoulder lightly.

“We make a good team, boss,” he grinned widely.  “On that note, I believe this is yours.”  Digging into his pocket, he withdrew the gold signet ring of office I’d left behind when I ran away to Chicago with Carter.  

“Thanks for taking care of it for me.”  It felt strange on my hand, heavy compared to the elegant curves of Bishop’s promise ring.  

He noticed the other ring at the same time.  “Something I should know about?”

“No, just the promise of a better future,” I smiled, running my thumb over the channel of meteorite, as I tended to do when I was thinking something over.  

“One that includes the rise of the West, I hope,” he nudged me, and I gave him a faint smile.  

“What’s your dream for the West, Felix?  I know you were bummed when Jakob left, but what’s your endgame if you had every little thing your heart desires?  World domination?”

“Nah, nothing so big as that.  But you yourself know, we’re kind of the red-headed stepchild of the world.  The least developed, despite the fact that we’re far richer than some of these older Houses.  I want to be taken seriously at the table, that’s all.”

“You don’t think we’re taken seriously now?”

“I think we are more now than we were when Tommy was alive, thanks to you, but we’ve got a long way to come.  Those old school vamps are tough to crack.”  

“It’ll take some time, Felix, you’ll see.  The world has changed more in the past hundred years than it has in the previous five hundred.  Those who’ve been alive that whole time are going to be slower to embrace that change than those of us who were born in the last century.  But the more vocal we are in demanding a seat at that table, the more they’ll come to acknowledge our right to be there.”  I patted his arm, knowing it wasn’t the call to arms he wanted to hear, but I wasn’t about to rattle any cages in the near future.  I expected him to grumble, but instead he fixed me with a smile.  

“See, that’s why I ain’t Elder material, I don’t got the patience.”  

“You do fine.”

The clicking of heels on the marble announced Maggie’s arrival far before she came into view.  “Jennike has arrived.  I gave her the yellow room, like we talked about.”

“Ugh, I was hoping she wouldn’t show,” I replied, keeping my voice low, as sound tended to travel in those halls.  “This means I have to be nice to her.”  I winced, and Felix gave a low chuckle. 

“You want I should go press the flesh?”

“That would be wonderful, Felix, thanks.  Tell her I’m caught up in affairs of state or something.  Heck, tell her I’m washing my hair, I don’t care.  But I’m going to slip out of here and head back to the gate house before I have to make kissy faces in her direction.”

I made my escape, easily dodging Jennike, to the peace and quiet of my makeshift office.  It wasn’t a lie, I did have a lot to catch up on, what with the tithing and the census information rolling in, and the end of year Magistrate reports from all the districts.  Maggie texted me about an hour later to tell me that Bakareh and his entourage had arrived, but that she and Felix had everything under control.  Oh, how I loved having him up there to run interference for me!

I was so busy poring over boring reports, I missed the sound of the French doors opening and closing.  The footfalls were too stealthy for me to pick up either, until I felt a shift in the air, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood at attention.  

I was no longer alone.  

A ribbon of panic sliced through me, but it was quickly replaced with the sure confidence that I could handle almost anything that snuck up on me, thanks to my training.  My head shifted the tiniest bit, and I caught the reflection in my monitor, too indistinct to pick up much more than the shape of my intruder.  It was enough to gauge his general position though, and I started to formulate a plan of attack.  Seconds before I was about to make my move, I caught the waft of a familiar scent that had my muscles relaxing before I was even fully aware of it.  

Bishop.

“You shouldn’t sit with your back to the door,” he said softly, hands coming to rest on my shoulders.

“Why not?  That’s what I have security for.”

“They didn’t stop me from coming in here.”

“That’s because everybody knows you, you dope,” I grinned, turning to see him.  Bishop was dressed for work, in a slim fitting, long sleeved shirt and black cargo pants that I knew held a myriad of weapons.  I spent an extra few seconds admiring the way his shirt stretched across the bulge of his biceps, and his calloused hands as he folded his arms and leaned on the edge of my desk.  Okay, so maybe that makes me shallow, but damn, he was distracting!  

“To what do I owe the honor of this visit?” I asked, unable to keep from reaching out for his hand, which he readily accepted, threading his fingers through mine. 

“I know Lee’s been busy with hiring, so I came to check up on Carter’s security arrangements.”

Uh oh.  “I’m sure he loved that.”  And I was bound to get an earful about it later.

“I was discreet,” he insisted.  “Your safety is important to me.”

“And what did you find out?”

“The main house seems to be fairly well covered, but you shouldn’t be out here by yourself, Anja.”

“Why not?  I’m well within the perimeter, and the only people who know I’m out here are people I trust.”

“I found you out here.”

“And I trust you.”

“You’re deliberately missing the point,” he grumbled, brows drawing together with concern.  “I didn’t have to be told you were out here, it wasn’t all that hard to track you down.”

“I know, I just like to see you get all protecty,” I smiled, giving his hand a squeeze.  “Bishop, I’m sure I’m perfectly safe here, but if you want, I’ll keep Gunnar by my side.  Will that make you feel better?”

“It would,” he allowed, the frown giving way to a faint smile.  “Where is Gunnar, anyway?”

“Carter’s got him coordinating the expanded security staff, and he’s having a great time of it.  I never knew he liked to boss people around so much,” I laughed.  “I can ask him to work out of here though, if it makes you feel any better.”

“It does.”  

“Good.”  I stood, sliding my hands up the planes of his chest.  “Because I’m all about making you feel better.”   

“I like the sound of that.”  His hands settled on my hips, fingers curling as he drew me closer.  “Any chance of stealing you away for an hour or so?”

“Possibly.  Why, what did you have in mind?”

“Date number four?”

“And you only want to spend an hour at it?”  I cocked a brow at him, and he gave a half shrug.  

“Beggars can’t be choosers.  I figured that’s all you’d be able to spare.”

My hands stole up around his shoulders, thumbs stroking the sides of his neck in a soothing manner.  “I know, I’m sorry, I’ve been so wrapped up in this stuff lately.  It’ll ease up after the new year, I promise.”

“It’s okay, I know you’re busy, I have been too.  I’m willing to take what I can get.  Besides, there’s a lot we can do in an hour,” he added, the corner of his mouth tugging up into a slow grin before his lips covered mine in a hungry kiss.  

An hour?  That was definitely more than enough time for the scenario that started to unfold in my fevered imagination when he kissed me like that, but the good girl part of me still insisted on hitting the brakes.  “I’m pretty sure that’s a date six or seven kind of thing,” I protested weakly, distracted by the feel of his lips brushing along the side of my jaw.  

“What about the cup of coffee we grabbed the other night?  Doesn’t that count as a date?”

“I suppose it could,” I allowed, my head canting to one side to give him better access as he nibbled and sucked his way to my neck.  “That would only bring us up to number five though.”

“I seem to recall something about sharing a taste on date five.”

His voice rumbled through me, sending a shiver dancing along my spine.  “I did say that, didn’t I?”  I felt the sharp points of his teeth as he dragged them across my skin, obviously excited by the notion, and my fangs came out to play in response.  Just a small shift and they’d burst through the salty-sweet temptation of his skin to the bliss that waited for me.  It was enough to make me moan in anticipation, and his hands clutched at my hips tighter when I gave my breathy response.  “Not here, too many interruptions.”

“Where?”

I could hardly think.  He was right there for the taking, barely leashed need overwhelming my problem solving skills.  “I don’t know.  Lee and Tucker are back at the house.”

“There’s nobody at my place.”  

All of a sudden, I got scared.  What were we talking about, really?  A quickie?  I dragged my lips from his neck and pulled back to look at him.  “Wait... I’m not sure this is the right way to do this.”

Bishop’s jaw worked as he forced himself to ignore the call of the blood, and he gave a slow nod, taking a moment before he spoke.  “You’re not ready.”  He pushed at my hips, leaving a foot of space between us.  “I understand.”

There was no anger or even frustration in his voice, and I loved him all the more for it.  “I didn’t say that.  But you know exactly what will happen if I taste your blood or you taste mine.”

“I’m hoping I do.”  The half grin was back.

“So that’s the kind of thing I don’t want to rush, and that’s exactly how I’ll feel if I sneak away for an hour.  I won’t be able to relax with you if I’m on the clock.”

“I get it, work comes first.”

“When you say it that way, it sounds awful,” I scowled, desperate to make him understand I wasn’t as cold and unfeeling as that.  “It’s not that work is more important than you are...”

“No, it’s fine.  Believe me, I understand.  Duty and responsibility have been my bread and butter for a long time now.”  

“It’s just that we’ve waited for so long, and I want it to be special.  And I think we both know there is no just one taste for us.”

“No, you’re right.  Once we open that door...”

“Things will never be the same again.”  I looked down at the promise ring on my finger.  He said he’d given me his heart.  Before I gave him mine completely, I wanted to make sure the timing was right.  

“It’s okay, Anja.  I want it to be special too,” he smiled, picking up my hand to kiss my knuckle above the ring.  “And you’re going to need much more than an hour to recover from what I’m going to do to you.”  His smile turned wicked, and boy howdy, did it suddenly get hot in there!  In the next instant, that scorching look was gone, replaced by a boyish smile.  “Want to go get an ice cream or something then?  We still have thirty flavors left to go.”

It took me a few extra seconds to switch gears like that, and I think he enjoyed my discombobulation, knowing exactly what he did to fluster me like that.  “I, um... ice cream sounds... sure,” I started to say, but my phone rang, and from the ringtone I knew it was Maggie.  “Hold that thought.”  I held up a finger.  “Hello?”

“Anja, we’ve got a bit of a situation here.”

With all the dignitaries filling up the house, the mind boggled.  “Uh oh, why does that sound like code for everything’s falling apart?”

“Not everything, but um... Bakareh is requesting your presence, most urgently.”

“Why?  What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know.  He says he won’t speak to your underlings, he’ll only deal with you.”

Then there definitely was something wrong.  “Wode tìan...”  He hadn’t even been there for more than a couple of hours!  “Okay, I’ll be right there.”

“Thanks, Anja.”  Maggie hung up sounding much more relieved, and I couldn’t blame her.  Bakareh sounded like a grade A pain in the behind.  

“Want some company?” Bishop offered, and I gathered he’d heard both sides of the conversation just fine.  

“No, I can handle it.”  I wasn’t afraid to face the other Elder, I just wasn’t looking forward to dealing with a guy who thought of himself as a living god.  

“Of course you can, but a little muscle never hurt anybody’s position.”  He waggled his eyebrows playfully.

“We can test that theory later, but for now, I have to get to work.”

Bishop laughed, the sound making me look up from where I was slipping on my shoes.  “I love you, Anja.”

“What makes you say it like that?”  Like it was unexpected. 

“Nothing, I just do.”  He shook his head, pushing away from my desk to kiss my cheek.  “I’d better get back out there.  I’ll take a raincheck on that ice cream for now and as for that taste...”  His eyes dipped to my lips. 

“Soon, I promise.”

“See you soon then.”

Chapter Sixteen

As I walked up to the main house, I wished I had something more pretty than the button up blouse and slim fitting skirt on.  I looked more like a secretary than the Elder of the West.  But whatever, it was my house, I could wear a robe and fuzzy slippers if I wanted to and get away with it.  

Maggie and Felix met me in the hall by the main staircase, his grim expression reflecting my mood.  “I’m glad you’re here,” he said, as they flanked me going up the stairs. 

“That’s what Maggie said.  Do we have any idea what’s wrong?”

“No, only that there’s something displeasing His Majesty,” Maggie replied.  “I couldn’t see much, but I heard breaking glass.”

“Breaking glass?  What the heck, is His Majesty having a temper tantrum or what?”  

“I dunno, boss,” Felix shrugged.  “When I tried to go up and handle it, he pitched a vase at the door.  Said he only wanted to talk to you.”

“This place is insured, right?”  I turned to Maggie, but Felix cut her off.  

“That’s the least of our problems.  Diplomatic issues aside, if you tick off Bakareh, there ain’t nobody this side of the Atlantic can stop him.  Especially since you booted Jakob out of the West.”

And I’d thought a rogue Ellri was a handful.  “Noted.  Don’t worry, I’ll play nice.”

The doors to the suite opened without knocking, and a pair of girls dressed similarly to Amunet’s boys greeted us, each looking as though they might be no older than fourteen or fifteen years old.  Without a word, we were ushered in to a sitting room that I barely recognized.  All of the furniture had been moved and laid out as a throne room of sorts.  The Child King himself sat nestled atop a small mountain of ornate pillows, reclining majestically.  Dressed even more elaborately than Amunet had been, with golden cloth so ornate, it must have weighed a ton, he sat perfectly still.  His chest was bare save for an abundance of jewelry, revealing smooth skin that matched his clean shaven head, his dark eyes lined heavily with kohl, making them seem huge.

Felix dropped back to stand slightly behind me and to my right, clearly I was to be the focus of this visit.  Unsure if I should speak or wait until I was spoken to, I waited long moments as the silence stretched before I couldn’t stand it any longer.  “Greetings, Bakareh of the Desert Lands.  May your tribes prosper under the Sister Moon.”  I inclined my head gracefully, remembering the way Amunet had greeted Jakob.  

“Yes, yes.”  He waved away the formal words, either annoyed with the formality or in too pissy of a mood to stand on ceremony.  “I came to see Jakob.”  Bakareh spoke English flawlessly, his accent slight and hard to place.  

“Well, he’s not here,” I replied, trying hard to keep my voice civil in the face of his petulance.  “Is there a problem with your accommodations?” I inquired politely, sticking to safe subjects when he didn’t offer any explanation as to why I’d been summoned, other than looking for Jakob.  

“I do not like it here,” he replied in a bored tone, his voice high like the child he’d been when turned.  

I bit back the urge to tell him to go back home then.  “I’m sorry to hear that.  What is it that you don’t like exactly?” My smile stretched wider.

“Your people taste strange to me.  The blood is impure, I do not like it.” 

Well, of all things.  “Uh, sorry about that.  Maybe some bagged blood will tide you over until we can send out for something else?”  It appalled me to talk about human beings like take out, but I wasn’t sure what else to say.  Was that why he’d summoned me?  To complain about the food?

“No.  I will not drink that vile substance,” he retorted, doing his best to look down his nose at me, even though I was still several inches taller than he was, despite his mountain of pillows.

“You can always eat your own people then, if you’re concerned with the purity of our blood.”  There were at least four humans in the room that he’d obviously brought with him.

“They are servants, not feeders,” he sniffed.

“Then maybe you should have packed something from home if you’ve got particular tastes,” I replied hotly.  Honestly, he was like someone who ordered fried food and then complained that it tasted greasy.  With everything else going on, it pricked at my temper.  What did he expect me to do, kneel before him and offer up a vein?  If so, he had a long wait coming to him.

Bakareh’s brows drew together.  “I am not a child, do not be fooled by my appearance.”

“Then don’t act like one,” I scowled crossly, instantly regretting the outburst from the way Felix gasped beside me, but there it was.  I wasn’t his subject and he was in my lands.  I wasn’t about to be treated like the hired help.  “Eat your own people if you don’t like mine.  In fact, I’d prefer it.”

The Child King’s eyes narrowed dangerously, but then he laughed, tittering in a high pitched giggle like a little girl.  “You are delightful, I can see why the Ellri tolerates you.”

“Gee, thanks.”  I bit back a retort over the assumption that Jakob merely tolerated me, but breathed an inward sigh of relief that I hadn’t inadvertently caused an international incident thanks to my temper.  “If I may be so bold, maybe what you need is a distraction?” I suggested, trying to smooth things over.  “There are plenty of things to do here in town, you know.  We have the theater, and museums, the Golden Gate Bridge, or you could even take a boat out onto the bay, if you like.”

He tapped a slim finger against his chin, deliberating for a few moments before speaking again.  “I have long wanted to visit Disneyland.  Make the arrangements, we go tomorrow night,” he ordered.

Was such a thing even possible?  They’d have to keep the park open special to allow a bunch of vampires free rein over the Magic Kingdom.  But at least it’d get him off of my doorstep for a night.  “Of course, Your Majesty,” I replied with a polite incline of the head.  If it couldn’t be done, I’d get Felix to deliver the news, or maybe Amunet.  He was her boss, let her do the dirty work.  

Bakareh beamed at my response, recovering his good temper.  “Where are my manners, I have not offered you refreshment.  Would you care to join me for a drink?”  With a wave of his hand, one of the servant girls by the door rose and knelt before him, slicing open her breast with a quick flash of metal.

“Sweet zombie Jesus!” I gasped as her blood dripped to the floor.  Bakareh’s face showed no sign that this was out of the ordinary for him, and neither did the girl whose face was bland almost blank.  “No, thank you,” I managed weakly.  

“Fine.  We’ll speak more later then.  You may go.”  Bakareh waved the girl forward, and I beat a hasty retreat before I had to watch what came next.  There were some things you could never unsee, and I’d rather not add to the collection of them in my mind.  If he was so eager to eat his own servants like that, what was with all the complaining about drinking from Americans?  Had he been complaining for the sake of complaining alone?

“I’ll say one thing for you, you like to live dangerously,” Felix smirked as we reached the hallway.  

“I’m sorry, but that guy is one sandwich short of a picnic basket.  Is he always so unstable?”

Felix shrugged.  “Who knows?  I’m guessing that might be some of why Amunet’s never tried to get him out in the world much.”

“Well, let’s do our best to keep him happy while he’s here.  Maggie, see if you can figure out a way for him to go to Disneyland tomorrow night, at least until closing time.  He can take my jet, heck, we can buy out the park if we have to, whatever keeps the civilian casualties to a minimum.  Or even better, see if they’ll admit our party after closing time.”

“Do you have any idea how much that will cost us?” Felix choked at the concept, but clammed up when he caught sight of my face.  “Gotcha, we’ll get right on that, won’t we, Maggie?”

“Of course,” she nodded.  

“And stay away from him, if at all possible,” I instructed my pretty assistant.  “The more temptation we can keep from him the better.”  With any luck he’d give up on Americans, but for all I knew, he considered Brits a delicacy.  

Carter caught up to me in the main foyer after Maggie and Felix went their separate ways.  “Aw, you’re not gonna go to Disneyland with the Brat King?”

“You heard about that?”

“Of course.  I set up surveillance all through the house.”

“You did not!”  My jaw dropped in shock.  He sure had been busy.  “The whole house, including the bedrooms?”

Carter shrugged, unrepentant.  “What’s the big deal?  It’s audio only.”

“That’s still a huge breach of privacy.”

“Only if they find out about it,” he grinned.  

“And what if they do?  That could land us in hot water with some pretty important people.”

“Can’t be any worse than your temper.  I particularly loved it when you told him to stop acting like a baby.” Carter dissolved into peals of laughter that brought a stain of color to my cheeks.

“I couldn’t help it, he was worse than a toddler.”

“I guess I don’t have to ask what you think of Bakareh then, huh?”

“What I think of him?”  Where should I start?  “Besides being a major pain, I think he’s trouble looking for a place to happen,” I replied honestly.  “We’ve got to find a way to keep him on a short leash before he does something awful.”

“And how do you suggest we leash a vampire that’s as old as the pyramids?”  He cocked a single brow.  “He could mow through our guys and Lee’s guys combined.”

“I know, you’re right.  The best we can wish for is to keep him happy and distracted while he’s here, and hope that he goes home without causing too much of a ruckus.  Then he’s Amunet’s problem.”

“And that includes letting him go to Disneyland?  That seems like an awfully public place for him to have a meltdown.”  

My thoughts went back to the girl who had spilled her own blood, wondering if it was out of compulsion or devotion.  He wouldn’t be able to pull something like that in a public place.  Did Bakareh understand that?  Or was he too convinced of his divine right to do as he pleased?  “I don’t see that we have a whole lot of choice.  That’s why I wanted to try and convince them to open up for us after hours.  Providing the park goes for it, of course, I know it’s a serious hassle on such short notice.”

“Yeah, I’m guessing Felix isn’t going to have any problems with that.  You’d be surprised how motivated even the most squeamish can be by money.  Or if that doesn’t work, all it needs is a visit in person to grease the wheels.”

“You mean compel them into opening their gates extra late.”

“It is less messy than the alternative,” he shrugged.

“Which is?”

“We kill the gate guards and storm the Magic Kingdom,” Carter grinned, extending his fangs for effect.  I joined him in laughter, mostly convinced that he was kidding about that last part.  Mostly.  

“Hey listen, there’s an extra bonus for you if you can arrange for Bakareh to get stuck on the It’s A Small World ride for a while.”

“You have no soul,” Carter laughed as though it was the funniest thing he’d heard all year.  “I like it.  Just for that, I’ll babysit the entire party and bring you back some footage of it.”

“Thanks,” I smiled back, not sure if I should be offended or not at being called soulless.  “Hey, listen.  Can you do me a favor?”

“Isn’t that what I just agreed to do?”

“That was for the lure of a bonus, this is different.  So will you?”

“Maybe...” he replied, the word drawn out to reveal his sudden suspicion.  

“Keep an eye on Laveda at the party.”

Just like that his mood soured.  “This isn’t about you trying to get me to mingle, is it?”

“No, this is about keeping her downwind of Bakareh.  If there’s someone he’ll find tasty out of our population, you can bet your sweet bottom it’s Laveda.”

“Do you really think I have a sweet ass?”  Trying his best to get a look, Carter turned in a full circle before I smacked him on the shoulder. 

“Oh, stop.  If you’re looking for compliments, I’d suggest trying Laveda.  She’d be a much better judge of your assets than I would.”

“I guess she would,” he considered aloud as we walked through the house.  “She has bumped uglies with almost everyone you’ve ever slept with, right?”

I choked on my own spit.  “What?” I managed to get out after I stopped coughing.

“Bishop, Rob, and the odds are she’s slept with Jakob at least once in her lifetime if he’s fed from her, right?  Did I leave anyone out?  That first guy is dead as I remember it.”

“She’s never slept with Rob, he’s her cousin.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure of that,” he muttered, and I grabbed his arm, pulling him to a stop.  

“What’s that supposed to mean?”  

“It means I hear things sometimes.”

“And you’ve heard that they’re not actually cousins?”

“No, I’ve heard that they’re close,” Carter replied, leaving no doubts as to his conclusions.  “What’s the big deal?  Back in the day, people used to marry their cousins.”

“Yes, but this isn’t that day.”  And neither Rob nor Laveda were as old as that.  “Tell me exactly what you heard that makes you think they’re...”  I couldn’t even say it.  

Carter burst out into laughter, and all I could do was stare at him stupidly.  “Man, you should see your face right now.”

“Are you kidding me?  You were messing with me?”

“It’s just so easy,” he grinned, wiping at his eyes.  

Somehow I didn’t see the humor in it.  “I take it back, you’re the one without a soul.  When did you get to be so mean?”

“Just keeping you on your toes, sunshine.  Besides, you can take it.  You’re made of tough stuff.  The bigger question you should ask yourself is – why do you care who Rob sleeps with?”

“I don’t.”  Okay, so maybe I did.  But that didn’t mean I wasn’t over him.  Mostly.  Does anyone like to hear about who their ex is sleeping around with?  “Some day you’re going to find a girl who knocks you on your ass, Carter, and oh, how I’m going to laugh and laugh.”

“I haven’t been caught yet.”  His lips curved in a smug smile that I couldn’t wait to take down.  

“Maybe all you need is someone to trip you up at the right moment.”

That did it, the smile disappeared, immediately replaced by a scowl.  “Don’t get any ideas in that head of yours.  My life is fine.”

“You said something was missing.”

“I meant the hunt.”

“This is just a different kind of hunt.”

“Stay out of my personal life,” he glowered.  “I mean it, Anja.”

“I just want you to be happy.  If you’re nervous about it, I could compel that away, you know.”

“Don’t you dare.”  His eyes widened in fear.  “And I absolutely forbid you to try and fix me up with anyone.  If I get a whiff of that, I’m walking.  I’m totally serious.”

“Now who’s easy to rile up?” I challenged him, waggling my eyebrows at him until he found his laugh again.  

“Touché.”

“Truce?” I offered him my hand, and he took it after a moment’s hesitation.

“Truce.”

“Now, let’s see if we can get through the next week without any bloodshed, and then you can go back to teasing me.  But make another joke about Rob’s love life and I really will sic Laveda on you,” I added with a wry twist of the lips.

“What makes you even think she’d be interested?  I’m no pretty boy like Bishop.”  

“What makes you think all women are interested in a pretty boy?”

“Basically my entire life’s experience,” he shrugged, and my head tilted to the side as I studied him.  Did he not get what a hottie he was?  I knew girls that would weep from the sight of his abs alone.

“Carter, you’re not pretty, but you’re definitely good looking.  Hot even, just in a different way.”

“The way that most chicks don’t go for.”

“Maybe stop calling us chicks and see how that works for you.”

His eyes opened comically wide.  “You mean girls don’t like that anymore?  Shoot, what about telling her she has a bangin’ bod?  Does that still work?”

I just shook my head.  If he wasn’t going to take it seriously, neither was I.  “Yep, go ahead and see how that pans out.  All I’m saying is, you have a lot to offer a woman, provided she has a very broad sense of humor.” 

“Thanks, I think,” he chuckled.  “But like I said, I’m not in the market for a girlfriend at the moment.”

“Who said anything about a girlfriend?  I was just trying to get you some action.  I’m pretty sure Laveda would settle for a friends with benefits kind of thing.”

“Do you kiss your mother with that mouth?”

“Not if I can help it,” I quipped.  “Now, do you know where Gunnar is?”

“He should be in the kitchen, why?”

“Because I have some work to do, and I promised Bishop I’d keep him nearby.”

“Bishop was here?”

“I guess you don’t know everything, do you, Mr. Surveillance-man?”

Chapter Seventeen

“Tonight is your night, bro,” Mason sang as he opened the fridge, pulling out two beers.  Bishop ignored the beer, wiping his hands on his jeans for the fiftieth time.  It was only a party, he’d been to scores of them over the years, but for some reason, this one made his palms sweat.  

“Why do you keep singing that?”

“Because tonight is your night, bro,” Mason sang back, waggling the beer bottle in his face until Bishop snatched it away.

“You mean the night I bust your teeth in?” he growled, his temper on edge.  “That’s really annoying.”

Mason shrugged, tipping back his own beer.  “It’s from a movie.”

“Still doesn’t make me want to pop you in the mouth any less.”  Maybe he should have the beer and try to calm down a bit?  Bishop took a long pull, thinking maybe he should’ve opted for scotch if he was looking to settle his nerves.  “What makes you think I’m getting lucky tonight?”  He could hardly look at Anja without wanting to take her into his arms anymore, but her feelings for him seemed to run hot and cold.

“You know, a little vino, a little dancing...” Mason did a passable version of the cha cha, a cheesy smile on his lips.  “A stroll in the moonlight.  Ladies eat that stuff up, trust me.”

Bishop wasn’t so sure.  “She’s going to be up to her earlobes in dignitaries, most of whom make her want to scream, I hardly think that’s going to put her in the right mood.”

“So put her in the right mood and give her another reason to scream.”  Mason’s eyebrows bobbed as he waggled them playfully, but Bishop couldn’t bring himself to think about that for tonight.  This was their first public function together and he wanted to show her that he could fit into her world.  Tonight he was leaving the Order aside, to be with Anja in any way she needed him to.  Not because she expected or demanded it, as Carys would have, but because he wanted to support her.

“Did you find out what I need to know or not?” Bishop snapped.  “Because if you’re just here to give me bad dating advice, I can get that from the internet.”

Mason’s hands came up in surrender.  “Okay, Mr. Grumpypants, you want to be all business, then fine.  Hanna said that Anja will be wearing a strapless jobbie in a midnight blue with crystal sparkly things around the waist.  Is that what you needed?”

“Yes, that’ll do fine, thanks.”  In his day, the gentleman dressed according to what the girl he was courting wore to a formal party.  Bishop intended to do no less, selecting a navy double breasted suit with a white shirt and a conservative navy tie.  He’d been growing his scruffy goatee out since their first date, and it now resembled more of a well groomed beard than before.  He liked it.  It made him feel different, more respectable.  Worthy of being on Anja’s arm.  

“I’d better skedaddle too.  Hanna should be almost done getting gussied up for the party about now.  You should see the dress she picked out.”  He let out a low appreciative whistle.  “I should’ve taken her out to a fancy party a long time ago.”

“Just stick close to her tonight.  You know these things can get out of hand at the drop of a hat, and there will be a lot of unfamiliar vamps in town.”

“Hey, it’s me,” Mason scoffed.  “If you want to worry about something, worry about yourself.”

“Why, have you heard something?”  Besides checking up on Carter and Gunnar’s security arrangements, Bishop had spent the last few nights with his ear to the ground, making sure there were no rumblings of anything that could sour the evening, and he’d come up empty.  

“No.  Because tonight, is your night, bro,” Mason sang, dancing out of reach barely in time to evade Bishop’s cuff.  “Later, dude.”

* * *

I tried not to read anything into it that Bishop wasn’t there when the party kicked into high gear.  I hadn’t gotten any messages from him, and Mason seemed to think he’d be there with bells on, so I thrust myself into my Elder duties and tried not to notice the way the clock marched on without him.  

The party was an overwhelming success so far.  The locals came out in strong numbers, on their best behavior, dressed in their finest.  The details all seen to, Maggie relaxed on Tucker’s arm with a glass of champagne in hand, looking delicately beautiful in a powder blue, floor length gown, heavily beaded with seed pearls all around the bodice, and the jeweled choker I’d given her for Christmas.  Tucker was dressed as formally as I’d ever seen him, in a creamy jacket over jeans and an open necked shirt.  

For some reason, ties seemed to be a problem for both of the shifters, as Lee had on a dark jacket over jeans, with no tie either.  I had no objections, they both looked nice, and despite the fact that many wore fancy gowns and tuxes, they fit it well enough.  

Carter was also looking sharper than usual, in a gray suit with a black open necked shirt – no tie on him either.  Only Gunnar and Felix seemed to embrace neckwear, my bodyguard in his basic black suit and tie, and the Warden in a navy pin striped suit.  

I noticed almost immediately that there was no sign of Bridget on Felix’s arm, but I didn’t ask him about it.  Maybe she had a headache or maybe she’d gotten bored and gone home.  Maybe she was off in a room somewhere with a thirsty vamp.  I couldn’t care less, as long as it wasn’t Bishop who was neck deep in her.  

A brief flash of worry sliced through me, what with Bishop’s absence, but I immediately dismissed it.  Bishop would never ever betray me like that, especially after seeing what I’d gone through with Rob.  I’d stake my life on it.  No, wherever he was, I could be certain he had a good reason for it.  That feeling of trust lent me an air of peace that made it easy for me to breeze my way through the receiving line, chatting easily about the new house and some of its history.  

I flatly refused to sit in the throne Felix had set up in the corner, it wasn’t my style.  Bakareh set himself up there, and I didn’t mind at all.  There were a ton more people crowding around to get a glimpse of the Child King in person, glutting himself on the fresh blood being served; that left me able to mingle instead of the mind numbing smile and shake hands that usually went on for the first hour or two of these kind of parties.

Amunet came to see me, perhaps eager to escape her master’s court.  The stunning beauty wore the traditional dress I’d first seen her in, dripping with ornate jewelry, her black hair hanging in shining waves.  Perfect lips curved into a smile as she approached, surprising me by embracing me warmly. 

“Anja, so lovely to see you again,” she smiled, standing back to place her hand on the arm of a gorgeous guy in a tux, who looked vaguely familiar.  

“Always a pleasure to see you too, Amunet,” I replied, finding that I meant it.  It wasn’t her fault her boss was a pain in the rear.  

“Thank you for being so accommodating with Bakareh’s wishes.  I know it can’t have been easy for you to arrange the after hours visit to Disneyland.  He sends his thanks as well.”

“Funny how he’s not much for giving them in person,” I observed, but didn’t push it.  “I’m glad he had a good time.  Did the two of you go too?”

“Yes, we had a most exhilarating time, didn’t we?”  Amunet smiled up at the man candy, and that’s when I placed him.  

Holy smokes – was that Chad, the guy from the dive bar down by the docks?  Boy howdy, did he clean up nice.  “Maybe I’ll have to go next time,” I replied, but I don’t think she heard me, they were lost in each other’s eyes for long seconds before she turned to face me again.

“You look altogether well.  That’s a lovely dress.”

“Thanks, I like it too,” I smiled back, smoothing my hands over the skirt.  It was a deep sapphire, strapless, the bodice gathered and tucked so that it fit me like a second skin.  The sheer chiffon skirt was asymmetrical, falling above the knee on one side and almost to my ankle on the other.  A band of silver set crystals crossed the front waist, adding a touch of sparkle that matched the diamond choker Jakob had given me.  It was fun and flirty, and I felt pretty in it.  

“It is gorgeous, you must tell me where you bought it,” Jennike gushed, sidling up to the conversation.  Her voice lacked the usual spite, and I tried to figure out if she actually meant the compliment, or was baiting me for a later dig.  The Elder of the East wore an attention grabbing dress in gold lamé, the skirt scandalously short, revealing long legs, her back completely bare.  The front was relatively modest by comparison, with long sleeves and a high, draping neckline.  Her dark hair was pulled up into an elegant twist.  The diamonds at her ears and throat no doubt cost enough to feed a small country for a year.  It was probably the swankiest thing money could buy in the eighties, but to me the overall ensemble looked kind of tacky.  

“The ladies at FF Fashions were kind enough to make it for me.  I’ll have to let them know you approve,” I smiled back politely.  

“If you’ll forgive me, I see someone else I should say hello to,” Amunet excused herself, and I was about to offer to come with her when Jennike grabbed my arm, linking it through hers.  

“Shall we take a turn about the room?” she asked, leading me into a light stroll as I calculated exactly what kind of political suicide it would be for me to pull my arm free and tell her to shove it.  

When she didn’t immediately explain the odd request for a private talk, I took the bull by the horns and made an observation of my own.  “I have to say, I’m surprised to see you here tonight.  I was under the impression that you didn’t care much for the West.”

Her eyes went wide with surprise.  “Whatever could’ve given you that idea?”

Life was too short to pussyfoot around.  I decided to lay my cards on the table.  The worst that could happen was she’d get offended and stomp away, and I’d be no worse off than I was before.  Actually, the worst that could happen was she’d try to scratch my eyes out, and I was pretty sure I could take her.  

“Come on, Jennike, I’m not a total moron,” I replied, keeping my voice light.  “Admit it, you took one look at me and decided I wasn’t someone you wanted to be bosom buddies with.  I’m not offended.  To be honest, you’re not the first person I’d pick to invite over for a Buffy-athon either.  So what’s up?”

Jennike didn’t lose her poise, and I have to say, I admired that.  “You know how to get right to the point.  I like that about you, Anja,” she smiled, continuing our meandering pace.  “Alright, I’ll be honest too.  My nose might’ve been the teensiest bit out of joint when I heard about your meteoric rise to fame.  But you’ve come a long way since then.  Sorry if I was a bitch, but you know how it is.”

I didn’t, but that was beside the point.  “So that’s what this is now?  You want to bury the hatchet?”  I wasn’t naive enough to think that Jennike did anything without her own gain in mind, but I couldn’t figure out what being nice to me did for her.  

“Why shouldn’t we be allies?  After all, we’re in a similar boat politically.  Both looking for a greater sense of respect and legitimacy in the eyes of the other Houses.”  

“I agree with what you’re saying in principle, but tell me again why I should listen to a thing you say when you’ve got Simon Corley in your back pocket?  We both know he hates me more than Shield hates Hydra.”

“That’s true,” she allowed after a pause over my unusual comparison, and I gave her points for being honest about it.  “But as you say, it’s my pocket he’s in, not the other way around.  Simon has his uses, but don’t for a moment think he dictates policy to me.  I am the Elder of the East, and no one else.” 

I wanted to ask her about all the vamps from England squatting in Canada, but I didn’t want to let on that I even know about it, and give up that advantage.  “What are you looking for then, Jennike?  An accord?  We already have treaties signed between the East and the West.”  Most of them were drawn up when Tommy was in power and favored the East more, but it wasn’t anything I thought worth pursuing.  

“Something I think will benefit us both greatly.”  

“I’m listening.”  Thanks to our slow walk, it didn’t appear that anyone else followed the conversation, though I did spy Gunnar walking several feet behind us, keeping pace.  

“When I heard of how you dealt with Carys, in her own House, it made me sit up and take notice.  I think it made a lot of the Elders do the same.  It was even enough to get Bakareh out of his shell to come here and check you out himself.  That’s no small feat, I’ve been trying to lure him out of his hidey hole for years,” she smiled.  

This was about Carys?  “What do you mean dealt with?  I left Vetis with Carys ruling just fine on her own.”  

“But only because you allow her to.  It’s well known that you could’ve taken her seat of power had you wanted to.”  

“What do you...?”  What the heck were people saying about me now?  “Please tell me exactly what you think you know about Carys and me.”

“Simply what everyone else knows.  That you are both children of Jakob, and that Carys was once his favored daughter, until he chose you.  He set each of you to rule your own Houses, but Carys was filled with jealousy when you stole her progeny.”

“I didn’t steal...” I started to say, but she cut me off with a pat on the arm.

“Oh, it’s no crime as far as I’m concerned, sweetie.  Bishop is yummy,” she approved with a predatory grin.  

“Okay, but I left Vetis alone, without Bishop.”  Or Rob, or anyone remotely resembling a romantic partner.  If anything, Carys was the one who’d gotten grabby with my man.  

“Yes, but not before you bested her in battle.”

Was that what people were saying?  “What makes you think that?”

“Do you deny it?”

“Well...”  Okay, so I had beaten her in a physical fight, but the only ones in the room had been me, Rob and Carys.  And I couldn’t imagine either Rob or Carys blabbing about it.  I did tell Bishop about it later, but it didn’t seem like the kind of thing he’d share around either.  “We did have one tiny little show down, but it wasn’t that big of a deal.  It wasn’t like I called her out and we fought in the arena or anything.”  

“But you bested her.  Legally, her life was forfeit to you, and all of her holdings.”  

Holy Hannah, had I walked away from another House and not even known it?  I’m not going to lie, I indulged in a brief fantasy of kicking Carys out on her behind.  But what would I do then?  Rule both Houses from home?  Appoint Felix as regent or something?  It didn’t matter much because I hadn’t claimed it, and I didn’t think Carys would underestimate me again if we ever went up against each other in a fight.  

“I still don’t get how you or anyone else knows about this.”

Jennike gave a one armed shrug.  “Word travels fast in our circles.  You’d be surprised to hear what’s gossiped about.  Half of the men are wound around her finger, of course, but there are plenty out there that recognize Carys for what she is.  I never knew her personally, she was a tad before my time, but she seems like the worst sort of female.”

“No argument there, but what makes you say that?”

“Carys is a relic, a throwback to the past when women were nothing more than property.  I don’t need a man’s adulation to define my self worth.  And I certainly didn’t need a man to place me in power.  What I have in life I took for myself.  Simpering and making doe eyes at the other Elders only demeans our position in my eyes.”  

“That sums her up pretty well,” I had to agree, looking at Jennike with a new perspective.  We’d never be besties, she was too hard and calculating for my tastes, but I started to appreciate the shrewd mind behind her cold beauty.  “Not that it matters, but neither did I.  Jakob didn’t give me anything, I was elected into office.” 

“Really?  How interesting.  But surely your position as his daughter had something to do with it.” 

So not all of the gossip had made it to her.  “Actually, it was all based on a lie.  I was claiming that Carys was my Sire at the time because I couldn’t come forward as Jakob’s daughter.”

“Oh, that’s right,” she nodded in understanding, lips curving in delight.  “Very sneaky, my dear.  I approve, one hundred percent.  Whatever it takes to get the end result, right?”

“No, not really.”  That was the difference between us.  I hadn’t schemed my way into power, nor would I ever want to be an end justifies the means kind of ruler.  “I’m still not entirely sure what you want from me, Jennike.  Yes, I fought Carys and won.  No, I don’t intend to claim Vetis as mine any time soon.  So what is it that you think I can do for you?”

Her returning smile was brilliant.  “It’s what we can do for each other.”

Chapter Eighteen

“Anja!”  Hanna chose that exact moment to slide up in her heels, her face lit with joy as she caught onto my arm for balance.  “This place is freaking amazing!  You really own it?”

“You’re the amazing one, you look fantastic,” I smiled over her enthusiasm.  And she did.  The periwinkle, sleeveless dress had a plunging neckline and a dark violet waistband.  Mason caught up seconds later in a gray vest over darker gray pants with a blue shirt, not matching, but complementing her dress perfectly.  

“Sorry, she’s a wily one,” Mason said with an apologetic shrug, as Hanna picked up a flute of champagne from a passing tray and downed half of it in a single gulp.  

Jennike didn’t appear all that keen on the interruption, but she held her tongue, that familiar look of disdain arching her brows.  

“How have you not moved in here yet?  This place is like a palace,” Hanna gushed, her head tipping up to study the gilt ceiling.  

“I like my place, it’s homier,” I replied, patting her arm to get her attention.  “Hanna, this is Jennike Vendal, the Elder of the East.”

“Oh, the bitchy one, right?”

Wode tìan.  Just when I’d almost come to an understanding with the other Elder.  “Maybe a little less champagne for you tonight?” I suggested, taking the glass out of her hand and setting it aside.

“I’m not drunk, I tell it like it is.  I’m not the politician and I’m not one of her subjects, or yours, for that matter.”

I opened my mouth to remind her that manners were universal, but Jennike surprised me with a smile.  “It’s okay, I like a girl who’s not afraid to speak her mind.  And you are?”

“She’s my sister,” I answered, making it clear that Hanna and her big mouth were under my direct protection.  “And politician or not, you should address any Elder as Your Grace,” I added, specifically for Hanna.

“Except for you.”

“Except for me.”  

“Your sister?”  Jennike actually looked surprised for once in her life, and I tried to figure out if that was a good thing, or a bad thing.  “My, I have underestimated you, haven’t I?” she replied, understanding in that instant how new to all of this I was.  Maybe that was a tactical error on my part, but I was through lying about where I came from.

“It’s been a crazy year,” I said with a shrug.  

“I salute you then.  You’re far craftier than I gave you credit for.  I’ll leave you to your family for now then.  It was lovely to have met you, Hanna,” Jennike smiled with a healthy dose of civility.  “Mason,” she added, her smile turning predatory.

“Jennike,” Mason nodded, and I remembered that he used to be from Boston, right in the middle of her territory.  It made sense that they knew each other.  

“Thank you for the walk, it was very illuminating,” I offered politely, and she agreed.

“Most definitely.  We’ll talk soon, yes?”

“Can’t wait.”  I kept the smile fixed in place until she was at least halfway across the ballroom before I turned to Mason and smacked him on the shoulder.  “What the heck, you let her get drunk and she’s only been here for ten minutes?”

“She’s not drunk,” he protested, flinching from the hit.  “She had a couple of shots on the way over to steady her nerves.  She was nervous about meeting all the people.”

“She was,” Hanna nodded, her eyes looming large.  

“A couple of drinks?  Mason, she’s five foot one and a hundred pounds soaking wet.  How much do you think it takes to get her drunk?”

“I don’t know, we don’t end up drinking all that much together.”

“Well, not alcohol anyway,” Hanna snorted, and I turned to snap at her.

“Stop talking please.”  That was a picture I didn’t need intruding into my thoughts.  “Ugh, I knew this was a bad idea in the making.  Hanna, you can’t be drunk around these people, it’s too dangerous.”

“Would you relax?  Mason won’t let anything happen to me.  Will you, babydoll?” she asked, looking up at him adoringly.

“Not a chance, kitten.  But, ah... maybe you should go grab a cup of coffee.”

“As long as I don’t end up with one of those by mistake.”  She wrinkled her nose with distaste at a passing tray of blood in elegant sherry glasses.  “Ooh, can I get a mocha?” Hanna’s face lit up with hope, and I nodded.  

“I’m sure they’ll be able to rustle something up in the kitchen.  Tell them I sent you,” I nodded, encouraging anything that led to a more sober Hanna and her out of the main party area in general.  

“Sorry, sis.”  At least Mason looked sincere, but now wasn’t the time for it.

“Don’t apologize to me, just... go stay with her!”  Hanna had already started weaving through the crowd.  I’d wanted to ask him about Bishop’s whereabouts, but sticking close to Hanna was way more important in her current state.  

Felix dragged me back to a group of people I needed to mingle with, and I lost myself for a while, chatting about all the social nonsense that plagued those kinds of parties.  

And then I spotted him.  

Bishop completely stole my ability to continue the conversation around me.  Moving with stealthy grace, he cut through the swath of partygoers milling and dancing around, and I left Felix’s side without a word, drawn to him.  Every so often, my vision of him was obscured, but my feet carried me forward, finding him without fail as though we were magnets seeking a mate.  

Dressed in a formal tuxedo, Bishop looked every inch at home in the grand ballroom, except for the pinch of worry around his eyes.  Was something wrong?  Was that why he’d come so late?  

Before I could ask him about it, his apologies came tumbling out.  “I’m so sorry I’m late.  I got a call from Rome I couldn’t put off with the other district heads.  And then because so many are here tonight, there was no one else to handle an incident, and...”

“It’s fine,” I cut him off, glad to hear it was nothing more than routine duties keeping him from my side.  “It’s still early yet.  The important thing is you’re here.”

Bishop didn’t let himself off as easily as I did, still visibly upset.  “No, see I had on a navy suit to match you, but I had to change out of it.”

Because of the blood.  I could smell it on him.  “That’s sweet, but you look fantastic.”

“I just... I wanted to prove that I could be there for you, and...”

This time I cut him off with a kiss.  A simple press of the lips, but the effect was electric.  His entire body relaxed as the worry slid away, replaced by a different kind of tension as his arms wrapped around me.

“I am sorry,” he whispered against my lips, as we broke the kiss.

“You’re here now.”  Neither one of us had moved away, my body still pressed up against him.  

“Yes, I am.”  

“That’s good enough for me.”

The last lines of stress faded from his face as he smiled down at me.  “In that case, may I have the pleasure of this dance?”  Just as quickly, doubt returned, as his eyes flicked to the side of the room.  “Or Felix is looking like he wants to bust a nut over there.  Do I have to share you a while longer?”

I didn’t even bother to look in Felix’s direction.  “It’s my party, and I’ll dance if I want to.”  Bishop’s answering smile told me I’d made the right decision, and the way I felt in his arms as he squired me around the dance floor, I couldn’t care less whatever political duties I’d blown off.  There were some things that were more important, and I had time for one dance.

“You’re... the dress is...”  Bishop’s first attempt at conversation while we danced was awkward, and I loved him all the more for it.  Knowing I made him nervous made me more confident, and I decided to rescue him from his struggle with the elusive adjective.

“Do you like it?” 

“You’re an absolute vision.”

“A good one, I hope.  Not the kind that spells death and destruction.”

“Huh?”  He didn’t follow, so I lit upon the first example that came to mind.  

“You know, like Cordy gets on Angel or...  You haven’t gotten around to watching Angel yet, have you?” I asked, when he stared at me blankly.

“No.  That’s with Angel from Buffy, right?”

“Right.  You get bonus points for that, at least,” I smiled, and he gave me a sheepish grin.  

“I’m still working my way through Buffy, but maybe we can get together and watch them sometime?  Unless you’d be bored watching them again.”

“Absolutely I would.  Want to watch them again, not be bored with them,” I added hastily.  Spending the evening curled up on the couch with him and classic Joss Whedon?  Maybe some popcorn?  I couldn’t think of a more enjoyable evening.  

“Great, it’s a date then.”  He sounded relieved, as if there was a question whether or not I’d want to.  Didn’t he know how much I enjoyed spending time with him?

“How far are you into the show?”

“I’m about halfway through season two, but I wouldn’t mind starting it over again, it’s been a while since I’ve had time to watch it.”

“That sounds good to me, I love season two.”  That’d give us plenty of nights to spend together.  The idea of doing something so normal as watching a beloved show was vastly appealing, something I hadn’t had much time for lately either.  

“And Cordelia’s on that Angel show too?”

“Yep, she and Angel are...  Well, I don’t want to spoil it for you.”

Bishop’s feet came to a halt, the dance forgotten as he stared at me.  “Wait... Angel and Buffy don’t end up together?”  He looked like I’d told him that there was no Santa.  

“I didn’t say that.  But Angel does go off to L.A. on his own for a while.”

“So they do end up together?”

“Let’s say it’s open for interpretation.”  His frown didn’t go away, and I searched for a way to explain it without giving too much away.  “Look at it this way, their story isn’t over yet.  The future could bring anything.”

“Yes, it can.”

We’d stopped dancing, but hadn’t budged from our spot on the dance floor.  

“Looking good tonight, boss.”  

At first I thought the comment was directed at me, but as I turned to see Corazon, dressed to the nines in a killer red dress, I saw it was Bishop she’d been talking to.

Bishop stiffened, caught off guard by the mixing of our worlds, but he managed a nod in her direction.  “Thanks.”  His expression making it clear that he wasn’t open to more chit chat.  

I could understand it was hard for him to get chummy with his subordinates, especially when his reputation as a badass was legendary.  Apart from Mason, I didn’t think I’d ever seen him relax around the other Order members.  But that didn’t mean I couldn’t be friendly.  

“Hey, Corazon,” I smiled.  “I didn’t expect to see you here tonight.”

“Your Grace,” she said with a formal incline of the head, much more sober after seeing Bishop’s reaction.  

“I think you can call me Anja after what we’ve been through,” I reminded her, keeping my smile even to show I wasn’t such a stickler for formality as he was.  

“True.”  A half smile tugged at the corner of her mouth, but she didn’t say more.

“I love the dress.”  Fire engine red and one of the most glamorous dresses in the room, the usually no-nonsense woman looked all female, and off duty for once.  Then again, I didn’t put it past Bishop to require all Order members to attend the party in a more official capacity to keep the peace.  “Are you armed?”

“What do you think?” Her trademark smirk was back, leaving me to wonder where she’d have room to strap anything on in the form fitting gown. 

“I think you’re a dangerous lady.”

“Takes one to know one.”  She raised her glass at me and sauntered away, leaving me to smile over the rare compliment.

“What have you been through?” Bishop asked, overcoming his brief descent into grumpiness almost as soon as she was gone.  

“Oh, during that whole town against the Order thing.  Corazon got shot up pretty badly, and I had to give her some of my blood.  Didn’t Mason tell you?”

“It must’ve slipped his mind,” he replied, a pucker of worry appearing on his brow.  “Did you give your blood to Mason too?”

“No, why?”

His jaw tightened, but all he said was, “No reason.”

“Are you jealous?”  

Bishop cleared his throat, tugging at the tie around his neck.  “Maybe a little.”

“It was a long time ago.”

“I know.  And I know it was for a good reason.  I just don’t like to think about you sharing your blood with anyone.”

“Anyone but you?”

“I know I lost the right to make any claim on you, but a guy can’t help the way he feels.”

It’d been a while since I’d dealt with jealous Bishop, but I remembered clearly how he felt about sharing blood.  What I wasn’t sure of, was whether our old rules for feeding were still in effect, or if that was reserved for if and when I decided to claim him formally.  “And how do you feel?”

“I feel... like I’d love to hold you in my arms again,” he said, brushing aside the heavy topic with a smile.  “Another dance?”

“I thought you’d never ask.”  There was time enough to sort through those things when we came to them.

One dance became two, and I never wanted to leave his arms again.  We danced without speaking, barely aware of anything more than the music surrounding us, and the feel of his body moving with mine.  Where he led, I followed, absolutely trusting him not to lead us astray.  

When we ended up at the edge of the room, I felt his hesitation, and I took the lead, knowing without words what he wanted.  What we both wanted.  

“Maybe it’s time for that taste?” I suggested, pulling him away from the bright lights and music of the ballroom.

“What about the party?  Your guests?”  Bishop let me bring him into a darkened room nearby.  It was barren of furniture, like half of the house, but there was a low sofa by the fireplace.  I could work with that.  

“They can have the stuff Vaughn provided, I’m not the sharing type.”

“Good, neither am I.”  His lips closed over mine, no more words needed as he pulled the door shut behind us, fumbling for the lock, but there was no key in place.  I didn’t care, I was tired of waiting for forever, I wanted my piece of it now.  

I expected him to walk us back to the couch, but instead he pressed me up against the wall, a dark need lending an urgency to his kiss I hadn’t felt before.  Despite the war he waged with his mouth, his hands were gentle, almost light as they explored my curves, sending shivers in their wake.  He found the edge of my skirt, slowly easing it up to find the damp lace between my thighs.  I reached for him, finding him hard and ready for me, and I stroked him boldly, letting him know he didn’t have to be all that gentle with me.  

His hips bucked at my touch, grinding him into me as he moaned against my lips, fingers flexing in an almost brutal hold as he tore his mouth from mine.  “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” he panted, his breath ragged at my ear with barely restrained need.  

I stroked again, loving the hitch in his breath as I squeezed him tight.  “Don’t you want to?”

“God yes,” he groaned, unable to stop kissing down the side of my neck and bare shoulders as he spoke.  “It’s all I’ve wanted for the longest time.  I’m just not sure I’ll be able to stop once we start this.”

“I don’t want you to.” 

His head came up, his gaze dark in the dimly lit room.  “Do you have any idea what you do to me?”

Oh yes, if he felt half of what he did to me with a single look, I knew just how much he wanted me.  I opened my mouth to tell him how badly I ached to have him inside me, but at the last second I changed my mind.  “Show me,” I challenged him, and the corner of his mouth twitched into a half smile.  

“Yes, ma’am.”  

I wasn’t expecting him to sink to his knees right there, or the quick tug that had my panties around my ankles a half second later.  “Here?” I gulped, when I felt his kiss on my knee, strong fingers brushing up the backs of my calves.  

“You picked this room, not me.”  His words rumbled through me as he slowly nibbled his way north, nudging my legs gently apart.  

“Yes, but...”  Words deserted me as I felt the tease of his breath on my most intimate place, the rasp of his beard on my inner thigh a welcome tingle.  “Oh, I... I thought maybe the couch...”

“Too far.”

Too far?  It was barely twenty feet away.  His fingers parted my slick folds, and my body jolted at the contact, head falling back against the wall.  “If someone comes in, they’ll see.”

“Then you’d better be quiet.”  

I bit my lip, bracing myself for the touch of his mouth, but he held me spread open for long seconds, drinking in the sight of me.  His breath fanned out, cool against my delicate flesh, making me clench with need, and a whimper of desire escaped me.  I felt his answering smile against my thigh, and he did it again, more deliberately this time, his breath targeted at the hidden pearl until it ached to be touched.  

That wasn’t where the first touch came though.  His one hand still held me splayed open, while the other slowly caressed the sensitive lips, dipping into the slickness inside, his movements in time with the minuet that sprang up in the ballroom.  Those elegant fingers I’d seen master the piano played me with no less finesse, caressing and stroking, driving me insane with want every time they circled closer to where I needed it the most.  I should’ve known when it would come – the music held the key.  At the crescendo, his mouth joined in, closing over the tiny nub to take up the rhythm.  

I cried out at the exquisite slide of his tongue, and he pulled back, lips curving smugly.  “You scream and Gunnar will come running.  Do you understand?”

I nodded, incapable of words as he bent to my waiting flesh again.  My chest heaved as I sucked in breath after breath, trying desperately to curb my cries as he resumed the beat of the music.  I couldn’t help it though, especially when he sank two fingers inside me as a delicious counterpart.  I’d already bitten through my lip to keep from crying out, the scent of my blood in the air pushing his movements harder and faster. 

His free arm held me there like an band of iron, but the truth was, I couldn’t have moved even if he let go.  I was trapped in place by the lightest, feathery rasp of his tongue, not daring to move or even breathe for fear I might lose the glorious throb that built and built.  It felt so... I wanted.... I needed... it was there, so close...  I waited for the sting of teeth, but it was his skill alone that brought me to a shuddering peak.  Only then, did his fangs pierce me, catapulting me even higher as the last strains of the song died around us.  And then I did scream against his hand, my own fangs descending to taste his blood.  He groaned as I pulled at his flesh, sucking harder at mine, and we pulsed together, caught in that intimate loop of shared blood and pleasure.

I would’ve fallen then if he hadn’t held me up, my muscles trembling and straining as my entire body sang under his relentless touch.  Bishop seemed to know exactly when to ease off, the waves of delight gradually ebbing, until they faded to a pleasant haze.  And then he stood, sweeping me up to carry me to the couch, no longer deemed too far as he laid me upon it.  I gave a lazy stretch, smiling up at him when he sat on the floor beside me.  

“There’s room for you on the couch if I scoot over.”

“I’m good for now.”

“Very, very good for me, but what about you?  You didn’t...”

“No, not yet, but I can wait for you to recover.”

“I can’t.  I need you inside me, now.”

“Yes,” was all he said, his hands colliding with mine as we both reached for his belt at the same time.  We shared a laugh as I left him to work the belt and my hands went to the buttons of his shirt. 

And then someone screamed.  

We both went perfectly still, trying to figure out if we’d imagined it, but the fact that we’d both stopped seemed like a bad sign.  

“People scream all the time at these things,” Bishop shrugged it away, peeling away the belt to open his pants.

“They do?”  Somehow, I couldn’t quite bring myself to believe that.  Especially, when another scream pierced the air and the orchestra stopped playing.  

Bishop pressed his head to my shoulder with a groan.  “I can’t catch a fucking break.”  

I started buttoning up his shirt as sounds of chaos erupted from the direction of the ballroom.  “Whatever it is, we’d better go check it out.”

“I know,” he nodded, setting his clothes to rights as I searched for and found my discarded panties and slipped them on.  By the time I was ready to go, so was he, frustration lending an extra glower to his usual game face.  

“Bishop?” I said, reaching up to cup the side of his face. 

“Yeah.” 

“We’re definitely coming back to this.” 

“You’d better believe it.”

Chapter Nineteen

Have you ever seen those horror movies where the possessed start spewing bodily fluids with enough force, that you have to sit back and laugh?  There was nothing funny about what Bishop and I walked in on in the ballroom.  All over the room, elegant ladies and gentleman were in varying degrees of vomiting blood, some more spectacularly than others, so that my spiffy ballroom looked like a slaughterhouse.  

Bakareh was one of the worst hit, bawling like a baby over his soiled robes.  Amunet was the one I felt sorry for, spending her time between patting her king soothingly on the back, and delicately retching herself, behind the throne while Chad held her hair.

A quick search turned up Mason and Hanna doing fine, though Hanna looked a bit green over the spectacle.  Gunnar and Carter showed no sign of sickness, but poor Felix didn’t look too good.  Two of the council members present seemed to be fine too, while the other three were as sick as anyone.  Jennike watched the scene with amused interest, not a hair on her perfect head out of place.  

The ballroom emptied fast of those who could walk, but Carter was faster, ordering the sealing of the doors and the gates locked up tight.  

Bishop hopped up on the raised stage, stepping carefully, as the orchestra was hit by the strange sickness as well.  “Nobody leaves until we figure out what went down here,” he called out, and everyone responded to the authority in his voice, more whimpering and moaning than complaining.  

A few questions later, it was evident that everyone who’d sampled the fresh blood offered in sherry glasses had been struck by the strange illness, in varying degrees, depending on how much they’d consumed.  The pool of feeders who’d provided the blood seemed unaffected though, and none offered any useful information as to how the blood had been tainted, even under compulsion.

“Open the doors to the patio,” I ordered, holding my breath until the cool night air carried away the worst of the sour stench.  There was one person I didn’t see anywhere, the founder of the feast.  “And bring me Vaughn.”  

Gunnar produced Mr. Vaughn minutes later, hauling the suave gentleman in by the collar.  “I find him trying to jump from the second floor balcony,” he reported, and I fixed the fugitive with my sternest look.  It helped that I had Bishop, Carter, Gunnar, and Lee standing beside me to add that extra touch of menace without saying a word.

Vaughn kept his cool pretty well for a guy staring down a room full of angry  vampires with retribution on their minds.  He straightened his tie when Gunnar let go of him, adjusting his cuffs before he spoke.  “I had nothing to do with this,” he insisted.

“And yet, you’re the one who had plenty of opportunity to poison the blood supply,” I pointed out.

“I can assure you, the blood was not tainted when they were delivered.  I sampled one of them myself.”

“Why did you run then?”

He merely shrugged.  “People start vomiting blood, I try to be elsewhere.  You locked the doors, so it was necessary to get creative.”

“I’ll get it out of him,” Carter volunteered, and I recognized the glint that came into his eyes.  

“You know we don’t need to use violence.”

“Sure we don’t need to, but I want to,” Carter grinned, and Mason let out a bark of laughter. 

“I love this guy!” he declared, clapping Carter on the shoulder.  

“You can save your man crush for another time, my sister looks like she could use some fresh air.”

“You’re not wrong there,” Hanna declared, only just making it to the terrace before she was noisily sick over the railing.  

Luckily, the rest of the room seemed to be recovering, no worse for wear once the tainted blood was expelled from their systems.  It would be a nightmare to clean up, but at least I didn’t have any casualties to worry about.  I couldn’t tell if Vaughn was on the level or not, and there was only one way to find out.  

“Bring him,” I ordered, leading the way out of the ruined ballroom.  I took them into the chamber Bishop and I had vacated, snapping on the lights.  Gunnar and Lee didn’t look too disappointed at standing guard outside the room as I let in only Vaughn, Carter, and Bishop.

“I give you my word as a gentleman, I had absolutely no part in this,” Vaughn insisted, looking worried for the first time as Bishop shut the door.  

“No good, I’ve known too many gentlemen,” Carter replied with a malicious grin, obviously enjoying watching Vaughn squirm.  “Go ahead, sunshine, do your thing.”  

Vaughn’s voice cranked up all high and squeaky as he recoiled from me.  “Really, there’s no need for pain.  I’ll tell you anything you need to know.”

“I know you will,” I smiled sweetly, catching hold of his will with mine.  “Now, tell me, did you know about the tainted blood?”

His face relaxed under my compulsion, his normal speaking voice returning.  “No.”

“No knowledge of any part of it?”

“No, none.”

“Well, shoot.”  My shoulders slumped in disappointment.  “What are we supposed to do now?”

Bishop paced back and forth, scratching at his upper lip with the tip of his thumb.  “Ask him if he knows who might’ve had a hand in it,” he suggested.

“None of my people,” he insisted.  “People didn’t get sick right away.”

“He’s right,” I realized.  “If the feeders had been tainted on delivery, it seems like we would’ve seen the symptoms in the first hour.  No, whoever did this, it was after the party was already going.”  

“Are we done with this guy then?” Carter asked, watching Vaughn with a calculating gaze.  “I feel like we should get in a few shots while we have the chance.”

“What for?” I frowned.  “We already got the answers we were looking for.”

“Yeah, but nobody knows that,” Carter insisted.  “They’ll expect to see him roughed up.”

“I hate to say it, but he’s right,” Bishop chimed in, and I shot him a scowl.

“You’re not helping.”

“Sure I am, it’s just not the kind of help you’re comfortable with.  That’s fine, we can take care of it.” 

“Let me,” Carter volunteered, grabbing a hold of Vaughn’s lapel.  “I never liked this bozo.”

“Why?  What’d he ever do to you?”

“It’s not to me, it’s the way he talks to you.  The guy doesn’t have enough respect.”

Vaughn listened to the conversation with interest, his head pinging back and forth, and I asked him, “Is there some reason why you don’t respect me?”

“I respect your office and what you stand for, I just happen to have differing political views,” he replied without malice.

“Are you planning on acting on those differing views?”

“That all depends.”

Something about the way he said it made me nervous.  “On what?”

“If the right situation presents itself.”

“What would you consider the right situation?”

“One where we could seize the upper hand over humans once and for all, and step out of the shadows to take our rightful place in society.”

“Go ahead and hit him,” I muttered, laying a hand on Carter’s arm before he struck.  “Nothing too bad, just bloody him up a bit.”  

Carter’s eyes flashed with enthusiasm.  “I know how to make it look good.” 

“Fine.  Mr. Vaughn, you will have no memory of this conversation, or my compulsion.  You’ll remember Carter roughing you up, and you protested your innocence.  That’s it.”

“That’s it,” he replied woodenly, and then Carter split his lip with a backhanded blow that held too much zeal for my tastes.  

Bishop guided me to the corner of the room as the smell of Vaughn’s blood clouded the air.  “Are you alright?” he asked softly.  

“I’m fine.  I ate before I came to the party.”  I disliked feeding in public in general, and I’d learned the hard way not to walk around hungry.  “What about you?”

He shook his head.  “I fed last night.”

I let out a long breath.  “I have to say, I’m not sure what the next step here should be.  Have you ever seen anything like this before?”

“No, I’m pretty sure I would’ve remembered a spectacle like this if I’d seen it before,” he said with a wry twist of the lips.  “As for the next step, I can take samples of the feeders’ blood down to the lab and see what caused this reaction.”

“That’s a great idea.  I didn’t see Jenessa here tonight, is she still around?”  We’d fallen out of touch since my return to San Francisco. 

“Jenessa?  No, she’s over in Texas, the last I heard.”

“With Mac?”

“I... don’t know.”  The association had obviously stumped him.  “Is that a thing?”

“It sure seemed like she wanted it to be the last time I talked to her.”

“Ah.  She didn’t say.  All I know is she left a while back and we’ve got a new kid running the lab.”

“A kid?”

“When I say kid, he was turned about twenty years ago.”

I could see how he might think so.  “That must make me an infant in your eyes.”

“You, my love, have more wisdom in you than many achieve after a hundred years or more.”

It was the first time he’d ever said anything like that to me before, and my heart melted at the endearment.  “Aw, you sure know what to say to a girl.” 

“Not hardly,” he snorted, reaching up to touch my cheek.  “But I get occasional bursts of inspiration.  More so when you’re around.”

“That definitely qualifies as a good thing to say to a girl,” I smiled up at him.  

“I’d better go get samples of the blood while it’s still fresh.”

“You should’ve quit while you were ahead,” I said, wrinkling my nose at the sudden shift in topic.  

“Sorry,” he chuckled, leading me back into the ballroom, which was less chaotic, but still nightmarish.  “Will you be alright here?”

“Of course.  I’ve got Gunnar and Carter, and Lee’s around here somewhere.”

“Okay, I’ll call you as soon as I know anything.  I’m guessing you’ll be busy here for a while?”

I looked around at the bloody chaos.  “Yes, I’ve got more than this mess to clean up.  But later...”

“Later,” he nodded, his eyes full of promise.  

“You about done making cow eyes at your boyfriend?” Carter demanded, massaging his sore knuckles as he entered the ballroom.  “There’s the little matter of someone trying to poison you at hand.”

“They didn’t poison me.”

Carter turned and swung his gaze over the carnage.  “Not for lack of trying.”

He had a point.  “Still, I think if it was targeted at me, we would’ve seen something entirely different.  And nobody died, not even Bakareh, who drank enough of the tainted blood to drop a rhino.  No, I think this was designed to embarrass me more than anything.”

“Embarrass you?  Seems like a messy way to go,” he frowned.  “Couldn’t they have posted naked pics of you on the internet or something?”

“Okay, A – there are no naked pictures of me to post as far as I know, and B – I hardly think that sort of thing would be shocking to vampire society.”  Me personally, maybe, but not the community.  “And C – don’t say that so loud, I don’t want you to give anyone any ideas.”

“Whatever, then.  So Vaughn was a bust.  What now?”

“Let them clean up and go home.”

His brows rose in surprise.  “You want us to let everyone go?”

My eyes landed on Jennike, who looked more amused by the turn of events than anything else.  “I have a feeling that the person we’re searching for isn’t going to go far.”

Seeing the direction of my gaze, Carter perked up.  “Ooh, now her I’d like to slap around a bit.”  

“None of that,” I said, laying a hand on his arm before he went off half cocked.  “Extracting information from one of my subjects is one thing, accusing the Elder of the East is another.  I’ll have a private chat with her later.”

“Not too private, I hope.  You shouldn’t confront her alone.”

“Don’t worry, you’re invited.”  I’d need Carter to watch my back.  

“Sweet, it’ll be like old times.”

Chapter Twenty

“Well, this is almost like old times.”  Carter spoke in hushed tones by my side as we stole through the quiet house.  The only difference being, this was my house, not some vampire stronghold designed to keep us out.  As such, we kept any weapons out of sight, but I knew Carter was heavily armed.  

“Almost.  Only we’re not messing around with her brain as much.”

“Why not?”

“She hasn’t broken any laws.  Even if she is guilty of tampering with the blood, we have to be careful how we handle this.”

Carter let out an inelegant snort.  “You don’t know her as well as I do.  She might not have broken any vampire laws, but she’s torn through just about every human law in effect.”

“Which means nothing in our society.  That’s why we’re doing this real quiet like.”  Jennike was up in the yellow room, but I didn’t know if she had any of her staff in the suite with her.  “I had no idea the two of you had any history,” I added, wondering what it was she’d done to him personally to leave him so hot under the collar.

“We don’t, exactly,” he said with a half shrug.  “Let’s just say that if I’d been able to get this close to her before you compelled me not to kill people, she’d be nothing more than a pile of dust by now.”

“Why, what did she do?”

“She’s an apex predator at it’s most evil.  Everybody knows how she clawed her way to the top, but the human casualties are far worse.  Human lives mean less than nothing to her, and...” 

He was getting all worked up, the vigilante in him taking over, and I cut him off before he picked up too much steam.  “Carter, I need to know that you’re going to leave your prejudices at the door.  Can you promise me that?”  A vampire hunter with a score to settle was more of a danger than a help to me.  

“Relax, I know how to stay frosty when there’s a job to do,” he insisted, rolling his shoulders as he let the righteous anger melt away.  “All I’m saying is, we could do a lot worse than to kill two birds with one stone here.  I don’t suppose you’d consider spaying this kitty while you’re at it?  Fix her so she’s sweet, and takes up needlepoint instead of ruining people’s lives?”

This was a dilemma I’d struggled with many a time.  While I had a natural aversion to poking around in people’s brains, I knew he had a point.  This was an opportunity that was too good to pass up.  Who knew when I’d get another chance to curb Jennike’s more violent tendencies again?  “I’ll see what I can do,” I promised, laying my finger across my lips as we turned into the corridor that led to her door.

Prepared to greet her or whatever servant answered the door, I pasted on a bright smile, rapping my knuckles on the door.

“Who is it?” A male voice replied after a few seconds.

“Candygram,” Carter called out in a weird, high pitched voice.

“Stop,” I mouthed at him, smacking him on the abs.  “It’s Anja, I came to speak with Jennike,” I added in a much more reasonable tone.  After a few second delay, the door opened to reveal a young man, more of a boy really, probably not more than seventeen or eighteen, wearing a towel around his hips and nothing else.  

“Beat it, kid.  Go home,” Carter jerked a thumb toward the hall, adding a level of compulsion that sent the human walking off without a backward glance.  

Jennike emerged from the bedroom, wearing a red silky robe, her dark hair loose around her shoulders.  “I said we’d talk later, but I didn’t mean now,” she said, some of the old haughtiness hardening her voice, but I wasn’t in the mood for it.

“I’d rather get this over with now.  Sit down, there are some things we need to discuss.”  My compulsion took hold of her easily, and she settled on the couch before the fireplace, her robe sliding open to reveal an expanse of smooth, toned legs as she sat.  I caught Carter looking, and stepped on his foot.  “How about you go make sure we’re alone?”

“Ah, right.  Sure thing.”  He went off to search the bedroom, even as Jennike spoke up.  

“There’s no one else here,” she insisted, compliant, but not at all pleased with her night’s interruption.  I could’ve called Carter back, but decided that maybe it’d be better to give him something to do.  

“Good, then we can get started,” I smiled.  “I want you to be completely honest with me.  Do you understand?”

“I understand,” she nodded, her face going still and doll-like as I dialed up the compulsion level, her annoyance slipping away.  

“Why did you come here?”

“You invited me.”

“But why did you accept?  We both know you don’t like me.”

“Because I want to use you.”  She said it matter-of-factly, still staring straight ahead.  

“Excuse me?”

“I want to use you to unite our two Houses under one rule.”

I’d expected her to say something about the whole Canada situation, and this threw me completely for a loop.  “Use me how, exactly?”

“As a figurehead.”  Her expression became more fluid as her personality started to reassert itself, but the compulsion still held.  “We both know you’re far more popular than I am.  I don’t mind, it’s a passing fad, but one I can use to my benefit.”

“How do you benefit by me ruling our combined Houses?”

“I’d be second in command.”  She leaned forward, her face coming alight with fervor.  “Think about it.  There’s nothing we might not accomplish.”

“Isn’t that sort of a step down for you?”

“It is temporarily.  After a time I’d assume my rightful place over the new nation, and I’d have it all.”

“How would you manage that?”  

“I’d have to kill you, of course.”

“Of course.”  I would’ve laughed if she hadn’t looked so completely at ease with the idea.

“See, she can’t be trusted,” Carter scowled, pulling a wicked looking knife out of his sleeve.  “I say we take her out right here and now.”

“Put that away, Carter, I’m thinking.”  It was an interesting concept, I just didn’t get how she thought we’d pull it off.  “So the idea is, you pitch me as the new leader, combine our two Houses and then bump me off once it gets up and running.”

“Yes.”  

“But that’s illegal.  We’d never be able to combine our Houses into one.  We’d have to get all of the other Houses to agree to it, and they’d never go for it.  We’d be too powerful.”

“I think they might with you in charge.  I’ve watched their treatment of you most closely.  I wonder if you understand your own power, Anja,” she said with a speculative smile.  “You’re the darling of this new age.  Strength tempered with a sweetness that doesn’t threaten them – that is your gift.  At least half of them underestimate what you’re capable of, we can use that.”  

“You know she might be right about that,” Carter considered aloud.  “If anyone could pull it off, it’s you, Anja.”

“Except that not only am I not interested in expanding my rule, I wouldn’t get much of a chance to enjoy it.  Would I, Jennike?”

“Long enough to firmly establish command and our place in society.  A decade at least.”  She gave a delicate shrug of the shoulders.  “It seemed a fair trade to me when Corley suggested it.”

My jaw dropped.  “This is Corley’s idea?  Why am I not surprised.  Is that why he’s got vamps massing in Canada on both sides of the border?  The better to build up his new nation?”

“It would make us more powerful than any other House, even the House of Jiao-Long.”

Ah, was that where Corley had gotten the idea from?  I knew from my history lessons that the House of Jiao-Long had recently absorbed two other Houses – Kazai and Punleu.  It made them much more powerful, but too concerned with their own internal power struggles to impact the rest of the world much.  The other Houses had sanctioned the move, but I had no idea what it’d taken to push it through.  

“So then you end up as Elder of North America with Corley as your Warden?”

“Yes.”

“I’d be careful, if I were you.  That knife that Corley’s so eager to stick into my back will be looking for a new home once I’m gone.”  

“Corley would never betray me.”  Her brows drew together with scorn and I threw up my hands.

“Okay, sure, whatever you say.”  And people called me naive.  “Well, I’m sorry to break it to you, but I have no intention of going along with your spiffy plan, so you can forget about it.”

“But don’t you see, you...”

“That’s enough, I don’t want to hear another word about it,” I barked, sending out another wave of compulsion, and she fell silent.  “Now, back to the original topic at hand.  Did you have anything to do with the tainted blood tonight?”

“No.  It was entertaining, but not especially my style.”  

“Do you know who did it?”

“No.”  

Ugh.  Was I going to have to question every vamp in town?  “Fine.  Now for the fun stuff.  No more killing humans.  Or vampires either.  In fact, you’ve completely lost your taste for violence.  And Simon Corley.  Any advice that Simon gives you sounds like a bad idea, even if you’re not sure why.”  Okay, so it made me a bad person to rearrange her head like that when I knew I didn’t have the right.  It was kind of hard to stop once I got started though.  

“And you’ll give up any idea of uniting the East and the West, with or without my support.  Once you thought it through, you realized no one House should have that much power.”  There, that should corral her more dangerous inclinations for a while.  I smiled to myself in satisfaction, but Carter gave me a look, and I decided we might as well go for the whole shebang.  

“And you’ll make a sizeable cash donation to the Red Cross.  At least ten year’s income.  Is that good enough for you, Carter?”

“Yeah, that works for me,” Carter smiled happily.  “Unless you want to throw in something about taking holy vows?”

“Don’t push it.”  I added the standard bit about her not remembering our conversation, and we got out of there.

I let out a long breath as we started down the hallway, my head stuffed with too much information, but not the right kind.  “So where do we stand now?” I asked, trying to push aside Jennike’s plot and get back to the investigation at hand.  

“Exactly the same place as where we started.  Zilch, zip, and nada is what we know,
Carter muttered in disgust.  “Who should we start with next?  Any of Bakareh’s people?”
“No, I can’t believe Amunet or any of his own staff would be involved.  He was one of the hardest hit.”

“I’d consider poisoning him if he was my boss,” Carter snorted, and I couldn’t help but smile.  He had a point.  

“Maybe the blood just went off?”

“Oh, come on, tell me you don’t actually believe that.”

“It could happen,” I shrugged.  “There doesn’t have to be a plot afoot.”

“I still say we should keep questioning anyone who had something to gain.”

“That’s just it, I can’t figure out what anyone had to gain.  No one got sick enough to die, and nobody pushed the blood at me in particular.  It seems like there’d be an easier way to ruin the party if that’s what they were after.”

“But it sure got your attention.”

“That’s true.”  Was that all it was?  A bid for my attention?  Or was it to keep me distracted while something else went on in my territory?

“Did you really mean that stuff about not wanting to join the Houses?” Carter asked, bringing me out of me reverie.  “It seems like a good way to bring the East away from the dark side.”

“Of course I did.  I meant it when I said nobody should have that much power alone.”

“Did you say something about joining Houses?”  Felix came out from around the corner, his face alight with enthusiasm.  “That’s a fantastic idea!  I think you might be on to something.  I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before.”

Uh oh.  I recognized that look of excitement.  

Chapter Twenty-One

“No, it’s not my idea, it was Jennike’s.”

“That is one sharp lady.  She knows she could never swing something that big, but the two of you together...”

“Yes, but there is no together for us,” I cut him off.  “Jennike only wanted me to front it to gain the approval of the other Houses.  Then I would’ve gotten a discreet stake in the back and she would’ve seized power.”

Felix’s brow furrowed at the thought, but he quickly dismissed it.  “I don’t think she’d go that far.  Sure, she’s always been power hungry, but she knows how to play with others.”

I couldn’t get into how I knew it was a fact without revealing my ability to compel other vampires.  “Like I said, I’m not sure any one person should be in power over the entire nation.”

“It works for the president,” Felix pointed out.

“Only because there are checks and balances.  Do you seriously want to start in on duplicating American bureaucracy?”  God knew our country had enough problems of its own.  “Besides, you’d end up demoted in the bargain.”

“I wouldn’t care about that.  Any position in a House that strong would be worth having,” he dismissed that thought.  “The council would have to be brought in to talk about it, of course.”

“Felix, don’t you dare!”  I wagged a finger at him, prepared to compel him if that’s what it took to make him drop the idea.  “I told you, I’m not doing it.  I can’t trust Jennike any farther than I can throw her.”

“You can probably throw her pretty far, boss,” Felix started to say, but he backed off, his hands coming up in supplication.  “Okay, if you say so.  I still think it’s an exciting possibility for the future though.  If not with Jennike, then maybe with her successor some day.”

“Fine, then we can talk about it in another fifty years, or so.  Deal?”  I proposed to get him off my back.  The idea of actually still being Elder in another fifty years made me feel tired, but maybe that was the late hour.  

“Deal,” he grinned.  “Listen, have you seen Bridget around?  I lost track of her at the party.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t see her.”  I looked to Carter, but he just shrugged.  

Felix scratched at his chin.  “She gets in her moods sometimes, but it ain’t like her to stay gone for so long.”

“I can have security see if they can track down her last movements if you like?”

“Nah, it’s fine.”  He waved the suggestion away.  “She’ll come back when she’s done being pissy.”

“Did the two of you have a fight?”  I knew their relationship had its ups and downs, but he shook his head.

“I didn’t think so, but I must’ve done something to rub her the wrong way.  Women, huh?”

“I’ll keep an eye out for her, and so will Carter,” I promised.  

Carter looked up, only barely paying attention to the conversation.  “Huh?  Oh, yeah.  Sure I will,” he saluted.  “Hey, reviewing the security tapes isn’t a half bad idea.  I’m gonna go do some poking around and see if I can turn anything up with our saboteur.”

“Okay, catch you later.”

“And I’ve got some work to do before the sun comes up,” Felix said, pausing outside his door.  “No rest for the wicked,” he grinned.

“Goodnight, Felix.  I’m sorry the night didn’t turn out as planned.”

“Eh, you win some, you lose some.  The real test will be how Bakareh takes it.  We might want to make sure we’ve got all our security on standby tomorrow.”

“Good idea, I’ll go stop in and mention something to Gunnar.”

“’Night, boss.”

I ran into Lee outside the security office, with an empty coffee cup in hand.  “Hey, I’m surprised you’re still up and around,” I smiled.

“I’ll stick around ’til the sun comes up and make sure they’re all buttoned away for the night, safe and sound.  Long as I can get me another cup of coffee leastways.”

“Thanks, Lee, I appreciate that.”

“Sorry to hear Jennike didn’t pan out as a suspect.”

He caught me by surprise there.  “You heard about that?  Did Carter say something to you?”  

“Naw, I just saw him in passin’.  But he’s got this place rigged up tighter than a frog’s ass, if you’ll pardon my French.  You might want to be careful what you talk about in the open around here.”

Ugh, Carter and his damn audio surveillance.  “I’ll have to remember that.”  Suddenly, I wondered how much he’d heard.  Did he know about my ability to compel other vampires?  “Then you heard the, um... interrogation?”

Lee’s lips pressed together as he gave a somber nod.  “I heard what you can do, and you got no worries with me.  I ain’t no blabbermouth.”

“I know you’re not.  But I would appreciate your discretion.  I’d hate for it to get out that I can...”

“Understood,” he nodded again.  “And if I might offer a bit of unsolicited advice?”

“Always.”

“I think you’re on the right track sayin’ no to Jennike’s proposal.  Just because a body can do somethin’, don’t mean they should.  Even goin’ into a venture like that with the purest of intentions can go sour in a heartbeat, and I’d sure hate to see you with an even bigger target painted on your back.”

“You and me both.”  

Gunnar appeared, his suit looking more rumpled, but thankfully, not blood stained.  “You are ready for me to drive you home?”

“Sure, if you’re ready to leave.”  Most of the house had shut down for the night, the security staff the only ones walking the grounds.  

“Carter has things in good hands.”

“Okay then, goodnight, Lee.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”  I leaned up to kiss his cheek, his moustache tickling as he repaid the gesture.  

I wasn’t super sleepy yet, but my mind churned with too much information, my fingers itching to get it compiled into neat lists to help sort it out.  Gunnar didn’t say much in the car either, until I remembered to mention the extra security that Felix had suggested.  

“We’ll want to make sure we have plenty of security on hand tomorrow, okay?  The last thing we need is another incident while we’ve got such high profile guests in the house.”

“Sure, boss.  I will have them there nice and early,” he smiled.

“You seem like you’re in a pretty good mood for such a weird night.”

“It was a good party.”

I laughed when I saw he was absolutely serious.  “How can you say that?”

“There was good music, it ended early, and there was much entertainment.”

“You have strange ideas about entertainment.  They’re going to be scrubbing that ballroom down for a week.”

“Yes, but it was nice to have something to do again, boss.”

I hadn’t thought of it that way.  “Are you bored working for me, Gunnar?”

“No,” he answered too quickly, searching for the right words before he spoke again.  “I’m glad you are safe, but I miss the old days a small bit.”

“The days when someone was trying to kill me every time I left the house?”

“It keep a guy on his toes,” he grinned, and I smiled in response.

“That’s true, I suppose.”

“Bishop will live with us soon?”  He asked after a few turns through the darkened city streets.  

“Ah... what makes you ask that?”

“The way he look at you.”

“How does he look at me?”

“Like he never want to let you go.”

I had to smile at that.  “I feel the same way about him.”

“So he will live with us soon?”

I let out a long breath.  “I don’t know, we haven’t talked about it.”

“It will not be so different to have another man around the house, I think.  Not once Maggie and Tucker leave.”

“Maggie and Tucker are leaving?” I gaped at him, and his eyes widened in horror. 

“You did not know this?”

“I knew they were engaged.  I guess, I always thought it was a possibility, but I didn’t know they’d made actual plans or anything.  They’re definitely moving out?”

Gunnar gripped the steering wheel tighter, his face etched with distress over his blunder.  “I only know she talk to the same man who help you buy the new house, to find one of her own.”

“Oh.”  I wondered why she hadn’t said anything to me about it.  Maybe because we’d been so busy getting the party put together?  “Well, I can understand them wanting to be on their own.”

“I like to live with more people.  It’s a friendlier place that way.”

“You do?”

“Yes.  In my family, we have fifteen of us share the same house with aunts and uncles and bedstefar.”

“Beds...”

“My grandfather.”

“Fifteen.  Wow, that’s a lot of people.”

He shrugged.  “Not so much.  In my master’s house there are many of us as well.  Isak and me, we share...”  He fell silent, and I suspected it hurt him to think of his disgraced brother.  “We share many things.”

“Do you ever think about going home?”

“Not so much.  I like it here.  Here I am my own person, not anybody’s property.”

“Of course you are!”  It floored me that anyone would think differently.  “Does your Sire really treat you like his property?”

He shrugged again.  “My life belong to him.”  

“I happen to disagree.  If anything, he took your old life.  What you do with your afterlife is up to you,” I said, giving his hand a brief squeeze.  

“This is why I like you, boss,” he replied with a smile.  “You give me much hope.”

“I think that’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me,” I smiled back, blinking back tears.  All things considered, it hadn’t been that bad of a night after all.

* * *

Maggie and Tucker had already gone up to bed, and Gunnar was quick to follow.  There was less than an hour until sunrise, and I enjoyed the quiet in the house as I got ready for bed.  Carter’s escape tunnel project had turned into a big muddy hole with the rains earlier in the week, and I was glad the party was over so he could get back to it soon.  If he didn’t, I was going to order the whole thing filled in with concrete and he could start digging his tunnel from the garage side first.

As I pulled on my pajamas and warm fuzzy socks, my thoughts turned to the evening’s events.  Not so much the spewing of blood and plots I’d uncovered, but more of the stuff that came before that.  The sweeter bits with Bishop, before we got so rudely interrupted.  My only regret was that there hadn’t been time for me to show him what he did to me as well, or for us to spend the rest of the night together.

As if he’d read my mind, my phone rang, Bishop’s profile popping up on the screen.  

“Hi, I was just thinking about you,” I smiled, hoping it was a good call, and not a bad one.”

“Good thoughts, I hope.”

“Very good.  Is this call for business or pleasure?”

“Ah, pure pleasure,” he sighed, and I got the impression he’d just sat down for the first time in a while.  “I don’t have any news from the lab yet, sorry.”

“That’s okay, I don’t mind you calling me just because you want to.  Not at all.”  In fact, I preferred it.  “I’m sorry we ran out of time tonight.”  

“Me too.  I was just getting started making things up to you.”

“I thought you already did.”

“That was only the beginning.”

The promise in his voice made my insides clench, and I sucked in a deep breath, stretching out on the bed.  “I like the sound of that.  Not just for the sexy bits, but the beginning for us.”

“So do I.”  The silence stretched between us, comfortable and drowsy, not at all awkward before he asked, “What are you doing?”

“Lying here, waiting for the sun to come up.”  

“I could come over.” 

I heard the longing in his voice, and I felt it too.  But it was late.  “I’d be asleep by the time you got here.”

“I wouldn’t mind.  I’d just like to hold you.”

“You would when you got here and I was too comatose to invite you in.”

Bishop let out a low chuckle.  “Ah, there is that.  Another night then?”

“Absolutely.  I can’t wait.”

“What are you doing tomorrow night?”

Unfortunately, it wasn’t that simple.  “You mean besides trying to avoid an international incident over the fiasco tonight?”

“Ah, I’m guessing your dance card is pretty full then.”

“I’ll know more tomorrow night, but I’ll call you, okay?”

“Okay.”

My eyes grew heavier as the sun rose higher in the sky, but I wasn’t ready to let him go yet.  “I miss you.”

“I miss you too.”

“Bishop?”

“Yeah.”

“Where do you see yourself in five years?”  The question popped out without my thinking too much about it, partially prompted by Gunnar’s talk about shifting households, and the random thought about my interview with Kane.  

“With you,” Bishop answered without hesitation.  “Wherever the world takes us.”

“Wherever the world takes us, that sounds nice,” I smiled into my end of the phone.  I was starting to fade away, my thoughts rapidly losing their cohesion.  “Would you really follow me to the ends of the Earth?”

“Sure, if you wanted me to.  Maybe not all the time,” he added after a moment’s thought.  “Maybe I could follow you around for five years, and then you can follow me for five?  Or a decade, I’m flexible.  There will be times when I’ve got my own responsibilities, but I’ve given over three hundred years in service to the Order, I’d say I have an extended vacation coming my way if you wanted to go exploring.”

He threw around years like they were months, and I had to laugh.  “I do love you, Bishop.”

“I love you too, Anja.  Now get some sleep.  I’ll be there to pick you up when the sun goes down.”

“Why?  Gunnar will... will take me to the, um... the mansion.”  I was quickly losing the power of speech, the dark reaching out to claim me.  

“I want you to invite me into your house.”

“Wha for...?”  

“Because the next time you fall asleep, I want it to be in my arms.”    

And that’s what I dreamt of.  

Chapter Twenty-Two

Unfortunately, as soon as I woke up the next night, Maggie waited for me with a mug of O positive, and a summons from Bakareh.  

“Aw, poop.  I was hoping to go one night without drama,” I sighed, falling back against the pillow.

“I’m afraid this isn’t the night,” she said with a rueful twist of the lips.  “There’s a car standing by to take you to the mansion.”

“Okay, give me ten minutes to splash some water on my face and change into something more appropriate.”  Something told me he wouldn’t be impressed by toe socks and my R2D2 jammies.  

I sent a quick text to Bishop, telling him not to bother coming over, as I was already on my way to the mansion.  Gunnar had his nose out of joint at not being required to drive me over, and vowed to follow along the limo, just in case.  As it was, I was surprised to find a familiar face in the driver’s seat.  

“Kane?  What are you doing playing chauffeur?”

The shifter was dressed casually in a worn t-shirt, faded from many washings, and jeans, more appropriate for doing yard work, rather than driving a limo.  “Beats the shit out of me, ma’am,” he shrugged.  “Lee tells me to drive, I drive.” 

“What happened to the driver we got for Bakareh?”

Another shrug.  “I just work here.”  

That didn’t sound so good.  “Anything you can tell me about the state of the house before I walk in there?”

“There’s some sort of fuss about the staff, that’s all I know.”

“The security staff?” I frowned.  

“Naw, something to do with that midget vamp’s staff.”

“Do you mean Bakareh?  He’s not a midget, he was turned at a young age.”

“Whatever, he looks like a little midget Hare Krishna to me.”  

“Maybe don’t say something like that to his face,” I winced, imagining Bakareh might take it as insulting at the very least.

Kane snorted.  “I ain’t afraid of him.”

“Then you’re stupid, because he’s one of the most powerful vamps on the planet.  I’d watch what you say to him.”

Under his breath, he muttered something about vampire politics, but all he said aloud was, “I don’t plan to say anything to him.”

“Good.  It’s probably for the best if you keep as far away from him as possible.  Something tells me he’s not in the best mood today.”

I wasn’t wrong, and the reason why became immediately apparent as soon as I got to the mansion.  All of Bakareh’s people had deserted him.  Every last one, from the guy who dressed him, to the two girls whose only purpose that I could figure out was to  follow him everywhere he went, and bow and scrape over his magnificence.  Just like that, with no notice, they’d all walked out some time during the day.  My staff had scrambled to pick up the slack under Lee’s direction, but I could tell that the Child King was already working on his last nerve.  

“This is unacceptable!” Bakareh shrieked as soon as I entered his room, pointing a chubby finger in my direction.  “Never have I been treated thus.  I hold you personally responsible for their desertion.” 

“Me?” I gaped, taking an extra moment not to buy into his hysteria.  I took a deep, cleansing breath, searching for a more level tone.  “With all due respect, your staffing issues are hardly my fault.”

“Who else is to blame then?  I should’ve known when Amunet first returned from your infernal lands that all was not as it should be.  Where are you hiding them?”

Amunet was gone too?  No wonder he was so upset  “I’m not hiding anyone anywhere.  This is the first I’m hearing of their disappearances.”

“I will not be made to suffer because you can’t properly run a house.”  Bakareh did everything but stamp his foot, and it put me on edge. 

“Hey, my staff isn’t the one that pulled a Houdini.  If you’re looking to place the blame on someone, maybe you should ask yourself why they left?”

“My people have been devoted to me since infancy.  It is a great honor to serve in my court.”  

Was he seriously that deluded?  “Is it?  Or do you not give them much of a choice?  I’ve seen your people, you treat them more like slaves than servants.”  

He shrugged a shoulder.  “That is their station in life.  Just as it is mine to rule, as I see fit.”  

“And it’s their right to exercise their free will if they don’t like that station.  Maybe they decided they’d had enough of your rule?”

“In favor of yours?” he scoffed.  “If that fiasco last night is any indication, it’s a wonder you have a kingdom at all.”  

“Oh, because you’re such a genius at ruling others?”  My voice rose, despite my best efforts to keep my temper in check.  “Did you ever stop to think that maybe if you weren’t such a demanding baby all the time, your people wouldn’t have ditched you at their first chance?”

“My people revere me!  I am as a god to them!”

“I know just what you do to exact that so called reverence, Bakareh, and we both know it’s not love that compels them to treat you with deference, don’t we?”

I had a brief thought that he might lunge for my throat at any second, but instead, his high voice managed a low and deadly threat.  “Did you or did you not compel my people to turn on me?”

“I did not,” I shot back, meeting his gaze squarely.  “I have better things to do with my day than play head games with your servants.”

Bakareh was silent, weighing my response carefully, before he decided he believed me.  “I require you to provide me with a new staff,” he said, reclining on his throne of pillows as if he was casually ordering a pizza for delivery.  Evidently one servant was as good as another in his eyes, but it wasn’t all the same to me, especially when I’d seen how he treated them.

“I’m not going to do that, but I will make arrangements to see you safely home.”

“I said I want new attendants!” he wailed, and I forced a slow breath before I replied, of half a mind to call Carter in and borrow his crossbow.  

“Then hire some on your own, but you’re not taking my people.”

“You will do as I say.”

Something inside of me snapped at his imperious tone.  I was done kissing up to Bakareh just because he was dangerous.  This was my house and my lands, and I was sick and tired of walking on eggshells around him.  “Look, I’ve had about as much as I can take from you.  You clearly don’t like it here, so I see no reason for you to stay one moment longer.  And we both know you can’t compel me to do your bidding, so stop making demands.”  

His eyes stretched wide before they narrowed to dangerous slits.  “I don’t need to compel you, I could easily destroy you if you disobey me.”

“Go ahead,” I called his bluff.  “And then good luck finding a rock to hide under, because Jakob will scour this whole world to break you in half.”  

“Jakob won’t have to bother, because the little runt will never get out of here alive if he makes a move on you,” Carter called out from the doorway, his crossbow leveled at Bakareh’s heart.  Gunnar stood behind him, gun drawn, and Lee to his other side, hands shifted to massively sharp claws. 

“I have never been thus treated in my life!”  Bakareh screamed to the rafters, but nobody batted an eye.

“Are you about done?” I asked when he paused to take a breath.  “Go ahead and yell your head off if it makes you feel any better.  I’ll have my people pack your things up to go, and we’ll see you safely to your plane.  After that you’re on your own.”

His eyes widened with a touch of fear, though what he had to be afraid of, I couldn’t imagine.  “I cannot travel on my own.  I require attendants, I require feeders, I require...”

A crossbow dart whizzed past his ear, close enough to make him flinch.  

“I can make your travel time pass a lot quicker,” Carter offered, quickly rearming the crossbow with another shot.  

Bakareh paled, but his voice was lower when he spoke again.  “That won’t be necessary.  Please see that I leave within the hour.”

“I think we can manage that, Your Grace,” I said politely.

“I shan’t be coming here again,” he sniffed before marching into the bathroom, where he slammed the door behind him.

“Pity.  I was starting to like him,” Carter smirked, lowering the crossbow.  

I stifled a smile, eager to get things in motion before Bakareh decided to be more difficult.  “Okay, let’s get some people in here to pack him up double time.  I want him out of here in less than an hour.”  

“It is my pleasure,” Gunnar smiled, picking up the house phone to make the arrangements.  

“Do we know what happened to Bakareh’s staff?  They’re not...?”

“We didn’t turn up any bodies, if that’s what you’re askin’,” Lee replied, keeping pace with me as I strode briskly down the hall.  

“I guess we can make some discreet inquiries.  I suppose if they’re looking for Sanctuary, the least we can do is help them settle into the West.  Any other catastrophes while I’m here, or are we good?”

“I’m almost afraid to answer that without knockin’ wood,” Lee grinned.  “But I did hear some rumblins that Jennike’s making plans to skedaddle as well.”

“Her staff didn’t disappear too, did they?”

“Nope, they’re all here and accounted for.”  

“Well, let’s hope nothing else goes wrong today.”  I rapped on the doorframe in passing, just in case.  

Chapter Twenty-Three

By the time Bishop got to the mansion, both Jennike and Bakareh had packed their bags and left without a single ounce of fanfare.  It was the shortest state visit he’d ever heard of.  Maybe the blood bath hadn’t been such a bad idea after all?

He found Anja in the security office with Carter poring over the video footage, and she looked up with a smile when he walked in.  

“Hey, you’re here.  We figured out how the blood was poisoned.”  She waved him over to the monitors.  “Check it out.”  

An image of the kitchen came onscreen, and one of the human servers, a blonde that he vaguely recognized from the night before, stood in front of the racks of clean cordial glasses as they came out of the massive dishwasher.  Methodically, she worked her way through the entire lot of them, applying something to each and every glass, though it was impossible to tell from the resolution of the image, what it was she put in the glasses.  

“That checks out with what the lab found,” Bishop reported.  “There’s nothing wrong with the blood itself, it was the glasses that were poisoned.”

“That explains why the feeders were fine, and why it didn’t affect people right away.  The glasses weren’t poisoned until after the first batches were served and run through the dishwasher,” Anja mused aloud.  “Did you find out what the poison was?”

Bishop nodded.  “Hyacinthus orientalis, commonly known as hyacinth.” 

Anja gasped in surprise.  “A flower did all that?”

“Some of the best poisons come from plants,” Carter chimed in.  “From what I can remember, it’s the bulbs that are poisonous on the hyacinth, causing nausea, vomiting, and convulsions.  Sometimes death, though not for vampires.  The most we’d get is sick, like we saw last night.”

Anja looked between the two men.  “How do you guys know this stuff?  Did I miss the poison chapter in the vampire handbook or something?” 

Bishop shrugged.  “You pick things up over the years.  I’m betting you won’t forget about the properties of hyacinth any time soon, will you?”

“You’re not wrong there,” she admitted with a sigh.

“There’s something else too,” Carter pointed out, pulling up another file on the computer.  “I have audio coverage in the bedrooms.  I picked up something right before Bakareh’s staff took off earlier today.”  

Bishop’s brows rose in surprise.  “Bakareh’s staff took off?”

“It’s been a weird evening so far,” Anja nodded.

“Here, listen to this.”

There was a light murmur of voices, and for the life of him, Bishop couldn’t pick out even a single word.  “Am I supposed to be able to recognize what’s being said there?”

“No, and that’s the best I can do with this equipment.  It’s not like on TV where I can adjust a couple of dials and all of a sudden we have crystal clear dialogue.”

“What are we listening for then?” Anja asked.  

“Nothing, exactly.  I just think it’s interesting.  There’s that light murmur and then they all left without packing a single thing.”  Carter turned on another camera sequence from the upstairs hallway that showed them filing out without any hurry and no further conversation.  “Just walked out as happy as you please without a backward glance.”  

Anja watched the footage, her brow furrowing.  “Maybe they had a meeting about leaving and didn’t want Bakareh to hear?” she suggested, and Carter gave her a pointed look.

“How much can you hear when you’re passed out for the night?”

“Bakareh’s much older though, he might be a light sleeper,” Bishop pointed out.  “Whatever was discussed, it was low enough that they were obviously afraid of being overheard.  What’s so strange about that?”

“I thought it was weird, because...”  Carter keyed up another sequence.  “You can hear the same kind of murmuring right before Amunet leaves too.  And isn’t it weird that she left before the sun went down?”

“It is odd,” Bishop agreed.  A vampire her age could take small amounts of sun, just as he could, especially on an overcast winter day, but it was definitely unusual. 

Anja listened to it once more before sitting back.  “The whole thing’s weird, but it’s not our problem, now that Bakareh’s gone.  I’d probably walk out on him if he was my boss too.”

“Eventually Amunet will turn up and ask for Sanctuary, and I expect we’ll get the whole story then,” Bishop said.  It was strange, but not enough to dwell on.  The important thing was, with the exalted guests already on their way, they were done playing hosts, and their lives could get back to normal.  As normal as it could be when he was courting the Elder of the West.  

“That’s probably true,” Anja agreed.  “Well, let’s track down that blonde server and see who put her up to poisoning the glasses.  I’m assuming she wasn’t acting on her own.”

“I think that’s a fair assumption,” Bishop agreed.  “Do you need any help?”

“No, I’ll take care of it,” Carter replied before Anja had a chance to.  “I can handle a simple human interrogation, probably better than anyone else here.”

“Okay, keep me posted, Carter,” Anja agreed easily.  “Besides, I have something else I need to take care of tonight.”

Carter made a face as though he’d tasted something sour.  “Have fun with that,” he muttered. 

“Oh?  What else did I miss before I got here?” Bishop asked, his brows touching as he worried what else would stand in their way.  

“Something pretty important,” Anja replied, leading him out of the security room and out into the entry hall.

“Like what?”  He’d cleared off his schedule for most of the night, hoping to be by her side, but this wasn’t exactly what he’d had in mind.  “Whatever it is, I’ll be here for you.” 

“That’s good to know, because I’m going to need you on this one.”  

“Then we’ll handle it together.  What is it?”

“It could take a while.”

“Anja, what is it?”  It must be bad if she didn’t even want to say it.

She stood before him, so somber, it made his gut clench with worry.  But then the corner of her mouth tugged up into a goofy grin.  “Tag – you’re it.”  And then she turned and lit out of the room like a bat out of hell, leaving him blinking at her sudden departure.  He was still staring at the doorway when she re-appeared in it seconds later, leaning in enough to see her head and torso.  “This is where you chase me,” she smirked, before taking off again at lightning speed.

“You want a chase?  I’ll give you a chase,” Bishop grinned, his temporary paralysis fading as the thrill of the hunt settled in.  It reminded him of the first night she’d tried to give him the slip, back when he’d tried to arrest her for not having her license and registration.  Even then she’d been far fleeter than she should’ve been for a newborn, and she had so much more control now.  

Anja led him on a merry chase through the streets of San Francisco, faster than the human eye could track.  How long had it been since he’d run like this just for pleasure?  Too many times he only used his speed and tracking ability in the course and scope of his job, but this was a different kind of hunt.  It was freeing on many levels, especially when her laughter floated back to him, teasing and spurring him faster and faster.  Only the fact that he figured out where she was leading him kept him from losing her, she was so wily an adversary.  And when he guessed her end destination, the game changed.  Now, he had the upper hand, able to anticipate her path, and the best way to ensnare her.  

He saw her hesitate at the bottom of the stairs from his hidden vantage point.  Saw her look around in dismay, golden hair loose and wild, her cheeks stained with color.  Light as a cat, Bishop leapt down, landing right beside her.  

“Tag,” he smiled, wrapping a supportive arm around her waist when she almost lost her balance, she was so startled.  

“Ooh, you got me.  I didn’t even see you coming,” Anja laughed.  “I guess it’s my turn.”

“I guess so,” Bishop replied, but he made no move to let go of her.  

“Aren’t you going to run?”

“Not a chance.”  His mouth closed over hers, claiming his prize for catching her.  Anja tasted of cloves from her lip balm, the scent triggering a memory he wanted to duplicate in the worst way.  Bishop nudged her backwards to the stairs, never breaking the kiss as they stumbled their way up to his apartment.  From the way she kissed him back, he sure as hell hoped she had the same thing in mind that he did, because he wasn’t sure he could take things slow with her this time.  Anja answered that question by taking charge of the kiss as soon as they reached the landing, slamming him against the door in her enthusiasm.  

“I’m sorry,” she squeaked as his head bounced against the metal door, hard enough to smash their lips together.  She sucked lightly at the bead of blood that welled on his bottom lip, and he let out a ragged moan, his hips grinding against her softness in response.  Unable to help himself, his sharp fang pricked at her lip, and he sucked hard, the taste of her blood exploding across his tongue.  

The kiss went on and on, the tiny wounds healing and being reopened again as they kissed and drank, hands growing increasingly bold as they roamed each other’s bodies.  

“We’d better get inside soon,” he groaned, when her light touch grazed over his cock straining against his jeans.  

“Why?”

“Because if we don’t, I’ll end up taking you right here,” he growled, his fingers finding slick flesh beneath her skirt.  

“Do that again and I won’t care,” she sighed against his mouth, her thighs spreading wider at his touch. 

It was almost enough to drive him over the edge, but enough of a gentleman remained in him that Bishop wouldn’t take her against the dirty door for their first reunion.  “Keys,” he grumbled, letting go of her to reach for his pockets, and she brushed his hands aside.  

“Let me get that for you.”  She dug into his pocket, not at all shy where she groped as she searched for the keys, the curve of her lips telling him it was deliberate.  Anja turned to put the key into the lock, and he nudged the hair away from the nape of her neck, lips brushing over her tender skin, unable to stop touching her even for a second, now that they were so close.  

The second the door unlatched, Bishop had her inside, pressed up against the wall in a heated kiss as he turned off the alarm without looking at the keypad.  He had to slow down or he’d end up taking her against the wall, and that wouldn’t be much better than giving in to his urges outside the door.  With supreme effort, he pulled away from her yielding softness, her eyes widening in surprise when he broke the kiss.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, emotions flitting over her expressive face.

“Not a thing,” he smiled, tracing the line of her jaw, kissing her more gently, reverently.  “I thought maybe we should relocate though, don’t you?”

Her lips curved in a glorious smile.  “I think that’s the best idea I’ve heard all night.”  Eager to keep that smile on her face, Bishop lifted her into his arms, but didn’t take her to the bedroom, as expected.  “What are you doing?”  Her brow furrowed with confusion when he sat her atop the kitchen counter.  

“Claiming my prize for catching you,” he replied matter-of-factly, fingers already making short work of the buttons on her blouse.  

“I thought maybe we’d do that in the bedroom.”  

“We’ll get there,” he assured her, slipping the blouse from her arms.  If he got her on the bed right now, he wouldn’t be able to make it as slow and beautiful as she deserved.  “There’s no reason we have to start in the bedroom, is there?”  Bishop cocked a brow, enjoying the shiver that went through her as his fingers reached inside to deftly pull her breasts free of the lacy bra, the material pushing them up in a tantalizing pout.  

“Yes, but... here?”

“It’s the breakfast bar, isn’t it?” he smirked, holding her gaze as his mouth closed over the top of her breast, his teeth grazing across her skin.  “I’d say I won a taste, wouldn’t you?”  Bishop kissed the other breast, this time he allowed his fangs to pierce her flesh in the tiniest of pricks, drawing lightly at the wound to heighten her pleasure. 

“Oh... yes, you definitely deserve a taste,” she moaned, her head falling back to offer him better access, her legs winding around his hips to pull him closer.

The counter put her at the perfect height for his hands to roam, first to make sure the other plump breast wasn’t neglected, and then to travel south, where she needed it the most.  He took just enough blood to keep the pleasure humming along her veins, first from one dusky peak and then the other, until she cried out his name, hands flailing as she shook from the violence of the climax that took her by surprise.  Bishop crooked his fingers, drawing out her spasms of pleasure, and she gave a strangled cry which mingled with the sound of bending metal as she crushed the water spigot in the kitchen sink.

Her eyes flew open, realizing what it was she’d destroyed in the throes of passion.  “I’m sorry!”

“It’s okay, it’s my fault entirely,” he chuckled, taking the bent spigot from her hand.  Bishop would gladly replace the fixture daily if it meant he could have her in his arms each night.  He’d expected her to be pliable and limp after the thunderous orgasm, but if anything, Anja seemed to burn hotter than before.

“The bedroom?” she panted, hands sliding inside the waistband of his pants.  

“The bedroom,” he managed to get out, his voice husky with need as he scooped her into his arms again.  

Bishop deposited her on the corner of the bed, and she immediately reached for him, deftly undoing his belt and opening his pants.  Her fingers were cool as they tugged them down, and the brush of her breath against the head of his cock made it jerk, eager for the taste of her mouth.  But that wasn’t how he’d planned this in his mind over all of those lonely nights, dreaming of the time she’d come willing to his bed.  

Stepping out of his pants, Bishop also scooted out of reach until he was sure she wouldn’t do something that destroyed his self control.  Her eyes followed his movements hungrily as he pulled off his shirt and kicked off his shoes, until he stood before her completely nude.  As he approached the bed, she went up on her knees, and he gently captured her wrists, distracted by the feel of her nipples brushing against his bare chest and the softness of her thigh.  

Her brow furrowed in confusion when he didn’t release her.  “Don’t you want me to...”

“I’m still making things up to you.”

“I thought you already did.”  

“I told you, that was only the beginning.  Lie back and let me show you how much I’ve missed you.”

“But I want to...”

“You will,” he assured her.  “There’s no rush, is there?  We’ve got all night.”

Anja stilled at that, letting him slide her skirt and panties from her hips as she laid back obediently.  

All that soft, creamy skin.  So cool beneath his fingertips, but burned like a brand wherever they touched.  How he wanted to lose himself in her embrace, but Bishop was far too focused for that.  He had a lot to atone for, and he didn’t intend to waste a single moment of the night stretching before them.  

It’d been so long since he’d had the chance to love her as she deserved to be loved.  Those few times they’d been together before had seared into his mind, making him burn for her touch on those endless lonely nights.  At the same time, the edges of his memory had blurred together, too indistinct to be real.  The sweet perfection that was Anja had become more phantom than reality to him, and he chased after these new memories, desperate to make her real once more. 

Bishop explored every curve and hollow, relearning her body with his hands and fingers and tongue, so that he’d never forget it again.  He’d never been this bold with her before; she’d seemed like such a shy, delicate thing, but there was nothing shy about the way she gripped him tight, and the needy whimpers that escaped her swollen lips.  Watching her carefully, he learned what made her sigh and what made her shout.  

Her hands drove him mad, flitting from one place to another, agonizingly gentle one moment and in a tight, frenzied grip the next.  He caught himself bucking into them more than once, but forced himself to still his hips.  It wasn’t his turn yet.  

He brought her to peak after shuddering peak with just his mouth and hands, one for every month they’d been apart.  Even though he ached to bury himself inside her, Bishop was sincere in his need to show her how much she meant to him.  He took just enough blood to keep her dizzy with pleasure, but in no danger of passing out – he wanted her conscious for every tantalizing second of delight.  

His cock was beyond hard, slick where it rubbed against her thigh, her belly, the cleft of her ass – eager for any friction it could capture.  Bishop did his best to keep her from reaching for it.  A couple of pumps in her tight little fist and he’d lose all of his resolve.  Still, every time she came, every time she moaned his name and shook with the tremors of her release, he bucked against her, throbbing with the need to lose himself in her again and again.  

Anja’s head fell back against the pillow, her chest rising and falling rapidly as she burst through the edge of another climax.  “Bishop... I need more,” she panted, licking her lips as she shuddered.  

The words were music to his ears.  “I can keep this up all night.”

“No, I mean, I need you – all of you.”  She reached for him, her blue eyes hungry.  “Please don’t make me wait any longer.” 

It was the catch in her voice that caught at him.  The desperate need that so closely matched his own.  “I need you too.  More than I ever thought I would,” he admitted, holding her gaze as he settled between her pale thighs.  “I don’t want to waste one more minute without you.”

“Then claim your prize.  You did catch me, after all,” she smiled up at him.  

“Yes, ma’am.”  Never so happy to oblige, he captured her mouth with his as he gripped the base of his cock, rubbing against her sensitive flesh, teasing them both before he took her with one swift thrust.  Tight in her embrace, he went still, savoring the sensation of coming home.  

Anja’s moan against his mouth was like music, and he withdrew and plunged deeper, eager to hear it again.  And again and again... they moved together, their bodies remembering the unique rhythm that was theirs alone.  The exquisite dance that carried so much more than the slide of flesh against flesh, the friction building with his every thrust and the roll of her hips.  It was theirs for the taking, perfect bliss, and they joyfully chased after it together, parting lips to shout in delight, as well as moan in rapture, as they grew closer to sweet oblivion.

He felt the tremble in her limbs almost before she did, so attuned to her body that he anticipated the waves of her release a half second before it struck.  That’s when his fangs pierced her throat, his own cries of passion muffled against her flesh as her pure essence flooded his senses.  Anja’s head fell back as the orgasm ripped through her, unable to do more than hold on as she rode it out.  And then her head came forward to bite him in return, the pull of her mouth at his throat setting his veins on fire, as Bishop emptied himself into her with a roar.  Their husky cries of fulfillment reverberated through them, feeding each other as they shared the sacrament of their love.  

Even when the last spasm had passed, he was reluctant to let her go.  His tongue rasped at her shoulder, lapping lazily at the twin pinpricks of blood as he uttered soft words of love in his native tongue, pledging his heart to hers.  Words she wouldn’t recognize, but Bishop felt deep in his soul.  Words that bound them together for always.  Maybe she wasn’t ready to take the next step with him, but Bishop claimed Anja in his heart, waiting for the day when she would claim him too.

Anja shifted slightly, and he thrust into her again, his body seeking that last surge of dying pleasure, and she made a sound of deep satisfaction in the back of her throat.  “Mmm, I don’t think I’ll be able to get out of this bed for the rest of the night,” she cautioned, and he chuckled, withdrawing carefully and pulling her into his embrace.

“I have no problem with that.”  It was late anyway, and he could think of worse things than for her to sleep over at his place.  

“Good, because I’m pretty sure my legs don’t work anymore,” she sighed, snuggling up to him.  

His chest swelled with male pride.  “Then I guess I did something right.”

“So many things,” she yawned, her head falling against his chest.  “Oh, sorry I didn’t get a chance to invite you into the house.  We’re definitely past date six now.”

“Way past it,” he agreed.  “But that’s okay, I got what I wanted.”

“I’d say we both did.”  She yawned again, the sound little more than a squeak, and he laughed softly.

“I meant getting to sleep with you in my arms.”

“Mmm,” she said, and he wasn’t sure if she was agreeing or fading too quickly to hear what he’d said.  But when she spoke again, she sounded lucid, if tired.  “Bishop?”

“Yes?”

“About what you said before.”  

“When?”

“In Italian.”

“Oh.  That was... nothing to worry about, just something I said in the moment.”

“Then you didn’t mean what you said?”  She sounded disappointed.  

“I didn’t say that.”

“Then you did mean it?”

Bishop couldn’t see her face, but suddenly he started to wonder.  “Anja, do you know what I said?”

She was silent for long seconds, and he started to think she’d drifted off before she spoke.  “I got bored with studying German and switched to Italian about a month ago.  I didn’t catch every single word, but I kind of got the gist of it.”  

He went very still, unsure what she thought about it from the inflexion of her voice.  “I wasn’t trying to trap you into anything.  I know you want to take things nice and slow, and that’s fine by me.  So please don’t read anything more into it than...”

“Bishop?” she cut him off, stifling another yawn.  “I like that you said those things.”

“You do?”

Anja snuggled deeper into his embrace.  “I do.”  

“I do too.”  He held her until she went still as death in his arms.  Only then did he get up and shut the automatic shutters, casting the apartment into total darkness.  It was still an hour or more before his regular bedtime, and the price for spending the night with Anja meant he had to cram in some time for his job.  

As soon as he booted up the laptop, Bishop knew he’d put off work for too long.  There in the corner, was the flashing logo for calls missed.  Important calls, from Rome.  Running his hand through his hair, he pulled on a shirt, and put the call through on Skype.  

“Hello, Prudence.  What’s up?”

“What’s up?” She didn’t look too pleased by his casual greeting.  “I could say the same, I’ve been trying to reach you for hours.”

“I’ve been busy.”

“With what?  I thought things were stable in your area.”

“They are, mostly because I keep busy.”  It wasn’t a lie exactly, he just hadn’t done a whole lot of work that particular night.  “Is there something I can do for you?  I sent you my report per the meeting last night.”

“Yes, and I received it.  I’m more concerned with what you didn’t report.”

Bishop waited for her to get to the point, not in the mood to play guessing games.  

“What’s this I hear about a poisoning attempt at the Elder’s ball?”

“That’s exactly what it was.  Someone poisoned the fresh blood served at the party, and we’ve been working to uncover who’s responsible.”

She arched a single brow.  “And you thought this was a good use of the Order’s resources?”

Bishop didn’t appreciate the tone, or the implied accusation that it wasn’t a good use of them.  “Someone possibly tried to take out three Elders in my territory.  Yes, I think it is a perfect use of our resources.  Why?”

“No need to get your back up, Bishop.”  

“Isn’t there?  Or am I wrong about your questioning the way I run my district?”  He’d been around the block long enough to recognize that she was working her way up to something.  

Prudence was silent for long seconds, her lips pressed primly together before she spoke.  “There has been talk.”

“By who?”

“There has been talk,” she repeated without answering the question.  “That you are less concerned with your duties since you rekindled your affair with the Elder of the West.” 

“Give me a single example,” Bishop challenged, and she held up her hand.

“I make no accusations, I simply find this surprising, given your stance on Vetis under Corley’s rule.  Weren’t you the one to champion the division between the Order and the House?”

“And I stand by that belief.  We work together when the situation calls for it, but I am not an extension of Anja’s rule, by any means.”  

“I certainly hope not.  We can’t be too careful when dealing with rumors at this level.”  

“Is that all you have, rumors?  Or do you have any solid evidence against me?”

“This isn’t a disciplinary hearing, Bishop.  There are no charges laid against you.  I merely wanted to hear your thoughts on the matter.”

Like hell.  “And are you satisfied?”

“For the present time.  I hope you are aware that the eyes of the Order are upon you in your position.  You set the example for your subordinates.”  

As if he could ever forget it.  “Oh, I’m all kinds of aware.  I used to do your job, remember?”

“Vividly,” she replied with a tight lipped smile.  “I also remember that you left it to be closer to Ms. Evans.  There are some who see that as a sign of weakness.”

Bishop’s shoulders swelled to fill the screen, his temper pricked.  “I’ll meet anyone who dares to call me weak, any time you care to set.”  

“There’s no need for that.”  She sought to soothe him, but all it did was piss him off.  He didn’t like being handled.  “Let me leave you with this one word of caution.  The Order is a jealous mistress and her vows are not easily set aside.”  

“Noted,” he said with a brusque nod.  “And let me leave you with this.  The next time you question my duties, you’d better have a damn good reason to back it up.”  Hitting the red button to disconnect the call wasn’t as satisfying as slamming the door on her, or even a receiver, but it was all he had.  

Gone was the warm glow of shared intimacy with Anja, replaced by anger and frustration for a job he used to love.  Still loved, most of the time, but all the political garbage... life was too short for that bullshit.  As Bishop slogged through his inbox, reviewing reports and putting out fires, he took some measure of satisfaction at assigning order to the chaos – but was it what he really wanted to be doing with his life?  One glance at the pale slip of a girl lying in his bed left him full of doubts.  

Chapter Twenty-Four

For three days I didn’t leave Bishop’s apartment.  The one time I called in to work, I was politely told to take a couple of days off by Maggie, who also showed up later that evening with a duffel full of extra clothes and a few toiletries.  I knew Bishop left when I was asleep sometimes, because things would show up that hadn’t been there the night before.  Like the oceans of flowers I woke to the first night, or the freezer full of ice cream that we sampled at our leisure (I definitely recommend the wild cherry, especially when eaten in a soapy bubble bath for two).  I could also tell he’d been out to feed, because he wasn’t the least bit weak from sharing his blood with me, both in and out of the bedroom.  Not that I strictly needed to feed every night, but how could I say no when it inevitably turned into such a pleasurable experience for the both of us?

It was a magical mini stay-cation, but we both knew it couldn’t last.  Reality waited outside his door, and it came in the form of Carter, who banged on it with a vengeance when we didn’t jump to answer his polite knock.

“Hold your horses!” Bishop barked, pulling on a pair of jeans as he went to open the door.  “Oh, it’s you,” I heard him mutter, and I slipped out of bed, peeking to see Carter’s head over the top of his shoulder.  Snatching up a blanket, I wrapped it around me and went out to see what he wanted.  

“Don’t you think you’ve had her long enough?” Carter was saying.  “She does have other things to do than you.”

Bishop’s face twisted into a scowl.  “I’m not keeping her hostage.” 

“Nope, I’m here of my own free will,” I smiled, looping my arm through his.  

Instead of his answering smile, Bishop’s scowl only deepened when he saw me.  “Anja, would you put some clothes on for chrissakes?”

“Why?  It’s only Carter.”

“So?”

“What do you mean it’s only Carter?” Carter retorted, his disapproval for my lack of attire written all over his face.  

What was the big deal?  “So you’re like my best friend.  Who cares if you see me in a blanket?”

“I’m still a man, and you shouldn’t go parading around like that.”

Bishop shot me a vindicated look, and I resisted the urge to roll my eyes.  “You’re the one who came banging our door down, I figured it was important.”

“It is, but it’ll wait for you to change.”  

“Oh, for Pete’s sake...”  They were both acting like it was the nineteen hundreds.  “You guys, I’m more covered than I would be at the beach.  Will you tell me what’s going on?”

“Felix is going apeshit, I think you’d better get to the mansion before he busts a nut.”

“Why?  What happened?”

“You mean besides the way you kicked Bakareh out of the country?”

“I didn’t...”  Okay, so I guess I had kicked him out.  But only because he was such a pain, and clearly wasn’t enjoying his visit anyway.  “He’s pretty mad, huh?”

“I’ll say,” Carter snorted.  “Anyway, I promised to come and pry you out of your love nest and bring you back to face the music.” 

“What kind of music?”

“I’m guessing some kind of funeral dirge from the look on the council’s faces.” 

“The council’s there too?”  Frak.  “Give me ten minutes to pull myself together.”  

“Take twenty and wash off the scent of Dumbo’s cologne, would you?”

Bishop’s brows drew together into a single dark line.  “Hey, watch your mouth,” he threatened, but Carter wasn’t cowed.

“Or what?”

“Keep it up and find out.”

“Maybe you should come and take that shower with me, Bishop,” I suggested, pulling him away from an argument that couldn’t possibly have any winners in my book.  

“No way, I said take twenty, not an hour,” Carter objected immediately.  “I’m not sitting around while you two play hide the soap.”  

That suited Bishop fine.  “Who asked you to wait?  I’ll make sure Anja gets back okay.”

“When I accept a task, I finish it.  I said I’d bring her back, I’m bringing her back.” 

“Guys,” I intervened, pushing my way between them.  “Could you maybe dial down the hostility?  I haven’t even had my morning cup of cocoa yet.”

Bishop took a deep breath, the anger fading as he turned to me.  “Why don’t you go hop in the shower and I’ll make it for you?”

“Can I trust the two of you to get along while I’m gone?”

“Probably not, but I promise not to kill him.”  It was hard to tell if Bishop was joking or not, but I supposed that was the best I could hope for.  

“Carter, are you going to be okay here?”

“Oh yeah, I’m good,” he replied, plopping down in an arm chair and kicking his heels up on the coffee table.  “Just don’t take too long.  The meter’s running.”

I gave Bishop’s hand an extra squeeze before I darted into the bathroom, taking the quickest shower on record.  Worried I’d walk into a full blown fight, I barely ran a comb through my wet hair before I returned, but the two men sat in a relatively benign silence.  Carter hadn’t budged from the arm chair, and Bishop stood at the opposite end of the apartment, monkeying around with one of his guns.  A cup of steaming hot chocolate waited on the counter.

“There she is,” Carter grinned, slapping his hands on his legs before he launched himself to his feet.  “Oh, by the way, I have some news about the server who poisoned the glasses at the party.”

“Why didn’t you say so when you first got here?”

“I guess I was distracted by the sight of you in the blanket,” he smirked.  “Anyway, it’s a dead end.”

“Why, was she compelled into forgetting who put her up to it?  Just because you weren’t able to break the compulsion doesn’t mean it can’t be done.  Bishop or I might be able to manage it.”

“No, I mean it’s really a dead end.  She turned up behind a dumpster in Chinatown with her neck snapped.”

“Oh no.  Was she drained?”

“No, which was odd, but there was no sign of strangulation, so I’m still betting there was a vamp involved.”

“That’s a fair bet any time there’s neck trauma,” Bishop agreed.  “I’ll get my people to check it out and see if there are any clues we can work with that might lead us to the identity of the killer,” he volunteered, and I gave him a grateful smile.

“Thank you, but I’m guessing whoever did this covered their tracks.  I wish I knew what his endgame is.  Was this it, disrupting the party?  Or is this only the beginning?”

“Whatever it is, we’ll figure it out,” Bishop promised, drawing me close to kiss the top of my head.  “At least so far it’s proven to be more mischievous than dangerous.”

“Tell that to the poor girl behind the dumpster.”

“You know what I mean.  Whoever it was could’ve struck with something far more lethal than tincture of hyacinth, or could’ve killed Bakareh while he slept instead of subverting his staff.  And whatever the plan is, he doesn’t seem to be moving against you directly.  It could be that they were just looking for a way to strike at Bakareh since this is the first time he’s been out of his stronghold in years.”

“That’s true,” I considered aloud, not having thought of it that way before.  “Either way, they chose to strike in my lands, which makes it my problem.  That means we’d all better be on the alert for anything out of the ordinary.”

“Already one step ahead of you,” Carter grinned.  “I’ve asked Lee about leasing some of his grunts for daytime protection, since Bakareh’s staff was approached before dark.”

“Ugh, not more security again.  Didn’t we agree that I’m not the target this time?”

“We don’t know that for sure,” Carter shrugged.  “And until we catch the bugger, it makes sense to protect our flank when we’re exposed.”

“I agree,” Bishop nodded.  “Better safe than sorry.  I’ll have a briefing tonight and pass the word to the Order that we’ve got a prankster in our midst that likes to play rough.  I’m sure everyone’s on edge after the bloody display on New Year’s.  If we ask the right questions, maybe we’ll turn something up.”

Carter clapped his hands together.  “Okay, sounds like a plan, man.  But we’d better get going.  I’m sure the council ain’t getting any easier while they wait.”

“Right,” I nodded, searching for my shoes and slipping them on before I took a hasty sip of my cocoa, which had grown tepid.  “So, I’ll see you later tonight?” I paused before Bishop, trying to sound more hopeful than needy.

“Count on it,” he agreed, his hands settling on my hips as he pulled me close.  “Be safe out there.”  

“You too,” I smiled, my hands sliding up his arms as he kissed me slowly and deliberately, refusing to be rushed by Carter’s impatience or the council.  I was inclined to agree with him, giving myself up to the kiss, but eventually we had to part.  “Love you,” I whispered, ducking out before Carter decided to drag me out by my hair.  

“Is this what it’s going to be like from now on?” Carter asked once we were alone in the car.  

“What?”

“All hearts and flowers and mushiness?” 

I smiled at the distaste in his voice.  “I think I’ve earned a fair amount of mushiness, don’t you?”

He let out a long sigh.  “I guess you have.  If he does anything to break your heart, I get to break his face though, right?”

“Oh yeah, that’s a given,” I nodded, hiding my smile behind my hand at the way he brightened by the thought.  

“Then I guess it’s okay if he moves in with us.”

“Why does everyone keep assuming he’s going to move into our house?”

“Gunnar said...”

“Ah right, I should’ve known.  Well, you can rest easy for the moment.  We haven’t discussed it at all.  But I’m glad to hear I have your permission if it comes to that.”

“I didn’t mean it like that, An,” he muttered.  

“How did you mean it then?”

“I just want you to be happy.  Even if that includes Dumbo.”

“He’s going to pop you one if you keep calling him that,” I laughed.  “But you know what would make me truly happy?”

“What’s that, sunshine?”

“Fix the hole you made in my floor.”

“Nag, nag, nag...” he shook his head in disgust.  “I told you, I’m building an escape tunnel.”

“And I keep telling you, the safest place for me is in the spelled house.  I give you three months, okay?  If you’re not done by then the deal’s off and I’m having it filled in.”

“Fine, then stop creating international incidents so I can focus on getting it done, would ya?”

I let out a long breath.  “I didn’t mean to.”  I’d always considered myself a fairly even keeled sort of person, but I wasn’t a pushover either.  How deep had my temper landed me this time?

Fairly deep, as far as the council was concerned.  As I approached them in the dining room, I felt kind of like I was up against a disciplinary tribunal from their expressions.  Cordelia and Durand could usually be counted on to have my back, but even they looked somber at the occasion.  

It was Anders who addressed me first, disapproval coming off of him in waves as he spoke.  “I’m sure you know why we called for this meeting,” he began.  “The rumors of your blunder with Bakareh are spreading like wildfire.”

“I don’t think there’s much we can do about gossip, and I think blunder’s probably a strong word.  It’s true I wasn’t as diplomatic with him as I could’ve been, but it’s not like he was particularly professional either.  I say we chalk it up to an unfortunate visit and move on.”  

“An unfortunate visit?” Holt blurted out, his expression incredulous.  “One might call the fiasco with the tainted blood an unfortunate visit – and one of the most embarrassingly botched gatherings of all time, by the way.  Society will be snickering about our incompetence for the next century.  But your treatment of Bakareh was uncalled for.  You must apologize at once.”

“Okay, first of all – I wouldn’t say it was uncalled for, Bakareh was definitely on the road to a fat lip with the way he acted.  And second, that stuff with the blood was straight up sabotage, and there’s no way I could’ve anticipated it.”  That caused a round of murmurings.  “We’re still investigating it, but the human who administered the poison has unfortunately turned up dead, so we don’t have anyone to point a finger to yet.”

“A human poisoned our blood?” Cordelia gasped, visibly shaken.  “How could this have happened?  Do we need to inform the Order of this?”  

An argument broke out as to whether or not our secret was in danger of exposure to the humans, and if we should involve the Order or not.  It took me a few seconds to get their attention again, and I had to finally do it by slamming my hand against the table.  

“Guys!  The Order is already involved in the investigation, but so far it doesn’t look like it’s an attack on us by any human faction, or their spy wouldn’t have turned up dead.  The toxin used wasn’t very lethal, even by human standards, so I don’t think we’re looking at a move by humans against vamps.  It’s just the way our bad guy got to us.”

“Setting that aside,” Holt continued, waving that away.  “There’s still the matter of your shameful treatment of Bakareh.”

“With all due respect, Mr. Holt, I believe I treated him the way he deserved to be treated.  I can hardly offer respect to a guy who shows me and my House none.”  

“Bakareh is easily the oldest turned vampire on the planet.  The usual conventions don’t apply to him.  You should have treated him with deference.  Now our only hope is if you send him a personal apology, and hope that he accepts it.”

“I won’t apologize for not allowing him to bully me,” I insisted, standing my ground.  “You picked me to be the Elder of the West because you thought I’d be strong and wouldn’t let the other Houses push us around.  Well, this is me being strong.”

“Here, here,” Durand spoke up, rapping his knuckles on the table in support.  “I, for one, am glad she demonstrated that the West will not be treated as a second class House.”

Anders’ palm came up in disagreement.  “There is a difference between being strong and being obstinate.  It’s not wise to antagonize one of his strength and power.” 

“He’s a spoiled brat, and we all know it,” Cordelia chimed in, but she looked distressed more than anything else.  “But that’s not the question of the day.  The question is, how can we repair the damage between our Houses?”

“What could he do to us, really?” I asked, wondering what all the fuss was about over a little argument.  “Bakareh lives a half a world away.  Even if he declared war on us tonight, how would it affect us?”

Powell spoke for the first time, his words slow and careful.  “Any time two Houses have a parting of ways, it affects us all.  Different factions pick sides, it could very quickly escalate into a global war.  And nobody wants a global war.”

“So why didn’t you flip out when I cut all ties to Vetis?”  Felix had practically been turning cartwheels when I snubbed both Corley and then Aubrey after him.  Where was Felix, I wondered?

“Because Aubrey is a new leader and relatively green,” Cordelia explained.  “He doesn’t have strong ties to any of the other Houses, and there are plenty who’d be interested in seeing him fail.  Bakareh is old and well respected.”

“He might be old, but I think we all know he’s not well respected,” I snorted.  “The guy’s a joke.  I stand by my decision to boot him out on his pampered butt.”  

“And what the Houses will see is you flaunting your disregard for tradition,” Holt scowled, but I caught onto his idea with enthusiasm. 

“Yes, that’s exactly what I’m doing.  I’m not kissing his behind for the sake of tradition.  If there’s anything you can say about my rule, it’s that I will challenge the conventions I find stupid.” 

“That isn’t going to win any popularity contests,” Anders sighed.  

“Well, what are we doing here?  Trying to win a popularity contest, or trying to make this nation stronger?”

“Too often they go hand in hand,” Cordelia mused aloud, winding an auburn curl around and around her finger and then letting it go again.  

Durand stood, giving me a confident smile before he addressed the others.  “I applaud Anja on her stance against mistreatment by the old ones.”

“You would,” Holt sneered.

“Would you relax?” Durand grinned.  “Like she said, what’s the worst Bakareh can do?  Yes, he’s worshipped like a god in his country, but we’re in the modern world.  His time is dying out, and if he can’t adjust, that’s too bad for him.  Yes, he’s older and stronger than any one of us, but not if we stand together.”  

“And let’s not forget, we are under the protection of Jakob,” Powell added.

There was a general assent at that point, but Holt held fast to his opinion.  “I still think the right thing to do is to send an apology.”  

“You don’t have to mean it, but it would be the diplomatic thing to do,” Cordelia allowed, pitching it as more of a suggestion.  

“I’ll think about it,” I replied, meeting them half way.  “With any luck, Bakareh will hole up in his throne room, and none of us will hear from him for another thousand years.”

Felix met me out in the hallway before I could make a break for it.  “I can’t believe you pulled that off, boss!” he gushed, shaking my hand with enthusiasm.  “I was sure they were gonna ask you to step down.”

Had it been as bad as that?  “How do you know they didn’t?”

“I heard the whole thing from the security office.”

“Ugh, I have to get Carter to drop the audio surveillance.  I keep forgetting it’s all being recorded.”  Great googly moogly, did that mean he had a recording of what Bishop and I had been up to the night of the party?  That sounded like a question I might not want the answer to.  

“Nah, it’s a great tool, we’ve already picked up a ton of useful stuff so far.”

I didn’t want to know what he meant.  “Listen, why don’t you pick up something touristy from San Francisco, or better yet, get something from the Disney store and I’ll send it on to Bakareh with a handwritten note.”  Maybe not an apology for the way I’d talked to him, but I could say I was sorry his trip hadn’t gone as planned.  It was better than nothing.

“Great idea, boss, but, ah... I ain’t so sure I’m the right guy for the job.  Without Bridget I’m kind of useless at shopping.”

That brought me up short.  “What do you mean without Bridget?”  

“Oh, didn’t you know?  She up and left.  Said she was homesick for her old neighborhood and her old life.  She even missed working at the hospital.”

“She actually told you she wanted to pick up her old job again?”  That didn’t sound like the Bridget I knew, but then again, I hadn’t spoken to her in months.  

“Yeah, seems kinda nutso to me to give up the lap of luxury, but what could I say?  I don’t want to stand in the way of her happiness.”  

He seemed so lackadaisical about it all.  “And it didn’t bother you at all to break up?”  I’d thought he had genuine feelings for Bridget.

“Things were, ah...” Felix swallowed, adjusting his tie uncomfortably.  “Look, I know she’s your friend and all, but things weren’t good between us for a while.  We just didn’t seem simpatico no more.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t know that.”

“It’s fine.  I ain’t ever been the guy lookin’ for true love, ya know?” he grinned.  “Bridge too, she knew the score.  Neither one of us is all that broken hearted over it.”

“Well, I’m glad there are no bad feelings between you.”  Whether Bridget felt the same way remained to be seen.  I knew from personal experience that she kept a lot bottled up inside her, and I wondered what had made her decide to break things off with Felix for good.  Not enough to give her a call and ask her out for coffee though, those days were over for us too.

“About the shopping,” Felix started to say, and I shook myself out of my thoughts.

“Oh, right.  I’ll have Maggie pick something up, she’ll know what to do, as usual.”  

So Bridget was around in San Francisco again.  Cool beans.  At least it was unlikely I’d run into her any time soon if she was intent on picking up the threads of her old life.  I’d come a long way since our third floor walk-up, and I didn’t have any intention of walking back down memory lane any time soon.  

Chapter Twenty-Five

On the advice of the council, I sent a peace offering to Bakareh.  An exquisite snow globe with Peter Pan’s pirate ship inside, since he seemed to embrace the boy who refused to grow up on his visit to Disneyland.  I sent along a note, expressing how sorry I was that his visit had ended on such a sour note, and that I hoped he’d found his return trip enjoyable.  A week later I received a large package with my note ripped into pieces, the slow globe smashed to bits.  So much for repairing diplomatic channels.  

I settled into a new routine over the next couple of weeks, one that left me far more absorbed in work than I would’ve liked.  I’d been hoping things would settle down after the new year, but that wasn’t the case at all.  It seemed like every vamp in the territory had some kind of petition for my eyes only, and with the influx of new vampires to the north, there was more business to deal with, in general.  What I really needed was to appoint a Magistrate for the northern part of the lands.  We’d never had a need for one before, but it was obvious that the new population was thriving.  

Unfortunately, on the nights that I freed up my schedule, Bishop’s duties kept him out in the field.  Carter didn’t mind that at all, monopolizing my time with his new scheme to put a fireman’s pole from the demolished office in my basement to his growing tunnel below.  I accused him of living out his Bruce Wayne fantasies at the expense of my basement, and he’d given me a bashful shrug.  How could I argue with that?

I was glad to have some time to help with the wedding plans for both Maggie and Hanna, who’d become fast friends, bonding over bridal magazines.  It was easier than I’d thought it would be merging those two worlds together.  Carter and Mason got along famously, like two frat boys in search of their next prank, and it wasn’t unusual to find Hanna at the house having dinner with Maggie, Tucker, and Lee when I woke for the night.  

I didn’t mention Gunnar’s slip up in telling me about Maggie and Tucker’s search for a new house, and she didn’t bring it up either.  For all I knew they’d changed their minds; Maggie seemed to be enjoying the bonding time with my sister and me, and Tucker stuck by Lee’s side whenever he could.  I certainly preferred having them around all the time, it made the house feel more like a home.  

As much as I enjoyed the hours we spent together, I missed spending more time with Bishop though.  It felt like there was always something pulling us apart.  We kept talking about taking time off, eager to repeat those first few days of bliss, but something always seemed to come up.  I have to say though, what short time we did share together was full of passion.  

In fact, I think it made it hotter that we couldn’t find more than an hour or two together at a time.  Absence did make the heart grow fonder, and the rest of me as well.  When Bishop came to see me at the office, we shut the blinds and gave in to a little midnight delight more often than not, and that wasn’t a bad way to date – for a while – but I wanted more.  

I started to think more about moving in together.  That way, we’d at least see each other at the start and end of every night.  It was crazy, but I hadn’t even gotten around to inviting him into my house yet.  We were either meeting somewhere already out, or at his place because there was more privacy.  But I couldn’t expect Carter and the rest of the family to ever warm to him as long as we kept ourselves apart.  Maybe it was time for the next step?

There was a lot on my calendar for the night, but I asked Gunnar to take a detour on the way to the office.  Jakob’s building had pretty much become the permanent HQ for the Order in his absence, and I hoped I’d find Bishop in his office, instead of out on the streets.  I probably could’ve called first, but I was afraid I’d chicken out if he asked why I wanted to talk to him.  

The front desk let me right in, being the Elder had its perks, and nobody stopped me on the way up to Bishop’s office.  I found him sitting at his desk, bent over a large, leather bound ledger, a pucker of concentration marring his brow as his pen moved across the paper.  

“They do have these newfangled things called computers, you know.”

Bishop looked up, his startle quickly morphing into a smile.  “Hey, this is a nice surprise.  What brings you here?  Not another practical joke by our poisoner, I hope.”  

“No, nothing like that.  We’re at a complete standstill with that investigation, though I think Carter isn’t quite ready to let it go yet.  He keeps insisting that somebody had to have seen something.  I don’t think he’ll be happy until he’s interrogated every person in a five block radius from where her body was found.”

“Is Carter waiting for you downstairs?” he asked, coming around his desk to give me a hug, and I shook my head.  

“Gunnar is.” 

“Good.”  

“I can drive, you know.”

“I know, but I like having that extra protection around you when I can’t be there.”

I bit back my instinct to insist that I didn’t need it.  If it made him feel better, I’d let myself be driven around for a while, I was used to it.  “At least Gunnar’s happy to have something to do.  He’s been as giddy as a school girl ever since our prankster first struck.”  

He and Carter had dubbed it Operation Loki, in honor of the trickster Norse god.  I’d laughed along with them at first, until it occurred to me that there probably was a real Loki out there somewhere, and I was distantly related to him.  Something told me that if we ever went up against the real Loki, he probably wouldn’t look at all like Hiddleston, and there wouldn’t be anything swoonworthy about it.  

“Still no sign of Amunet, or the rest of Bakareh’s staff?”

“Nope.  It’s like they walked out and didn’t stop.  For all we know, they kept going right into the bay.”  I sure hoped not, I liked Amunet.  

“Has the council been giving you any more guff?”

I made a sour face.  “They’re still not happy about the way I booted Bakareh out of here, and it doesn’t help that he sent back my apology in itty bitty pieces.”

“I can understand that,” he allowed.  “It probably wasn’t the wisest thing to do, but I get how Bakareh can work your last nerve.”

“Sometimes I wonder if I’m the right person for this job,” I sighed, giving voice to a doubt that’d plagued me ever since I took the job of Elder.  “I’m twenty-two years old, of course I don’t always do the wisest thing I should.”

“It’ll come to you in time,” he said with easy confidence that I wish I felt.  

“I guess so.  How long did it take for you to gain some perspective?”

Bishop inhaled swiftly, but evidently thought better of what he’d been about to say.  “You have to remember the kind of life I led when I was first turned.”

“Never mind,” I decided, not wanting to think about him and Carys if I could help it.  I had more important things to agitate my nerves.  “Listen, I wanted to talk to you about something.  But promise me you won’t freak out about it, okay?  Because I know we said we’d take things slow, but then you said those things in Italian, and we didn’t really talk about it after that, so I know we haven’t actually defined what it is that’s going on with us.  And if it’s too soon, that’s totally fine...”  Sweet zombie Jesus, I could not stop babbling!  Shut up, Anja.  Shut up!  I drew in a shaky breath, trying to get a hold of myself.  “So yeah, um, I thought maybe we should talk.”

Bishop did a pretty good job of hiding his amusement, but I could still see it around his eyes.  “How can I say no to that?” 

In for a penny, in for a pound.  “Okay, so I think that things have been pretty good over the past couple of weeks.  Between us, I mean.  Would you agree?”

“Yes, I’d have to say that I do,” he replied with a sober nod.

So far, so good.  I’d intended to work my way up to our living situation, pointing out that so far we’d both seemed more able to adjust to the relationship so far, and that we spent more time apart than we did together, and how my place was actually more convenient for his commute to the office.  I thought maybe if I gave him a few talking points to chew over, the suggestion wouldn’t seem so out of the blue, but all that came out was, “I think we should move in together.” 

“Move in together?” he blinked, too stunned for me to tell if it was a good blink of surprise, or a sweet Mary, how am I going to get out of this blink. 

“Well... yes.  I mean, I know we...”

Corazon burst in, her entire stance telling me something was wrong before she even opened her mouth.  “Mason just came in, he’s pretty banged up, and he’s asking for you.”

Bishop shed the deer in the headlights expression in an instant.  “What happened?  Was he attacked?”

She shook her head.  “Some kind of car accident.  You’d better come too, Your Grace.”

“Me?”  Before I could ask why, all of a sudden, I knew.  “Hanna...”

I don’t remember getting down to the med bay, I just remember standing in the hallway looking in, as they hooked her up to an IV.  Hanna looked wrong.  Her legs were purple and swollen, one foot at an impossibly wrong angle, the skin completely gone from one thigh entirely in an angry road rash.  Her bright hair was matted and stuck to the side of her head with blood, and there were a myriad of cuts all over her face, bits of glass still embedded deep in the wounds.  

Mason’s face was similarly scarred, but already healing, thanks to his vampire physiology.  He paced outside the room, his boots leaving bloody track marks on the floor.  Hanna’s blood, from the smell of it.  

Coming out of my stupor, I realized what needed to be done.  “I need to give her some of my blood, it’s stronger than whatever’s in that IV.”  I was halfway to the door before Mason stopped me, his face twisted with anguish. 

“You can’t.  She’s already lost too much blood and had way too much of mine.  If we’re not careful, she could turn.”

That was what she looked like after receiving his healing blood?  How messed up had she been at the crash site?  If all they were going to give her was bagged human blood, she didn’t stand a chance.  “Why did you bring her here then?  She needs a hospital.”  

“I couldn’t, not after what her body’s been through, they’d ask way too many questions.”

“So my sister has to die to keep this stupid secret?  How is that fair?” I demanded, unwilling to pay that steep a price to uphold the primary vampire law.  There had to be another way to get her the care she needed.  Her bones needed to be set, she was probably bleeding internally and that head wound scared me.  I didn’t know the “kid” who oversaw her care, but I had to think he wasn’t as qualified as a trauma surgeon.  “Why can’t we take her to the hospital and wipe their memories after they treat her?  Don’t you have an entire division set aside to clean up messes like this?”

Bishop shook his head, his eyes grave.  “Bringing in the cleaners would be a mistake, Anja.  Hanna’s life won’t be a priority to them.”

“But they work for you.  You could make them...”

“They uphold the law first and foremost.  All we can do is wait, keep her alive until it’s safe to give her more blood, and that will still heal her faster than they can do in any hospital.”

“Unless she dies.”  

“I won’t let her,” Mason declared, his head hanging in his hands.  “I don’t care about the law or my oath, I won’t let her die.  Do you hear me?”  His head came up, and I saw sheer panic behind his eyes.

Bishop saw it too, and he laid a calming hand on Mason’s shoulder.  “I hear you, buddy.  Nobody’s gonna let her die.”

For once I was right there with him.  I’d always sworn up and down that Hanna should live out her life as a human, but when faced with the option of her dying, I switched tunes in a heartbeat.  She looked so fragile lying there, not like my sister at all.  In that moment I knew I’d do anything to keep her in my life, even if it meant turning her myself.  I couldn’t think about that at the moment though, and I forced my eyes away from the window and turned to Mason.

“How did this even happen?  Corazon said something about a car crash?”

“Yeah, we were driving along the coast on Highway One.  Out of nowhere, this big truck came up from a side road going way too fast, and pulled out right in front of us, too fucking close to avoid.  I hit the brakes, but I clipped the back of his bumper, and he started fishtailing and spun out.  I tried to swerve...”  His hands clenched, as though they were holding the steering wheel.  “But I lost control on the gravel and we went right through the guard rail and over the side of the cliff.  My Jeep rolled, I’m not sure how many times, but it was bad.  We ended up on an outcropping of rocks down by the water.”

Mason took in a sharp breath, his eyes distant as if reliving the accident again.  “Hanna was in bad shape.  She...”  He swallowed, his face contorting with distress.  “She would’ve died if I hadn’t been there to give her my blood.  I wasn’t sure she wouldn’t turn right then and there, it was that close.”

I nodded, my eyes shiny when his filled with tears.  “You did the right thing,” I said, my voice hoarse with emotion.  

“Did I?  I should’ve been able to avoid that crash altogether, but I wasn’t fast enough.  You’d think being a vampire would be good for something, but I was too fucking slow.”

“Hey, you were good for something, you kept her alive,” I pointed out, wrapping my arms around his massive shoulders in a hug, and he pulled me to him with a cry of anguish.  

“I’m so sorry, Anja.  I’m so fucking sorry I didn’t...”

“Shh, she’ll be alright,” I soothed him as best I could.  She had to be.  I met Bishop’s gaze across the hall, his face somber, and even a little scared.  As if maybe he was thinking about the possibility of losing Hanna or maybe something more.  

The door opened, and the young vampire who’d taken over for Jenessa emerged, wiping his hands down with a wet towel.  “I think we’ve got her stabilized.”

“You think?  Aren’t you sure?” I demanded, not at all encouraged by his manner.  “Maybe we should get a real doctor in here?”  Bishop hadn’t been exaggerating when he called him a kid.  The guy looked like he couldn’t be more than sixteen years old.  This was who I’d trusted with my sister’s life?

“He is a real doctor, Anja,” Bishop said gently, and the guy nodded, his smile self deprecating, as though he’d heard it a thousand times before.  

“I know I look more like Doogie Howser, but I’ve put in more hours than any sawbones in the local hospital, I can guarantee it.  I’m Colt, by the way.”  He offered a hand and I took it, shaking it briefly.  “What I meant was, she’s stable for the moment, but it’s too soon to tell if she’ll continue to stabilize or if she’ll take a turn for the worse.”

“How bad is it?  Is she paralyzed?  What about her head?  Could she have brain damage?”

He held up a hand to cut off my questions.  “Her EEG is fine, and she doesn’t appear to have suffered any trauma to the spine, though her legs are badly fractured, and one of her knee caps is shattered.  The biggest worry right now is that she’s bleeding internally, but I don’t think we should risk surgery.  I’ve set up a shunt to drain the excess fluid, but I’m not equipped for major surgery here and Thorn’s medical training is limited.”  He jerked his head toward the other vamp in with Hanna.

“I should’ve taken her to a hospital then,” Mason frowned deeply, but Colt shook his head.  

“As hard as it is to hear, all we can do right now is watch and wait.”

“But the bleeding...”

“It’s a slow bleed, and I believe we can keep on top of it as long as we keep giving her transfusions.  The biggest problem, I’m afraid, is that her body can’t decide what to work on healing first, so it’s all proceeding at a snail’s pace – albeit much faster than a normal human body can heal.  As soon as she’s fully absorbed the blood you gave her, Mason, we can give her another infusion of vampire blood and that’ll speed things along.”

His manner was calming, but I couldn’t help but pick up on the things he didn’t say.  “She is still in danger, though.  Isn’t she?”

He gave me a helpless shrug.  “We’ll keep a tight watch over her.”

“Thank you,” I murmured, my gaze returning to the window where she was thankfully still unconscious.  Colt went back into the room, maintaining a constant watch on her vitals and overseeing the transfusion.  

I had to appreciate how difficult it must be for a vampire to be a doctor and be around so much blood all the time.  Then again, maybe it’d made him immune to the cravings?  Maybe someday I’d ask him about it when I wasn’t scared to death I’d lose my sister if I looked away from her for more than five seconds.  

“Is it just me or did it sound like she could slip away at any second?” Mason asked, his face unusually pale, and I wondered if he was close to passing out with the blood he’d given Hanna himself. 

“Come on, man, we can’t think like that,” Bishop said gently.  “Hanna’s a fighter, like her sister.” 

“She’s just so damn tiny,” Mason wailed, running his hands through his hair so that it stuck up at odd angles.  “I can’t lose her.  I will fucking lose my mind if she...”

“Mason.”  Bishop’s voice rang with command.  “Report.”

Mason blinked in confusion at the sharp tone.  “I already told you what happened.  How I failed her.”

“I don’t need a commentary, I need details.  Tell me about the vehicle that struck you.”  

I got what he was doing, and Mason responded, his mind calming once it was given a task.  “It was a big, tricked out truck.  Dark.  Late model, maybe a Dodge, I think.  It had bright hunting lights on top that blinded me when he spun out.  I don’t know if he wasn’t expecting to find any traffic on the road at that hour, or what, but the bastard was going way too fast when he merged onto the road.”

“Did you see the driver?”

“Negative,” Mason replied, sounding more even keeled.  “He must’ve stopped to call for help, because the ambulance came pretty quickly, but he took off before it arrived.”

“There was an ambulance there?  Why didn’t you let the EMTs help her?”  I needed to know.

“I did.  I fed from them so that I’d have the strength to carry her out of there after I’d given her my blood.”

“You ate the EMTs?”  My mouth dropped open in surprise.  “And you don’t think the cops will find that suspicious?”

“I didn’t kill them, I fed from them and compelled them to forget they’d found any sign of us at the bottom of the cliff.  She was far beyond anything the EMTs could’ve done for her, trust me.  I knew I had to get her back here fast, so I swiped the ambulance and drove like a bat out of hell until I made it to the city.  I wasn’t sure if it was a good idea to move her, but I ditched it a few blocks from here and carried her the rest of the way.”

“You did the right thing,” Bishop assured him.  I wasn’t quite as sure, but I understood that Mason needed to hear that in the moment, so I gave him a slow nod.  

We both had work to do that night, but Bishop put everything on hold to stay by my side as I watched Hanna sleep.  Neither one of us brought up the conversation I’d started in his office, it wasn’t the time or place.  I made a brief call to Maggie, explaining what’d happened and asked her to shunt everything from my schedule for the time being.  Some things were more important.  

Someone produced a change of clothing for Mason, but he didn’t want to be gone long enough to put them on, in case Hanna woke or took a turn for the worse.  So he stripped down in the hallway with us.  

Eventually, Colt ducked his head out of the room, his eyes searching for and finding me.  “She’s awake and asking to see you, Your Grace.”

Mason’s face tightened in disappointment, but he didn’t try to crowd the door as I approached it.  “Tell her I’ll be waiting for her, whenever she’s ready to see me.”

“I will,” I said with what I hoped was a comforting smile.  “Try not to read anything into this.  Sometimes a girl just needs her sister.”

He offered me a tight nod, but didn’t say more.  

Chapter Twenty-Six

“I’ve got her on morphine, so don’t freak out if she doesn’t make a whole lot of sense,” Colt said in a low voice as soon as the door clicked shut behind me.

“Thanks.  I’ll keep that in mind.  And really, thanks for helping her in the first place.  I know this isn’t your job,” I started to say, but he waved the distinction away.

“I took an oath to heal others.  It makes no difference to me if they’re human or vampire.”  

Finally, someone who understood that human lives were just as important as ours.  “Thanks again though, she’s my favorite sister.”

“I’m your only sister, you dork,” Hanna called out from the bed, her voice weak, but easy enough for me to pick up.  

“Nothing wrong with her hearing, I see,” I replied, pasting on a cheerful smile as I approached the bed.  “You know, if you wanted to come and hang out with me tonight, you could’ve called.”

“Ha, we both know it’d take more than a phone call to break into your busy schedule.”

“I will always have time for you if you need me,” I insisted, picking up her hand as gently as I could.  “All you have to do is ask.”

“I’ll remember that for next time.  This way turned out messier than I’d anticipated.”  Her lips curved into a weak smile, and she licked them.  

“How are you feeling?” 

“Like I got hit by a truck.”

“Sounds about right then.  Are you in much pain?  I could see if the doctor can give you more...”

“No thanks, I’m already too spinny as it is.”  She licked her lips again, and I guessed she was thirsty, but probably not allowed anything to drink.  “I need to talk to you first.”

“We can talk later.  Maybe you should get some rest and concentrate on getting well for now.”

“No, there are some things I need to say before it’s too late.”

I kept the smile on my lips, not wanting to let on how bad of shape she was in.  “Now I know you’re not thinking clearly.  There is no too late, you’re going to be fine.”

“You always were a shitty liar, An.  I’m not so stoned I can’t see the fear in your eyes.  That’s why we need to talk.”  Her head turned slowly until her gaze fell on Colt.  “Alone.”

“He’s here for your safety.”  

“There are some things I need to say to you in private,” she insisted, and the doctor held up his hands.  

“I’ll take a quick break, I’m dying for a drink anyway.  Don’t worry, I won’t go far.  But if any one of these machines goes into alarm or she loses consciousness abruptly – not drifts off to sleep, but abruptly mind you – give a yell.”

“Will do,” I nodded.  That answered the question about the cravings.  He’d just delayed them until it was convenient for him to take a drink.  It made me wonder how long he’d been a vampire for, but I was far more interested to hear what my sister had to say.  “So, what’s up?”

“I know you’ve had fairly strong opinions about my staying out of vampire stuff as much as possible.”  

“And I stand by that,” I nodded.  “You have to admit, you made a less than favorable splash in the pool when you came to the party.”

“Hey, that party was all kinds of messed up and it had nothing to do with me.”

“That might be true, but drunkenly insulting the Elder of the East is never a smart thing.”

“Oh, but it’s cool for you to insult that little bald kid?”

“Is there some kind of point you had in mind here?  Or were you just apologizing for blowing your first step into vampire society?”

“I want you to let Mason turn me.”

“What?”

“You heard me.”  Her eyes rolled up to the ceiling as if she was dizzy, and she swallowed again before looking back at me.  

“There’s no need for that, I told you, you’re going to be fine.”  I know, I’d been ready to turn her if it came down to her dying, but she seemed well on her way to recovery now.  

“It’s not about that.  It’s about making a choice, and I want Mason to make me like him.”

“Mason can’t turn you, he’s a member of the Order.”  

“So?”

“So, that’s one of the oaths they take, they’re not allowed to have progeny.  Why else do you think they’re working so hard to keep you alive here instead of taking the easy way out and turning you?  The fact that you don’t know that shows me how little you know about the choice you’re making.”

“Ugh.”  I couldn’t tell if she was rolling her eyes at me or having trouble focusing.  “They’re not allowed to get married either, but you didn’t object to that one.”

“That didn’t end up with you joining the undead club.  Hanna, this is a very serious step, and not one you should make while flying high on morphine.”

“This isn’t just about what happened tonight, we’ve been talking about it for a while now.”

That brought me up short.  “You have?”  What else had changed since we’d had time to sit down for a heart to heart?  

“You know me, I’m not the type to make a snap decision like this.”

“Not ordinarily, but you have to see that this isn’t the best time to act on it.  Get better first, and then we can talk about it.”

“What for?  If I become a vampire then I’ll heal right away, won’t I?”

She had a point.  When I’d turned Rob all of his injuries had completely healed by the time he’d woken in the morgue.  But that’d been an emergency and this wasn’t.  I had to know that she’d really taken the time to weigh all the consequences, not just the perks that Mason shared with her.  

“Hanna, I need you to understand what it is you’re choosing.  Do you really comprehend what you’re giving up?”

“Any more nights like this?”  She smiled weakly.

“No, just because you can heal doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt like a motherfrakker when you’re in pain.  You’ll be stronger and harder to kill, but you can still be hurt.  Trust me.”  My experiences being tortured by Volkov had taught me that.  

“No old age, no sickness, no dying.  Seems like a decent trade off to me.  I’ll never be hotter than I am right now.  Nothing’s sagging yet, I’m wrinkle free, and my skin’s cleared up.” 

All good points, but being pretty for eternity didn’t sound like a good enough motivator to me.  “You’ll have to break off communication with Mom and Dad after a while.”  Eventually it would be hard to explain away why we wouldn’t age.  

“I thought you were pointing out the down sides,” she cracked.  

“Funny, but I’m trying to be serious here.  They’ve already lost one daughter and they don’t even know it yet.  Do you really want to deprive them of both of their children?”

“Ouch, when did you get Mom’s guilt genes?” she winced, her eyes staying closed longer than they had to be.  “I can still keep in touch with them.  That’s what long distance calls are for.”  

“What about a family?”

Her eyes, the exact same shade of blue as mine, looked up for an instant, before they slid away to study her hands.  “I don’t have that option with Mason anyway.”

“And you’re sure, one hundred percent irrevocably sure that having kids is something you want no part of?”  

“You’re not having any either.”

“And I honestly don’t know how I feel about that yet,” I sighed, my gaze flicking back to the window where I could see Bishop talking quietly with Mason.  “No, I can’t imagine my life with kids right now, but it’s not an option for me anymore.  In a few years, who knows, it might really bother me that it’s something I can never have.  But most of all, it sucks because I wasn’t given a choice.”

“Well, I have a choice, and I’m making it.”

“You say that now, but...”

“But what?  I know what I want, and it’s to be with Mason.”  

“Then be with him.  Nobody says you have to be a vampire to stay with him.  And what if things don’t end up working out with Mason?”  I hated to suggest it, but nobody knew better than I did how life could throw you a curveball and how everything you thought you wanted in life could suddenly change.  

Hanna shook her head, drawing another wince and her head fell back against the pillow again.  “He’s the one.  I choose forever with him.”

“Forever is a long time,” I murmured, wishing I could make her see that.  

Then again, if someone had given me the choice, would I have given up my old life for a chance at the one I had now?  

“Okay, if we’re going to do this, we’re going to do it right.”  My fingers itched to draw up a list of everything to consider, but I was without pen and paper.  “You’ll want more privacy and comfort than you can find here, and I’m assuming you’ll want some time to see your last sunrise and sunset, that sort of thing.  So we won’t even think about doing this until tomorrow night at the earliest.  That should give your body more time to heal too.”  Less chance of her dying that way. 

Her brow puckered in confusion.  “What’s all this we business?”

“I told you, Mason can’t turn you, it’s against his oath.”

“He doesn’t care about that.”

“He will when the Order kills you both for breaking it.  If you’re going to turn, it should be my blood that does it.”

“Eewh, that kind of creeps me out.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know, you’re my sister.”

“And I’m stronger than Mason is, from an honorable bloodline.”

“Sure, if I want Jakob as a grandpa.  That didn’t work out too well for the last guy you turned.”

She had a point, but I wasn’t willing to let it go so easily.  “That was before I broke the curse, it should be fine now.”

“Thanks, but I’ll pass.  I can’t imagine sharing anything so intimate with my own sister.”

“Well, I’m not offering Gunnar up as your Sire.”

“Uh yeah, no kidding.  Talk about awkward, I barely know the guy.”

“Which is why it should be me to do it.  Now, we’ll need a human for you to feed on to complete the process.  I wonder if Maggie would be okay with that?”  

“What?  I don’t want to feed from Maggie.”

“We’d keep you from hurting her too badly, and it’s better if it’s someone we can trust.  Somehow, I don’t think Laveda will be up for it.  She’ll start to think I only call her when I need to borrow a meal.”  

“Why can’t I find my own human to feed from?”

“Because you’ll be extremely vulnerable after you drink their blood.  We need to do this in a controlled environment, not out on the hunt.  And like I said, it’ll be better if it’s someone we know and can trust not to flip out.”

“I never thought of that before.”  Her brows drew together as she came to a slow conclusion.  “You really do know what you’re talking about, don’t you?”

“What do you think I’ve been up to for the past year, playing dress up?”  

“It’s just weird to hear you talking about finding me a person to eat so calmly.”  

“This is the reality of being a vampire.  You’ll have to feed every night for a long time, years maybe.”  

“Mason said I’d get stronger if I fed from him.”

“Yes, but Mason won’t always be there.  It’s okay, I can teach you how to hunt and how to control the hunger so you don’t kill anyone very often.”

Her eyes widened.  “Very often?  How about never?”

Ah, to be so naive again.  “Yes, that’s the goal, but it will happen eventually.  You won’t mean for it to, but once you feel the call of the blood, it’s very, very hard to ignore.  Sooner or later it happens to all of us.” 

“I’m not gonna.  I have you and Mason to look out for me.”

“Yes, you do.”  I smiled at her optimism, giving her hand a light pat.  “Now let me make some calls, and we’ll see if we can’t get this going for tomorrow night.”

“Tonight, it has to be tonight.”

“Why such a rush?”

Very slowly, she pulled back the sheet, revealing her naked torso.  The skin on her abdomen was almost completely covered in a mottled purple bruise, her belly distended as the blood and fluid gathered faster than the shunt could drain it.  “Because I don’t think I have all that long.”  

Chapter Twenty-Seven

I didn’t care what the doctor said, as soon as I saw that growing stain inside her, I knew she was right.  My sister was dying and we didn’t have a lot of time.  “We’ll do it tonight then,” I agreed, carefully peeling back the tape so I could get the IV out of her arm and get her out of there. 

“What are you doing?” Mason demanded, bursting into the room, until he saw the bleeding in her belly.  “Shit.”

“Go and get the car,” I ordered, but he wouldn’t leave her side.  

“No, I need to be here, in case...” 

“I’ll go get it,” Bishop volunteered, and I gave him my silent thanks.  The doc must not have gone too far, because he was back by the time I had the monitors and leads disconnected.  

Colt’s eyes widened when he saw what I was doing.  “I feel like moving her would be extremely dangerous right now.”

“And I feel like leaving her here is extremely dangerous right now.  You said it before, you’re hoping for the best, but there’s not a lot you can do for her other than administer more blood, isn’t that right?  She could easily die here at any time.”

“That’s true, but if we’re patient, there’s a distinct chance she could survive the night.”

“I don’t want to be patient.  I had a heart to heart with Hanna, and she told me that she wants me to turn her.”

“She did?”  Mason looked more surprised than anyone, but I couldn’t fill him in on my plan there.  

“She did, so I intend to honor that before it’s too late.  But not here.  Not like this.”  I ignored Mason’s incredulous stare, thinking on my feet.  “Doctor, thank you for everything you did to help strengthen her, but I can’t take the chance that she’ll die before I get to do this right.  It needs to be my blood in her veins when she dies, isn’t that right?  Otherwise Mason will be her Sire.”

“Act quickly then,” Colt said, laying his palm against Hanna’s brow.  “If the morphine wears off, she’ll suffer horribly.”

“Let’s get a move on then.”  

It didn’t take long to get her loaded up into Bishop’s SUV, but I told him to drive to Mason’s place, not mine.  Gunnar followed along behind us, even though I said he could go back to the house if he wanted to.  

“Did she really tell you that she wanted you to turn her?” Mason asked, cradling her broken body carefully.

“No, she told me she wants you to do it.  And that’s exactly what we’re going to do.”

“He can’t,” Bishop objected, his eyes on the road.

“Bullshit.  I don’t care about that stupid oath.  This is what we talked about, this is the next step.  It has to be me.  I’ll quit the Order if that’s what it takes.”

“You won’t have to quit anything,” I butted in before the argument got out of hand.  “As far as anyone knows, I’ll be Hanna’s Sire.  But Mason will be the one who turns her.”  I caught Bishop’s gaze as he stopped for the light.  “It’s what she wanted.  Wants,” I amended, reminding myself that she was still alive, just passed out.

“It’ll come out, these things always do.  Look at what happened when we tried to pass you off as Carys’ progeny.”

“Only because Jakob had to go and stick his nose into it.”  And the whole Carys coming back to life thing.  “Before that I did a pretty good job of pulling it off.  The three of us are the only ones that have to know about it, and I’ll make sure the paperwork goes through.”

“I don’t like it,” Bishop frowned.  “There are tests that show the markers for your lineage.  If anyone were to sample her blood...”

“But they won’t,” I insisted.  “Who would have any cause to question the word of the Elder?” 

“It’ll work,” Mason said, pressing a kiss to her hair.  “Nobody has to know about it but us.  It’ll work.”

“I guess I’m outvoted then,” Bishop sighed, and I reached over to squeeze his hand.

“It’ll be fine.”

We got to Mason’s loft apartment without a peep from Hanna, and I went to see Gunnar as he pulled up behind us.  

“Gunnar, I need you to wait outside and make sure we’re not disturbed.”

“Yes, boss,” he agreed without hesitation.  “Your sister will be alright?”

“I hope so, I’m going to turn her.”

“Oh.”  His face changed, the worry fading to a carefree smile.  “Tillykke... congratulations to you both.”

“Thanks,” I smiled, not sure that I would’ve put it that way, but I supposed it was a cause for celebration.  “I’ll call you after it’s done.”

“I’ll make sure no one bothers you.”

We got Hanna inside and laid out on Mason’s low bed.  Her dog, Skittles, started acting like a lunatic as soon as we put her down, alternating between frantic barking and a distrusting growl.  I had to get Bishop to take him outside for Gunnar to babysit.  It was either that or lock him in the bathroom, and nobody needed that kind of ruckus on our already strained nerves.  

“Thanks, Sis,” Mason smiled up at me.  “I didn’t think you’d be cool with this.”

“I’m not,” I admitted.  “But it’s not my decision, and I have to trust that she knows what she wants.  You promise me that you’re going to take care of her, right?”

“I’d give my left nut to keep her happy and the right one to keep her safe.”

That was a visual I didn’t need, but I smiled at him.  “I guess that’s all a girl can ask for.”

Hanna’s mouth gaped as she sucked in a ragged breath, her eyes flying wide with pain as the morphine stopped doing its job.  “Ahhh...” she cried, unable to form coherent words.

“Shh, look at me, baby.  It doesn’t hurt, do you understand me?  There’s no pain,” Mason crooned, exercising his will over hers, and I could tell it eased the pain, but didn’t make it go away completely.  

“You’d better do it quickly.”

For all of his talk about turning Hanna, he looked scared spitless now that the moment was upon him.  “Just... give her my blood?”

“No, she has to be near death for it to work right,” Bishop said, appearing by my side. 

“This isn’t near enough death for you?” Mason blurted out, more distraught than Hanna was from seeing her suffer. 

“You have to drink from her,” Bishop said.  “You’ll need her blood to sustain you when you give her yours.”

“But what if I take too much?”

“Just listen to her heart,” I said.  “When you feel it start to flutter, then it’s time to stop and give her yours.”

“Right,” Mason nodded, picking Hanna up in his arms.  “This won’t hurt a bit, kitten.  It’ll be just like sexy times.”

It was harder than I’d thought it would be to watch him feed from her, even though I knew he was only doing it to save her life.  In the next instant, I was in Bishop’s embrace, his arms holding me tight.  

“It’ll be okay,” he whispered into my hair.  I closed my eyes, trying to block out the scent of her blood, the sound of Mason’s swallow, and the slowing beat of her heart, taking comfort in Bishop’s solid strength.  Safe in the cocoon of his love, I prayed he was right.  What if I’d made the wrong decision?  What if I should’ve left her with the doctor?  What if I should’ve compelled both her and Mason to forget about this stupid scheme and tried my best to keep her alive, instead of standing there while her heartbeat grew fainter and fainter?

“Drink now, Hanna.  Drink for me.”  Mason’s voice cut through my shame spiral, and I ducked my head under Bishop’s arm to see him lift his bloody wrist to her mouth.  Hanna drank obediently, but far too weakly for my tastes.  If she didn’t get enough blood in her, this would all be for nothing.  She kept swallowing though, and that was the most important thing.  But her heartbeat continued to falter, growing weaker, more irregular, until her lips fell away from his arm.  

“No, keep drinking,” Mason ordered, shifting his hold on her to line her mouth up with his rapidly closing wound.  “Drink, damn it!”  He bit at his wrist to start the flow of blood again, but it was no use, the blood just smeared against her lifeless lips.  “Hanna?” Mason cried, his hands grasping at her in panic.  “It didn’t work.  Jesus fucking Christ, I killed her!”

The fear sliced through me too, before I remembered the process.  “No, you have to calm down.  She has to die to be reborn.  Don’t you remember?”  

Mason let go of her, lying her back against the bed.  “But how do you know for sure?  She’s so... so broken lying there.  What if it didn’t work?”

“We can’t think like that.  You did everything right, now we have to wait and see.”

“For how long?”

He had me stumped.  “I don’t know how long it takes, I was passed out when I turned Rob, and I have no idea how long I was out before I woke up in the morgue.”  I looked to Bishop, and he just shrugged.  

“This isn’t exactly my area of expertise.”  

“What if she doesn’t wake up?  What if she’s really gone?”

Mason was working himself up to a full blown panic attack and I figured a distraction was in order.  “I think maybe you need a drink or something.  Bishop, why don’t you take him into the kitchen and...”

“No, I can’t leave her,” Mason insisted.  “I won’t.”

I couldn’t let him freak out when I had the means to ease his fears.  “Mason, calm down and go get a drink with Bishop,” I ordered with a burst of compulsion.  “I’ll sit here with her, and I’ll sing out if she wakes up.”

“Drink with Bishop,” Mason nodded woodenly, letting Bishop lead him from the room.  

“You’d better not prove me a liar,” I whispered, touching the back of Hanna’s hand.  

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Hanna felt different.  Wrong.  She smelled different too, though it was hard to place exactly what it was like.  Not one of us, not yet.  I couldn’t look at her like that, too close to a corpse for my peace of mind, and I dug out my phone, pulling up Carter’s number.  

“Hey, how’s your sister?” he asked as soon as he picked up.

“I see bad news travels fast.”  

“Maggie called me, she told me about the accident.  I’m on my way there now.”

“To Mason’s place?”  

“No, to the crash scene to see if I can pick up anything.”

“Oh, that’s a good idea, thanks.  I didn’t even think of it.”

“Not all of us can be brilliant as well as sexy,” he quipped.  “So she’ll be okay?”

I let out a long breath.  “Yes and no.  I’m, ah...  I’m turning her tonight.”  Part of me hated to lie to Carter, but the fewer people who knew about Hanna’s origins the better, and Carter’s mouth went off without a lot of thought process sometimes.  

“Are you sure that’s such a good idea?”

“It’s what she wants.”  I’d given up trying to fight it.  “Anyway, it’s too late now.  We’re waiting for her to wake up.”

“Oh.”  The silence stretched between us.  “I’d better get going, I’m almost to the crash site.”

“How do you know exactly where it is?”

“I have my ways,” he answered mysteriously.  “I’ll call you if I turn up anything.”

“Okay, bye.”  The silence grew oppressive in the room with Hanna’s body, and I scrolled through my contacts list, pulling up Maggie.  “Hey, thanks for calling Carter and letting him know about Hanna.”

“It’s no problem.  How is she?” Maggie asked.  

I briefly explained the circumstances that led to me having to turn Hanna, and that we were just waiting for her to wake up now.  She sounded less disapproving than Carter had been.

“Let me know if I can do anything, I expect it’s pretty nerve wracking for you.”

“Now that you mention it, there was one favor I’d like to ask.”

“I’ll have her license and registration put through at once.”

“Thanks, but that wasn’t what I meant.”  I took a quick calming breath.  “I hate to ask you this, but we’ll need human blood to complete her transition once she wakes up.”

“We’ll be right there.”  There was no hesitation in her voice, no doubt, nothing but instant support.  

“Are you sure it’s okay?  She won’t need much blood, but it’ll be scary when she vamps out for the first time.”

“It’s fine, Anja,” she insisted.  “I know you’ll keep me safe.  Lee wants to know if you need him to come too.”

“No, he can stay put if he wants to.  It’s late, and we’ll be doing a lot of sitting around waiting.  I’ll see him later.”

“Alright.”  Maggie was silent for a moment, and I heard the rumble of Lee’s deep voice in the background.  “He says to buck up, he knows it’ll all shake down the way it’s supposed to in the end.”

“Tell him thanks, I’ll try to keep that in mind.”

“Right then.  We’ll see you soon.”

Only Hanna was still out by the time they got there.  I made a pot of coffee for everyone, more to keep busy rather than a need for caffeine – my nerves were jittery enough as it was.  Bishop, Maggie, and I sat in the living room while Mason kept watch over the body, his silhouette visible through the shoji screen walls that separated the open space into the bedroom.  Tucker took Skittles for a walk, partly for the dog’s benefit, and partly for Gunnar’s peace of mind, while he kept guard downstairs.  

Hanna’s first breath sounded like a sign from Heaven above in the still apartment, and we were all up like a shot to crowd around the bedroom doorway.  

“She’s alive!” Mason cried, pulling her to him.  “She’s okay!”

Hanna’s eyes were wide and dazed, but all things considered, she was in pretty good shape.  The horrible bruising had faded, and her legs proved sturdy enough when Mason helped her out of the bed.  It was truly amazing what the human body could heal under the right circumstances, and I wondered again what would happen if vampire blood were made available to hospitals or even for research.  Lee was probably right though, best never to go down that road.  

“I feel wonky,” she declared, clapping her hand over her mouth as soon as she spoke.  “Is that my voice?  God, I sound weird.”

“It’s just different.  It’ll take some getting used to,” I soothed her, remembering all too well how wrong I’d felt after waking up in the morgue.  “Take it easy, you’ve got until sundown before you have to take the next step.”

“You mean...” Her eyes flicked to Maggie, who stood by the door looking on.  

“I volunteered as tribute,” Maggie grinned, awfully upbeat about the whole thing.  Then again, she’d been around vampires more than humans for a while now, this sort of thing had to be more the norm than strange for her.  

“Thanks, Mags,” Hanna smiled, her eyes welling with tears.  “I promise, I won’t take too much.”

“So, any last things you want to do before you... you know?” Mason asked, guiding her gently to the couch, where she lost her balance at the last minute and crashed into the armrest.

“No, I say we move right ahead before anything interferes.  I can still die at this point, right?”

“That’s right,” Bishop nodded.  “If you don’t feed from a human before the next sunset, you’ll die.”

“Then let’s do this thing.”

“You’re sure you’re ready?” Mason asked, his dark eyes searching her face carefully, but she only gave him a nervous smile.

“As I’ll ever be.”

“We’re not.  There are a few things we need to get ready first,” I declared, interrupting the cow eyes they were making at each other.  Both Mason and Bishop stared at me stupidly, at a loss for what I meant.  “Do you seriously not remember what it was like when you were turned?  I don’t plan to truss her up and stick a stuffed animal in her mouth,” I muttered, giving Bishop a very direct look.

“I’m sorry, I wasn’t sure what else to do,” he said with a guilty shrug.  “It wasn’t safe to let you thrash around during the transition.”

“Why’d you stick a stuffed animal in her mouth?” Hanna wanted to know, and before I could reply with something less troubling, Mason beat me to the punch.

“Probably to muffle the screams.”

“There are going to be screams?” Hanna’s eyes widened.  “You sorta left that part out, honeybunch,” she added, eyeing daggers at Mason.

“I forgot,” he winced.  “Sorry, it’s been a few years.”

This was exactly why I’d wanted to make sure she was as prepared as possible before she’d made the decision, but it was too late now.  “It’s going to hurt when your body goes through the change, but it’ll be over before you know it.”  Okay, so that was a big fat lie, but it settled her nerves.  

“Right,” she said, taking in a deep breath.  “I can do this.  Anything else I should know about?”

“It’ll feel like you’re dying, but don’t be scared.  Your heart will stop beating, but that’s okay, you don’t need it anymore.”

“Sure, of course,” she nodded, starting to look panicked again, and Mason wrapped a reassuring arm around her.  

“We’ll want to make her as comfortable as possible.  That means something gentle to secure her with so she doesn’t hurt herself or anyone else, a cool bath, and something for her to change into.”

“I’ll go run the bath,” Maggie offered, but Mason shook his head.  

“No bathtub, just a shower.”

“Then we’ll have to make do with a shower,” I shrugged.  It’d worked for Ellie.  Poor Ellie... I hoped like anything that Hanna didn’t go through the same control issues the troubled girl had.  

It didn’t take long at all to assemble the things I’d asked for, and then I had to do the hardest thing of all – nothing.  Yes, I helped pull Hanna off of Maggie when she’d had enough blood, and yes, I healed Maggie’s throat.  But then I had to sit back and let Mason take care of Hanna.  Even though I wanted to be the one to hold her when she screamed, and ease her into the cool shower when her skin turned burning hot, I let him be the one to care for her.  After all, he was her Sire, and no one, not even her own sister would be closer to Hanna ever again.  

Bishop sat beside me in the kitchen as we listened to Hanna’s last moments as a human, and the low, murmured words that passed between them before she was reborn.  Only when I was sure she’d come through the transition safely did I dare to breathe, afraid I’d miss something.  

Bishop stood then, offering me a hand up.  “Come on, Anja.  I think it’s best if we let them have some privacy.” 

“But she just woke up.”

“She’ll be fine,” he urged, taking my hands in his when I didn’t budge.  “Let them be.”  

I wasn’t ready to go.  What if she needed me?  “She’ll have questions, though.”

“And he’ll answer them.  Mason’s up to the task.”  

He had a point.  I thought back to the first few minutes after Rob had woken as a vampire, and realized we were intruding on their private time.  “I guess we should all head for home, huh?”  Maggie looked tired, and Tucker had long since fallen asleep on the couch with Skittles in his lap.  

“That’s my girl,” Bishop smiled, pulling me to his side.  “We can check in on her tomorrow.  It’s getting late.” 

It wasn’t all that late, we still had a couple of hours before sunrise, but I could admit, we weren’t serving any purpose by camping out in their living room.  “Wake Tucker and let’s go home,” I said softly, pulling Skittles out of his lap and setting him in his crate.  

“Shouldn’t we say goodbye?”  Maggie asked, shaking Tucker awake.

“I doubt they’ll even notice we’re gone.”

I probably could’ve gotten a ride home with Gunnar or Maggie, but Bishop insisted on taking me home himself.  We drove home in a caravan, Bishop’s SUV, Gunnar’s Town Car, and Maggie’s Audi.  In a stroke of perfect timing, Carter pulled up just as we got to the end of the street, and we hung back to meet him.

“Everything copacetic?” Carter asked, jogging over.  

“She pulled through like a champ,” I replied with a tightlipped smile.  “Mason’s with her now.  What about you?  Did you pick up anything at the crash site?”

“That’s a negative.”  Carter shook his head.  “There wasn’t much left but swept up glass by the time I got there.” 

“I can go back and see if I can p-pick up something you missed,” Tucker offered, and Carter shot him a lopsided grin.

“You saying you can out-track me, wolf-boy?”

“With one arm tied behind m-me,” the young shifter threw back cockily.  

“You two can duke it out here, I’m heading inside,” I laughed.  “Come in for a drink?” I asked Bishop, and he smiled in agreement.  

“I thought you’d never ask.”

We strolled up the walk, and spotted Lee sitting on the front porch in his favorite chair with his hat tipped low, the glow of his cigarette orange-red in the darkness.  I lifted my hand in a friendly wave, which he didn’t return.  Had he fallen asleep on the porch?

“Lee?” I called out as we approached the steps, but he didn’t give any sign that he’d heard us at all.  “Ugh, he’d better not be napping with a lit cigarette in his hand,” I scowled as I climbed the steps.  “I swear, he’ll burn us all down while we sleep one of these days.”  

“He’s not.”  Bishop came to a stop, his hand going stiff in mine.  “Look at his neck.”

Even with our enhanced vision it was hard to make out, but there were dark, spidery tracks climbing up the side of his neck.  

“Lee?”  I knelt before him, taking off his hat in the process.  His eyes stared ahead sightlessly, completely void of life.  “Lee...”  In my head it was a shout, but my breath failed me, barely carrying his name past my lips.  He was dead and gone, as inconceivable as it seemed.  His body was still warm to the touch, that damned cigarette perched between his fingers with less than a half inch of ash.  Whatever had happened to him, it hadn’t been long ago.

“We have to help him,” I managed to get out, thinking it might not be too late.  I tried to remember my CPR training, but it seemed like a lifetime ago.  “Are you supposed to breathe into him first, or do the chest compressions?”

“It’s too late.”  Bishop’s voice was calm and collected, but it didn’t soothe me, not this time.

“No, it’s not.  There has to be some life left in him, he’s still warm.  People have heart attacks and are brought back every day,” I insisted, trying to ignore the strange marks on his skin.  “Maybe if I give him some blood...”

“I said it’s too late,” Bishop insisted, his hand landing on my shoulder.  “It’s not a heart attack.”  Leaning down, he pulled two darts from the front of Lee’s shirt and spread it open to reveal two wounds, mottled and dark, radiating out to the rest of his body like an angry roadmap.  “Silver nitrate.  He never stood a chance.”  Lee was dead, really dead, and there wasn’t anything we could do about it.  

I sat there in a stupor, neither the words nor the sight of the silver poisoning making any sense.  “Somebody shot him with silver?  Why would...”  

Bishop ignored me, his gaze on the front of the property, but there was no one around besides Carter, Maggie, Gunnar, and Tucker, who’d been trailing along at a slower pace, ribbing each other good naturedly.  They stopped when Bishop raised a hand.  “Carter.”  There seemed to be a meaning conveyed in that single word that I didn’t pick up on, but it made perfect sense to Carter.  

“I’m on it,” he muttered, instantly serious, producing two guns from under his jacket.  His eyes made a brief scan of the front yard before he jogged off to the side.

“What’s going on?  Where is he going?”

“To check the perimeter.”

“For what?”  Did he think the shooter was possibly still around?  

“To see if...”  A single dart hit Bishop in the chest.  “Shit.”

Chapter Twenty-Nine

“Gunnar,” Bishop barked, tearing the dart from his chest, but that was the last I saw of him as Gunnar dove on top of me in a running tackle at supernatural speeds.  The air rushed out of my lungs as he crashed into me, and my head hit the porch hard, temporarily stunning me.  

There were screams.  Maggie for sure, and a lower cry of pain.  All I could think of was what had been in the dart that struck Bishop?  Was it more silver nitrate, or something worse?  The only thing I’d ever seen in those tiny darts before was the ACBT the Order used, and that spelled near instant death.  All of a sudden, I needed to see him, I needed to know if he was alright.  But Gunnar had me pinned down, using his leverage to keep me on the ground, and I couldn’t draw in the breath to yell at him to get off of me.  

There was an exchange of gunfire, and I heard Bishop yell out, “Get her inside!”  

In that instant, all I could do was think, he’s okay!  Or at least still alive, and that had to count for something.  I pushed at Gunnar’s shoulders, sucking in enough air to wheeze out, “Get off...”  But Gunnar didn’t move.  He didn’t speak, he didn’t do anything, until I felt a lessening of his hold on me.  I pushed harder, and his head flopped above mine, his face mute with agony as he stared down at me, his eyes filling with blood.  

“No!” I whispered, dread seizing hold of my limbs at the familiar sight, but there was nothing I could do.  

“Tell... Isak...” he wheezed, but that was all he got out.  As I watched, Gunnar dissolved in front of me, the ACBT spreading through his system like wildfire.  

“No!” I yelled louder, barely able to scramble out from under him as his body turned to ash.  “Gunnar!” I sobbed, but he was gone.  

More gunfire erupted, and I looked up to see Maggie screaming on the other side of the porch, pinned down behind the dubious shelter of the railing.  Tucker had wolfed out and stood beside her protectively, the side of his muzzle keeping her down.  

“Inside!” Bishop hissed, and I tracked him crouching behind a low hedge, guns drawn.  

I gave him a short nod, and when he started shooting, I ran for the front door, but not before I grabbed Maggie under the arms and dragged her inside with me.  Once we were safely inside the house, Tucker bounded off, in the direction of the gunfire.  “Bishop!” I called out, getting as close to the door as I dared.  Why hadn’t he made a run for it after us?

“Tucker, where’s Tucker?” Maggie wailed as soon as she realized we were alone in the house, and I had to catch hold of her before she ran out after him.  

“He’s out there keeping you safe,” I said, stroking her hair as soothingly as I could, but my hands shook.  I wanted to run out there myself and drag Bishop in too, but all we could do was wait and try to listen over the sounds of our ragged breathing.  It’d gone awfully quiet out there, and I didn’t know if that was a good thing, or a bad thing.  

A crashing sound at the back door made us both jump, and I motioned for her to stay down as I crept toward the rear entrance.  The moon revealed a shadow on the back porch, big and man shaped, a great target if I’d been armed, but my shiny new gun was down in my bedroom, where I hadn’t moved it since Christmas.  Sure, I could go down and get it, but I didn’t want to leave Maggie alone, even for an instant.  

And then I heard it, the sound of pebbles hitting the kitchen window.  “Anja... I can’t get in unless you invite me.”

“Bishop?”  Gorram it, had I forgotten to invite him in, in all the craziness?  “Bishop, get in here!  You’re invited,” I called out, and he shouldered the door open seconds later.  

“Are you alright?” he asked, his gaze sweeping over me quickly and efficiently, checking for wounds.

“I’m fine, I’m not the one out there getting shot at.  You?”

He didn’t bother to answer, already moving through the house with purposeful strides.  “Get down,” he barked over his shoulder as I moved to follow.  “There are at least two shooters, one working with the darts and the other with regular bullets.  Carter’s out there sniffing them out with Tucker’s help, and I want...”

A yelp of pain cut through the stillness, and Maggie leapt up from her hiding place.  “That’s Tucker!” she cried, starting for the door.  

“Both of you stay inside until I come back for you.”  There was a burst of compulsion in his voice that Maggie responded to in an instant, but I wasn’t the least bit affected, of course.  

“You’re not going back out there, are you?” I demanded, following him to the door.  

“Carter needs my help.”

“Then let’s both go together and we’ll end this that much sooner.”

Bishop didn’t even consider my suggestion, going on as if I hadn’t spoken.  “The house should protect you until I’m back as long as you stay away from the windows.  Stay inside, I’ll go out the back and circle around.”  

“But...”

He turned to face me, his face twisted with anguish.  “Anja, promise me you’ll stay inside.”

I didn’t have to.  He wasn’t strong enough to stop me, not anymore, but I saw the truth in his eyes.  If I went out there, his concentration would be split between catching the shooter and keeping me safe, and that distraction could get him killed.  

“Okay, just be careful.”

Bishop took precious seconds to lean in and press his lips to mine in a brief kiss.  “I love you,” he said, and I didn’t much care for the look in his eyes, as if he’d already made peace with the idea that he might never see me again.  

“Prove it,” I demanded, my chin coming up in a challenge.  “Come back to me.”

The corner of his mouth tugged up into a half smile.  “Yes, ma’am.”  And then he was gone, out the door faster than I could track.  

“Do you think Tucker’s alright?” Maggie whimpered, and I huddled beside her on the ground, wrapping my arms around her.  

“I’m sure he’s fine.  Shifters are made of tough stuff.”  I didn’t mention a word about how they’d brought Lee down.  I didn’t think she’d seen the darts, and there was no point in worrying her any worse than she already was.  “I’m betting that’s why there’s been no more gunfire.  My money’s on Tucker, and he’s been busy tearing his throat out ever since.”

“I hope not,” she ventured with a sniff, and I smiled over her tenderheartedness.  Once I’d been the same way, but the more people kept trying to kill me, the harder it was to argue that every life was sacred.  “We’ll want to question him before we kill him,” she added matter-of-factly, and I laughed as I hugged her tight.

“Oh Maggie, what would I ever do without you?”

“I expect the same as you’ll do without Gunnar and Lee,” she replied with a forlorn note to her voice.  “I don’t understand...”

“Neither do I, Maggie.  Neither do I.”

A familiar whistle sounded – Carter’s all clear, a signal we’d used in the field before.  I ventured a peep up to the window and spotted him frog marching a guy up the front walk.  The shooter’s mouth was stuffed full of his own dirty socks, and his hands were bound with the shoelaces from his missing boots.  The guy looked vaguely familiar, dressed in dark clothes, a black watchcap covering his auburn curls, but I couldn’t remember where I’d seen him before.  

Mindful of my promise to Bishop, I ducked just my head out the door.  “Is it safe to come out?  What about the other guy?”

“Gone,” Carter called out, changing his direction to bring his prisoner to the rear of the house for interrogation, I assumed, since he couldn’t be allowed inside. 

“Where’s Tucker?” Maggie cried, and Carter jerked his head backwards.  

“Bishop’s bringing him.”

“Bringing him?  Oh Lord, he’s hurt, isn’t he?”

Carter didn’t reply, he kept dragging the guy to the back courtyard.  Bishop appeared at the end of the walkway, carrying Tucker in his arms.  The shifter had reverted back to human form, naked, and passed out.

I expected the injury to be pretty horrific, given the fact that he’d lost consciousness, but the wound was less than an inch long.  “It doesn’t look too bad, why can’t he walk?” I wondered aloud.  

“He has silver poisoning.”

Sure enough, I could see spidery, dark lines radiating out from the wound as he got closer.  “Like Lee?” I gasped, wondering if it was too late for the young shifter too.

“No, it looks like they got him with a silver dagger and the damage is much more localized.  He’ll need treatment though.”

“What do we do?”

“Beats the hell out of me, I’m no shifter,” Bishop replied irritably, leaning against the wall.

“Are you alright?”  He didn’t look like he’d been shot anywhere, but he seemed a lot more worn out than he should be. 

“I’m fine.”  

Maggie gave a mournful sigh.  “I’ll bet Lee knew of a way to counteract silver poisoning.”

Not that it’d done him any good.  “I know, we’ll call Kane.”  

“Yes, that’s brilliant!”  Maggie’s face lit with hope.  “He’ll know what to do.”

Luckily, I had Kane’s number on my desk, and the shifter answered right away.  “Somebody better be dead if you’re calling me this early,” he growled, and I took a quick steadying breath before I snapped back at him.  After all, he didn’t know.

“Somebody did die, and I need your help to keep Tucker from dying as well.”

His manner changed abruptly, alert and all business.  “What happened?”

I gave him a brief rundown of Tucker’s injuries, leaving out the particulars of Lee’s death for now.  He’d find out soon enough, and I couldn’t bring myself to talk about it yet.  

“I’d better come right down.  In the meantime, look around for some whiskey or vodka if you’ve got it.”

“Why, for sterilization purposes?  We have a well stocked first aid kit.”

“No, he’s gonna want a drink before I get started.  What I have to do is gonna hurt like fuck.”  

“Kane’s coming over to help,” I reported as I rejoined them in the living room.  “I forgot to ask if we should move him.  Do you think we should keep him on the couch or move him up to his bedroom?” I turned to Bishop, only to find his face covered in a sheen of sweat.  “Bishop?

He stumbled and fell to his knees, taking out an end table on his way down.  

“Bishop, what’s wrong?”

“It’s nothing,” he grunted, fingers scrabbling at the buttons of his shirt, but his hands shook too much to manage it.  

“That is not nothing.  Sweet zombie Jesus... what was in that dart you got hit with?”

“I didn’t stop to ask anyone,” he laughed weakly.  “It’s okay, I had my vest on.”

Brushing his hands out of the way, I tore open his shirt, never so glad to see the tactical vest in my life.  “I don’t get it, if you had your vest on, then why are you so messed up?”  I ripped at the Velcro and the t-shirt beneath it, sucking in a breath when I saw the wound below.  The teensiest tip of the dart had punctured the vest, and the skin around the puncture was angry and red.  “Is that what I think it is?”

“It’s not that bad, my body’s fighting it,” he groaned.  

“I’d say it’s losing,” I muttered, pulling him up to lean against the bottom of a wingback chair.  It wasn’t silver nitrate, that wouldn’t have fazed his vampire physiology.  It had to be ACBT, a tiny amount.  “We have to do something.”  It was spreading, that much was obvious, albeit slowly, without a heartbeat to pump it through his body.  

In a flash of insight, I grabbed one of the knives strapped to his boot and slashed him across the chest, making a tiny criss-cross, like you do with a snake bite.  I had no idea if it would work or not, but I planted my mouth over the wound and sucked, spitting out the poison into an empty vase.  Bishop frowned down at me at first when I cut him, but the second my mouth closed over the wound, his head tipped back with a deep sigh of pleasure.  With each time I drew against his flesh, he held me closer, fingers sinking into my hair, and his pants bulged with unmistakable interest.  

“You’re not supposed to be enjoying this,” I frowned, after I spit out another mouthful of poisoned blood.

“You started it,” he panted, and I couldn’t tell if his cheeks had more color because I was getting the poison out, or because I was making him happy in his pants.  

“Do you think it’s helping?”

“Yes, definitely,” he nodded.  “Don’t stop.”

I punched him lightly in the shoulder when I saw the hint of a smile curve his lips, but I went back to suck at the wound for a couple more tries, to be sure I had it all.  “I think you should probably take some of my blood, to be on the safe side,” I suggested after rinsing my mouth out.  

“If you want me to return the favor, all you have to do is ask.  But now might not be the best time for that kind of a distraction.”

Did he think he was being funny?  “Do you seriously think I’m in the mood to get grindy after what happened here tonight?”  Lee’s body was still out on the porch and all that was left of Gunnar was ashes.  That didn’t put me in the sexiest of moods.  “I’m trying to keep you alive, dummy.  You’ve seen what ACBT does to a body up close and personal.  If there’s any trace of it left in your system...”

“No, I’m sorry,” he said with a shake of the head.  “I didn’t mean... I’m sorry, that was inappropriate.  That was just distracting, what you did with your mouth, and... sorry.”

“Never mind, just take the blood.”  I thrust my wrist at him, and he lifted it to his lips.  There was no seduction, no preamble, his lips brushed over mine in the faintest of kisses before his fangs sank deep.  And then I was the one breathing heavily, clutching the arm of the chair as he drank from me.  Despite the pain and heartache of losing those I loved, I couldn’t deny my body’s reaction to what he was doing, even though it was to preserve his life.  

Through the haze of pleasure, I heard Kane’s arrival, and Maggie letting him into the house.  I heard his low whistle at inspecting Tucker’s injury, and the brief discussion on flushing it out with alcohol.  I scented the blood in the air as Kane cut away the infected area where Tucker had been stabbed, and the foul smelling poultice he’d brought with him to draw the rest of the toxins from the wound.  

“Thank you.”  Bishop’s low words brought me back to reality as he kissed my wrist, licking away the last of the blood as the puncture marks healed themselves.  

It took me a second to compose myself, but soon enough I could focus enough to speak.  “How are you?  Do you think it was enough, or do you need to see your doctor for a transfusion?”

“I think it’s fine.  Only a tiny bit got into me before I pulled the dart out, I promise.  How about you?  I didn’t take too much, did I?  Do you need blood?”

“No, I’m good.”  I’d need to eat soon, but I could function.  At least, my body could, my heart wouldn’t heal so easily.  I sat there watching Kane wrap up Tucker’s thigh with less than gentle hands, quick and efficient.  The shifter looked up, caught my eyes on him, and gave me a quick, reassuring wink.  

“He’ll be alright,” Bishop was quick to comfort me as well.  “I’ve seen shifters survive far worse damage before.  You’d be surprised what they can heal.”  

“But not Lee,”  I murmured.  It didn’t make sense.  Lee didn’t have any enemies, not with the local pack, and there wasn’t even a whiff of Hunters in the area.  And my prankster at the party aside, I had no really dangerous enemies that I knew of.  “Why?”  It was the only word I could get out as it hit me, and Bishop gathered me into his arms.  

“I don’t know, but we’re going to find out.”

Chapter Thirty

Carter had the shooter out in the back courtyard, hogtied and tipped over on his side.  One half of his face was battered and bloodied, his eye completely swollen shut, the other stared up at us wildly, his mouth still full of a soggy sock.  There were rivulets of blood streaming from various wounds where Carter had cut him in all the most sensitive spots on the body – not enough to maim, but definitely to weaken his body as well as his spirit.  

“You know you don’t have to do that to get him to talk,” I pointed out.  My compulsion would do the trick without any bloodshed, but I didn’t scold him very hard.  I wanted the guy to suffer for what he’d done.  

“I know, but I wanted to.  This guy hunted us down like animals, I was just repaying the favor.  He doesn’t seem to be cooperating though.”

“You could try removing the gag out of his mouth.”

“Spoilsport,” Carter muttered, pulling the sock free.  The shooter spit out a mouthful of bloody phlegm, but made no sound as he glared up at us.  I had the feeling that I’d seen him once before, but that was about it.  I definitely didn’t remember any kind of argument or interaction to justify his actions against my family. 

“Does anybody recognize him?” I asked.  His clothes had that commando look that the Order members were so fond of, but Bishop shook his head along with Carter.  I knelt in front of him, surprised to find a human, not a vampire, as I’d believed.  I put my face right up to his, so that I had his undivided attention as I unleashed my compulsion on him.  “I’m not going to mess around.  I want to know why you did this.”

“I ’ave me orders.”  His accent was British and roughened by the streets.  Not too unlike Rob’s, but lacking his clarity of speech.

“Orders from who?”

His brows drew together into a single dark line.  “I... I ’ave me orders.”

“Tell me who gave you those orders,” I insisted, and his mouth worked without any sound before he shook his head.

“I ’ave me orders.”

Carter let out a disgusted breath.  “Shit... he’s been compelled.”

“Son of a biscuit,” I frowned.  “Okay then, what are your orders?  To kill me?”

“No.  Just everyone you loves.”

“Everyone I...”  Words deserted me as the terror of that statement sank in.  Was that what Hanna’s car accident was about?  Taking away someone I loved?  “Is that why you killed Lee first, before we got home?”

“That’s the cowboy fella, yeah?  I didn’t kill ’im, I killed the big bodyguard.”

“And you shot me,” Bishop grumbled, but the guy shook his head.  

“No, me orders was to take out the bodyguard, the secretary chippie, and the pet ’unter.”

“You’d better not mean me,” Carter growled, and I laid a hand on his shoulder.

“And my sister?”

“Don’t know nuffin’ about your sister.  That was the other bloke.”

“Who is the other guy?”  

“I... dunno.  I ’ad me orders, and ’e ’ad ’is, just the same.”

“What happened to him?  Is he still out there?”

“I reckon ’e ran after ’e stuck your wolf.”  

“Where did you get these weapons?” Bishop asked, kicking at the captured rifle with his toe.  “They look Order issued.”

“Answer him,” I nudged when he remained silent.  

“Dunno.”  He gave what might’ve been a shrug, if he hadn’t been so tightly tied up.

I decided to try another tack.  “Do you know the person who put you up to this and you can’t physically say it, or do you not remember who they are at all?”

“I... don’t remember.  I got the orders and come to do the job.”

“What are you supposed to do after the job is done?” Carter asked.  

“I’m to go ’ome again, but only after the word is given.”  

“Then he or she will be contacting you again?  How?  Do you have a cell phone?”

“I dunno.  Could be the phone, I couldn’t say.”

“I think it’s safe to say this guy is less than useless,” I sighed, feeling very tired all of a sudden.  “Go ahead and stick the sock back into his mouth.”

“Wait,” Bishop stopped Carter.  “Do you know what’s supposed to happen to Anja after everyone she loves dies?  Was the other guy supposed to kill her too?”

“Dunno.  Just know she wasn’t to be ’armed in this strike.”

“Oh, what about the tainted blood prank at the New Year’s party?” I remembered suddenly.  “Did you have anything to do with that?” 

“Blood?  Dunno nuffin’ about it.”  He shook his head.  

“Which means exactly nothing,” I frowned, motioning for Carter to gag him again.  “So all we know is, someone hired this guy and one other to attack my loved ones, but not me.”

“Not yet.  The next step could be an attempt on your life,” Bishop pointed out.  “Let’s focus on what we know for now.  This guy’s British, well equipped with Order caliber weapons, with obvious training, probably military.  We all know you’ve got an enemy in Simon Corley since you got him kicked out of Vetis.  Maybe he decided to pick his moment and move on you now?  Just because he didn’t come openly with Jennike doesn’t mean Corley’s not here.  He could be holed up in the house across the street right now for all we know.”

Carter had a different take on it.  “Yeah, but last we heard they wanted Anja alive for their plot to unite the Houses.”

“Which I not only turned down, I told Jennike not to listen to Corley’s advice any more.  Maybe this is his retaliation for that?”

“How would he have known you compelled her to drop the idea?” Carter asked.  “My money’s on Bakareh.  That little bastard was one petty motherfucker, and we know he’s not your biggest fan.”  

He was right about that, I had made an enemy of the Child King.  But had I offended him enough to come after everyone I loved?  “Do you really think it’s Bakareh?  This kind of seems like overkill for my calling him out on his tantrum, doesn’t it?”

“You not only stood up to him, you booted him out of your House.  That made him lose face in front of the other Houses,” Bishop replied.  “I agree, it’s a bit extreme, but I think he’s capable of a move like this, and hiring out is definitely his style.” 

“And now Lee and Gunnar are dead because I mouthed off at the guy.”    

“You can’t look at it like that,” Bishop disagreed, trying to soothe me.  “Whoever did this is to blame, not you.”

Easy for him to say, but I couldn’t help but feel responsible.  If it wasn’t for that person’s vendetta against me, my friends would be alive.  Maybe if I’d stayed out of politics when I had the chance, none of it would’ve happened?  I couldn’t think about it for the moment though, I had to try and stay focused or I’d drive myself crazy with what ifs.  

“Okay, so what do we do with this guy?”  I kicked his bare foot with my shoe.  “Turn him over to the police?  We can’t just compel him and let him go.  He has to pay for what he did.”

“I’ll make him pay,” Carter growled.  

I was surprised to hear his venom directed at a human for once, but he was right, the guy deserved it.  “Alright, I’ll trust you to take care of it.”

“Nothing that leaves a trace or the Order will have to be involved,” Bishop warned, and Carter fixed him with a withering stare. 

“Duh.”

“Come on, let’s get you inside.  We don’t know where that other guy slipped off to yet,” Bishop suggested, wrapping an arm around me to guide me into the house.  

Inside, Kane stood by the couch, giving instructions to Maggie, who scribbled them down in a notebook.  Tucker lay on his side with a Captain America throw blanket barely covering him, but he didn’t look cold at all.  In fact, he was burning up, his skin beaded with sweat and his eyes unfocused.  

“Is he going to be okay?” I asked softly, not wanting to disturb him.

“Yeah, he’ll be fine,” Kane replied, his face no longer pinched with worry.

“But he looks so miserable and sweaty.”  I laid a hand to his brow, and found him burning to the touch.

“That’s normal, it’s how we heal.”

“Can my blood help him?”  I’d have to have some bagged blood from the fridge first, but I felt confident I could share my blood if it would help speed along his recovery.

Kane’s face twisted as if he’d tasted something foul.  “We don’t need your blood.  It’s unnatural.”

“But will it save him pain and misery?”

“Keep your blood, he’ll be fine,” he insisted, his lips pressing together into a grim line.

Maggie looked like she might argue, but we were all distracted by the step of boots on the front porch.  “It’s the police,” she reported, darting a look through the window.

“I’ll take care of it,” Bishop offered, striding to the front door, but I called to him before he opened it.

“Lee’s out front...”

“I’ll take care of it.”  

I nodded, closing my eyes as a wave of weariness rolled over me.  I knew I should have a mug of blood to replace what Bishop had taken, but the idea of eating and going about my business seemed wrong.  There were too many things to do before sunrise, which was right around the corner.  Step one should be taking care of our loved ones, not myself.

“Kane, would you please bring Lee inside for me?” I asked. 

“With the cops out there?” he balked, darting a nervous glance to the window.  “I don’t want to get caught up in your mess.”

“Bishop will square it with them.”  Hopefully whatever story he concocted would keep them from coming back.  “I don’t want him sitting out there any more.”  I couldn’t explain why, exactly.  I just didn’t like him being out there all alone.  

“Yes, ma’am,” he agreed without further argument.  Kane brought Lee in and laid him out on the dining room table, where we all stared down at him.   He looked so pale, his lips tinged blue and limbs stiffening already.  “Do you want me to take him?” he offered, and I felt a flare of panic.

“No, we’ll see to his burial.”

“He should be buried in pack lands.”

“You weren’t his pack.”

“But he is still a shifter, not a vampire.  There are traditions...”

“We’re his family, I’ll take care of it,” I cut him off, the subject not open for discussion.  I couldn’t let him take Lee away, I wasn’t ready to say goodbye yet.  Kane must’ve heard something in my voice, because he simply nodded and accepted it without arguing the point.  

“I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Thanks.”    

“And don’t worry about the business, I’ll keep things going fine.  When you’re ready, we can talk about any long term plans.”

I hadn’t even thought about that.  I had no clue who’d inherited Lee’s share of the security business, but I was happy to let Kane run things for the time being.  “Thank you, I’ll give you a call when I’m ready to talk about it.”  It got me to thinking though, would Lee’s family want to come to his funeral?

Once Kane had gone, I turned to Maggie.  “Maggie, can you try to find a way to reach Lee’s family tomorrow, after you’ve had a chance to rest?”

“I’ll look into it this morning,” she nodded.  “He spoke with Tucker often about where he was from.  Maybe it’ll help distract him from the pain to talk about it.”

“Thanks.  Maybe ask him about some of those shifter traditions too.  I’d like to honor his ways, but I couldn’t let him take Lee.”

“I understand.  And Gunnar?”

A lump rose in my throat as Gunnar’s last moments swam to the forefront of my memory.  “I’ll go out and gather his ashes when the cops are gone.”

“It’s too dangerous.  You should let me...”

“No!” I said, harsher than I should have, from the startled look on her face.  “I’m not the one in danger, all of you are.  You’ll have to stay inside until we can figure something out.”

“Surely not during the day.”

“That guy who attacked us tonight was human, and he wasn’t after me.  He was after you.  All of you.”

“But why?”

I just shook my head.  If only we knew, then I might begin to make some sense of the night’s events.  

Bishop slipped in, with no trace of worry.  “We’re all set.  There’s going to be a record on file of a drive by shooting, with a bogus description of the car, but no real suspects.”

“Why have any record of it at all?”

“Because people reported the shots fired, and there are three bullet holes in the front of the house.”

That made sense, and I added that to the mental list I had going to take care of.  “And Lee?”

“I persuaded them not to see him.”

“Thanks for taking care of that.”

“Of course,” he said with a somber nod, studying my face carefully.  “Are you alright?”

“Just tired,” I nodded.  “What about you?  Are you sure you’re okay?”  I wanted to tear open his shirt and check the wound again, but I took him at his word when he replied.

“I’m fine.”

“Then kiss me and tell me...”

His lips cut off the rest of my words, his kiss tender and sweet.  “It’ll be alright,” he soothed, giving me what I needed.  “Maybe not for a while, and it’ll suck before it gets better, but it’ll be okay.  I promise you, Anja.”

And I believed him. 

* * *

The rest of that night is sort of a blur to me now.  You know that scene near the end of Ferris Bueller’s Day Off, when Cameron goes into a strange, coma-like state and then tips into the pool?  That’s exactly what I felt like.  Everything seemed as though it was under water.  I felt isolated, as though there was a buffer between me and everyone else in the room.  Voices sounded strange and distorted, everything was blurry, and I couldn’t figure out why.  Gradually, I came to understand that I was weeping, though I didn’t have the sensation of crying at all.  No ragged breaths or sobs, only the steady leaking of sorrow from every pore.  

Bishop held me without words or judgment, offering his stoic brand of comfort, but I barely felt his arms around me in that state.  My thought processes shut down, nothing made sense anymore.  So much death – and for what?  If only I knew why, then I might be able to process it all.  

And then I realized it wasn’t over.  His orders were to kill everyone I loved, and he had specific targets.  Lee’s death and the dart fired at Bishop seemed to point in the direction that the other shooter had specific targets as well – all on the same night that my sister nearly died in a car accident.  What if it was no accident at all?  Would my parents be next?  

Shaking myself out of the fog, I surged up, pushing my way out of Bishop’s arms.  I’d already wasted so much time!

“What’s wrong?” he frowned, immediately casting off the drain the rising sun brought with it.  

“I have to get to my parents, I have to keep them safe.  Whoever’s doing this might strike at them next.”

Bishop didn’t argue the point, but he did lay a hand on my shoulder when I would’ve thrown open the door to charge into the lightening sky.  “Let me take care of it, I’ll make some calls.”

“How can you take care of it?” I blinked, shrugging off his grasp.  “Putting a protection duty on them won’t help.  I have to get my parents somewhere safe.”

“That’s what I meant, I can relocate them.  Give them new identities, new lives.  That way they won’t be able to give themselves away accidentally, and they won’t worry about you or Hanna.”

That was taking things quite a bit further than I had in mind, but I had to agree, Mom and Dad would be much safer if they themselves had no idea we were related.  It just seemed like such a drastic step to take.  Sure, they’d be alive, but for all intents and purposes, I’d be losing them too.  I wasn’t sure I could take that on top of everything else.  “But... then I’ll never see them again.”

“Sure you will, after this is over,” he replied with easy assurance.  “But it might not be the worst thing in the world to do this for them anyway, Anja.  You’re in a dangerous position, and that danger can easily spill over to them at any time.”  

“No, you’re right.  But where will you send them, what will they do?”

“I’ll take care of it.”  He patted my shoulder, and I caught his hand. 

“No, I need to be a part of this.  I have enough money to set them up somewhere.  Someplace good.  Make them happy.”

“We’ll give them an early retirement,” he smiled.  “They can travel, or sit around and relax for the rest of their lives.”  

“My father will probably get another job anyway,” I mused aloud.  

“Good, then he can try something he’s always wanted to do.”  

It was a strange thought, deciding the course of their lives for them, even temporarily.  “You won’t change them too much, will you?”

“No, I’ll just change their names, and they won’t have any memory of you or Hanna.  Not until you want them to, then the compulsion can be undone.  It’s the best way.”

“I know, you’re right.”  I had to face the idea that I might’ve had to do the same thing eventually anyway.  Either that or fake my own death when I didn’t age beyond my twenty-first year.  There was one more horrible thing I had to do before I could even think of seeking my bed for the day.  Tell Hanna.  

Only I couldn’t.  I wouldn’t let her first day as a vampire be marred by this.  Her emotions were likely going to be all over the place without something like this to push her over the edge.  I decided to let her have this one first night with Mason without telling her.  The news about our parents would keep.  But then I started to worry that she wouldn’t be safe at Mason’s place.  After all, they’d somehow found her on the road, that meant they were probably following her.  

“What about Hanna?” I exclaimed when he pulled out his phone to get busy with extracting my parents.  

“I’ll call Mason next and give him a heads up.”

“You make him swear up and down that he won’t say anything to Hanna about what happened tonight.”  

Bishop’s brows drew together.  “She’ll have to be told.”

“Not yet, not like this.”  

“Alright, I’ll make sure he knows that mum’s the word.  Now try to relax, Anja.  It’s late.”

It was late.  Later than I’d stayed up in a while.  The sun coming through the cracks in the curtains made my eyes sting, but I had one last thing to do.  

No one tried to stop me when I went out to gather Gunnar’s ashes, Maggie busy taking care of Tucker, Carter out disposing of our shooter, and Bishop on the phone with someone, I had no idea who.  Who did you even call to arrange to disappear a couple of suburban teachers?

I placed his ashes in a pretty vase, green with enameled pink flowers.  It made me think of the garden, which made me think of Gunnar.  It wouldn’t do for a permanent home, of course, but it was the best I could do for his temporary resting place.  Setting them on the side table out of the way, I slumped at the table beside Lee’s body, studying the weathered lines of his face.  I missed him so much already.  Always there with a hug and a smile, and a colorful way of pointing out what I should’ve known all along.  He’d lived a full life.  Not long enough, but I hoped that some of his wisdom had rubbed off on me in the short time I’d known him.  

It was late, I could feel the sun rising higher, despite the drawn curtains.  Bishop’s soft baritone reached me from the other room as he made the arrangements.  Tucker had drifted off to sleep with Maggie beside him, her head pillowed against the sofa’s armrest.  Carter was still out there, but I trusted him to cover up or go to ground if he couldn’t make it home in time.  

I knew I could slip downstairs if I wanted to, there was nothing left for me to do.  Still, I fought against falling asleep, not ready to let it claim me until I knew what was left of my family had survived.  

“Your parents got out safely,” Bishop reported as he tucked his phone away.  “A friend of mine is taking care of it.”

“What friend?  Somebody from the Order?”  The only person I completely trusted besides him, was Mason.

“No, I thought it best to keep them out of this.  We’ll want someone discreet, so they can’t be traced back to you.”

That made sense.  “And Hanna?”

“Hanna’s fine.  She’s already passed out, but Mason will make sure she’s safe.”  

“We can’t know that for sure.  Anyone can get to them while they sleep during the day.”

“He’s taking them out of there.”

“Can he do that?  It’s already past dawn.”

“He’ll manage, he’s got protection and stims.  You know he won’t rest until they’re safe.  Anja, it’ll be okay.”

“That’s what you said before.”  

“Come here.”  Bishop gathered me close.  “You’re right, it won’t be okay, but eventually it won’t hurt this much.  That I know.”

So many people dead and gone.  But I had Bishop there beside me, and for the moment, it was enough to chase the blackness away from my heart as I let it envelop me.

Chapter Thirty-One

I didn’t want to get up the next night, but I didn’t want to lie alone in my bedroom either.  I heard Bishop up and around upstairs, talking to Maggie, and I forced myself to get up and take a shower as hot as I could stand it, Buffy’s Going Through the Motions running through my mind.  As I got to the top of the stairs, I ran into Tucker coming out of the hall bathroom.  

“Hey, how are you feeling?”

“F-fine as a frog’s hair split f-four ways,” he said with a sad smile, using one of Lee’s favorite old sayings.  Though I did notice that he walked with a hint of a limp.  

“Good.  I’m glad you’re on the mend, but boy howdy does that stuff stink!”

“Tell me something I don’t know,” he grimaced, shuffling his way back to the couch.  

“You’re up early,” Maggie smiled, greeting me in the living room.  

Was I?  I had no idea what time it was, only that the sun was already down.  “There’s just so much to do,” I shrugged, stopping stock still when I spotted the empty dining room table.  “Where’s Lee?”

“We had him collected and taken to the funeral parlor.  Was that wrong?”

It wasn’t wrong in the technical sense, it was Maggie being efficient as always, but it still bothered me.  “I didn’t get to say goodbye,” I murmured, sinking into the nearest available chair.  I wasn’t ready to, not yet.  

“You’ll have time for that,” she said, laying a hand on my shoulder with a comforting squeeze.  “I made all the arrangements after discussing it with Tucker.  There will be a graveside service where we can all say goodbye, but we couldn’t leave him here on the table all day.”  

“I know, I get it,” I smiled up at her, patting her hand.  “I’m sorry I freaked out.  Did you have any luck tracking down his family?”

“Not yet, but there are still some ends I haven’t reached yet.”

“I should probably try to contact Nell.  I’m sure she’ll want to know about the memorial service.”  Other than that, I wasn’t sure who else to call, except maybe Kane.  “I feel like we should tell someone about Gunnar too.  I don’t know who his Sire was though.”

Maggie cleared her throat delicately.  “I took the liberty of calling Rob, since he engaged Gunnar and Isak.  I figured he’d know the best way to reach his people.”

“Oh,” I nodded.  “That was smart thinking.  And did he know?”

“He said he’d send the word on.”

“Is that all he said?”

“He said to pass along his condolences.”

It was weird to think that Rob wasn’t comfortable enough with me to call me himself, but I supposed that was what our relationship had become.  “I think I’ll try and reach Jakob, unless you have a number for Nelleke?”  Maggie shook her head, and I dug out my cell, waving to Bishop, who paced in the kitchen, looking none too pleased about the phone call he was on.  

Deciding to put off whatever bad news that happened to be, I went into my study to make the call, only Jakob didn’t pick up.  I left him a voicemail, explaining what’d happened to Lee and Gunnar as briefly as I could, or I would’ve ended up in tears again.  After I’d stared at the computer screen for about five minutes with none of the words sinking in, I got up to go get a mug of O positive.  My brain was too fuzzy to try and adult without it.  

Bishop was off the phone, and still looking just as thunderous as I entered the kitchen.  “What’s the matter?” I asked, making a beeline for the fridge.

“Nothing, Order business.” 

It clearly wasn’t nothing, from the look on his face.  I appreciated him trying to protect me, but being kept in the dark wasn’t an option for me.  “Is something going down?  I sort of have to keep on top of that stuff, personal problems or not.”

“No, nothing like that,” he sighed, sinking into one of the chairs at the kitchen table.  “Just trying to clear a few days off on my schedule, and it’s harder than I thought it would be.  There’s a reason why so few of us in the Order have a life other than the job.”  

Was that all?  “You don’t have to sit here and babysit me, I’ll be fine.”

“I’m not trying to babysit you, I’m trying to be here for you.  There’s a difference.”  Now he cracked a smile.  “Keeping you safe is just a bonus.”

I waggled a blood bag at him, but he shook his head with a wince, so I nuked a single mug for myself in the microwave.  “You should think about keeping yourself safe,” I pointed out.  “Maybe it is for the best if you don’t go into work for a while?  And I’m not saying that in an I’m selfishly keeping you by my side for a Lord of the Rings marathon on TV kind of thing, it’s purely a selfish keeping you alive kind of thing.”  

“Either way, I’m sticking by your side for the moment.  Hobbits are optional.”  

I smiled for the first time without feeling like my heart might break.  “I love you, you know.”

He met my smile with a soft one of his own.  “I love you too.”  

“I’m sorry last night wasn’t quite what you had in mind for your first night spent sleeping over.”

“I’m just glad I got to hold you in my arms for another night.”

“How come you weren’t there when I woke up then?”

“Sorry, I’ve been busy.”  He had the grace to look contrite, so I didn’t hold a grudge over it.  “I’ve already checked in with Mason and confirmed that they slipped out of town unseen.”

“Wait, you didn’t say anything about them going out of town.”

“I said he’d take her somewhere safe.”

“Yes, but I didn’t think that meant leaving, leaving.  I wanted to be there for her.”  First my parents, and now my sister?  Who was he going to send away next?

“Mason will take care of her.”

“I know he will, but it’s not the same.  Hanna was just turned last night, she’ll have so many questions.”

“And he’ll be there to answer them.”

He didn’t get it.  Mason was more connected to his emotions than Bishop had been right after I’d become a vampire, but it’d still been years since he was turned.  It was still fresh for me; I knew exactly what she’d be feeling.  How screwed up and exciting and scary it could be.  I really wanted to be there for her, and now everything was messed up.  

“Couldn’t we keep them here in the house?”

“Let me ask you this.”  Bishop got up and walked around the kitchen island, turning me so that I faced him.  “How would you feel if you invited them to stay here and something bad happened to either Hanna or Mason?”

“Like I wanted to slit my own wrists.”

“Then let me officially say that’s not an option we can explore right now.  Trust me, Mason’s the only one she’s got time for right now anyway.  I might be old, but I remember those first days.  You tend to have eyes for your Sire and no one else.”

“I wouldn’t know,” I bit out, feeling a little green around the edges as images of him and Carys flooded my brain.  “My Sire abandoned me, remember?”

“And I’m glad he did, or we never would’ve met that night.”  He reached up to stroke my cheek.  “I have to think there’s a bit of destiny at work there.”

My heart turned over at that, the jealousy fading quicker than the Millennium Falcon on the Kessel Run.  “Can’t you get kicked out of the Order for spouting mushy stuff like that?” I teased.

“Then maybe that’s what I’ll have to do.  Keep spouting mushy stuff to you until they bounce me right out of the Order and into your arms.”

I put off asking him if he was serious about that crack, too distracted by the next kiss to keep my train of thought.  Restored by the blood and the power of his kisses, I felt stronger, more able to tackle the day.  “It’s not going to be a very exciting day around here, you know.  I’ve got office hours set that I can’t put off.”

Bishop stiffened, and not in a good way.  “You’re not working outside the house today.”

I begged to differ.  “Ah... yes, I am.  Maggie has me booked all night.”  

“You’re not going out there while this maniac’s at large.  This is the only place that offers you protection.  I’ve already talked to Kane about daytime patrols of the property by his security force.  If you do go out, we’ll make sure you have a suitable security escort again.”

I knew he meant it because he loved me, but it still chafed to be told what to do like a little girl.  “Look, I’m trying really hard not to curl up in a ball and block out everything right now.  I can’t sit around and do nothing all day, I’ll go kazoo.  I need to keep busy.”

“Then take those appointments by phone or Skype,” he bit out, just as stubborn.

“He’s right,” Carter yawned, coming down the back stairs.  Bishop looked up in vindication, which swiftly turned to a frown at seeing him in his boxers and nothing else.  

“Don’t you have anything else to wear?”

“My tux is at the cleaner’s,” Carter quipped, reaching past me for a mug to heat up his own bagged blood.  “Sorry if it proves too tempting for you, but you’re not my type.”

“Did you have any problems dealing with... you know,” I prompted, unwilling to say what I knew had to be done.

“Oh yeah, that guy’s not gonna bother anyone ever again,” Carter winked.  

I knew he couldn’t out and out kill him, my compulsion kept him from that.  “What did you...?  Never mind, I don’t want to know,” I changed my mind, waving it away.  “What did you mean, he’s right about what?”

“About you staying here under lock and key.  No sense in taking any chances.  I can handle tracking down whoever this is, it’s what I do.”

“We can handle it.  I’ve got contacts you don’t,” Bishop amended, but I ignored the point before they had a chance to argue about it.

“No deal.  What you two seem to be forgetting is that you are the targets, not me.  They’re going after my loved ones, and that includes the both of you.  I should be the one to try and flush out the bad guy here.  Besides, I have duties.  My position as Elder is under attack as much as my personal life.  I have to stick to my schedule or everyone is going to find out what happened here last night.”

“I’m pretty sure that’ll get out anyway.  We were under a full scale attack last night with police involvement and everything,” Bishop pointed out.

“Which you assured me you took care of.”

“Fine,” he relented.  “What’s your plan to address this if Carter and I stay put?  You won’t have the same resources that Carter and I do.  You can try to keep this under wraps all you like, but if this is an attempt by Bakareh, you’ll have to answer it.”

“What, by sending a hit squad to his court?  I don’t operate that way.”

“It’s what’s expected,” Bishop shrugged.  “An eye for an eye.”  

Holy smokes, I could see this escalating into a full scale war if I made the wrong step.  “Nobody has to know about our eyes, we can try to keep this quiet.  Besides, I honestly think it’s Corley who’s behind this.  Bakareh just seems so... petty, you know?  Like I could see him striking out in anger, but not something so premeditated.  Corley, he’s the sneaky type, and what I did to him was so much worse.”

Bishop grabbed hold of my shoulders.  “You didn’t do anything to him, Anja.  He did it to himself.  All you did was help expose his actions to the light.”

“Has anyone considered that Carys might be behind this?” Carter asked over the top of his mug.  “She is the one who’s most likely to lash out at you, and she knows you’d kick her ass if she challenged you to a straight up fight.”

I admit, the thought had crossed my mind, but from the look on Bishop’s face, it hadn’t once occurred to him.  “She would never...” he started to say, but I cut him off.

“No?  How can you be so sure?  She can’t be happy about the fact that we’re together again, and we haven’t been too secret about it.”

“No,” he insisted.  “Carys let me go.  She said her goodbyes, she’s moved on.”

“She hasn’t had all that much time to make peace with it.  Maybe she decided to get you back?”

“By killing the one thing I love the most?  Even Carys wouldn’t make that mistake.”

“She didn’t try to kill me, she tried to kill everyone I love.”

“That makes even less sense.  Carys wouldn’t want me to die.”

“Maybe it’s one of those if I can’t have you, no one can things?”

“Plus, the guy I caught didn’t have orders to shoot Bishop, just the rest of us,” Carter added. 

“But I was shot,” Bishop disagreed, and Carter shrugged.

“Maybe it was a stray?  Or maybe the shooter knew you had a vest on.”

Bishop shook his head.  “I don’t know, that’s a lot of maybes.  I still say Bakareh is our best bet.”

“And I think Corley’s the more likely candidate,” I replied.  But inside I started to wonder.  Could it be Carys’ twisted sense of revenge, taking everything from me for stealing her man?  “I’m going to try Jakob again.  I can’t believe he hasn’t called back yet.”

“Why should he care?” Carter asked.  “He wasn’t close to Lee or Gunnar.”  

“I think he’d want to know if someone was coming at me with so much firepower.  Plus, Nell and Lee were close.”  At least it’d seemed that way to me.  Once more, I got his voicemail, and I didn’t bother to leave a message.  But I did make another call, to someone who might be able to give me the lowdown on Carys’ movements.  Only this time I slipped out of the kitchen for some privacy.  

Aubrey’s number went straight to voicemail too, and I bit back a wave of frustration.  Wasn’t anyone picking up today?  I had to be careful with the message I left, not knowing how much Carys watched over his business, and I didn’t have long to think up an excuse for my call either.  “Hey, Aubrey,” I said, injecting a note of false cheer into my voice.  “I wanted to check in with you on how the reintegration of the Order is going at Vetis.  I know you’re probably still handling the day to day stuff, and I imagine Carys is pretty busy with other concerns.  So, um, give me a call when you’ve got a few minutes to yourself so we can chat, okay?”  Lame.  But better than nothing.  

My phone buzzed as I was tucking it away, but instead of Aubrey or Jakob, it was Hanna’s picture that flashed on the screen.  “Hey, Hanna,” I greeted her.  “Are you settling in okay?”  I didn’t know where Mason had taken her, and maybe that was for the best.  

Hanna ignored my question, her voice keyed up with fear and tension, words coming a mile a minute.  “I just got a call from the alarm company that Mom and Dad’s house is on fire!  You need to get there right away and see if there’s anything you can do.  If you get there quick enough, maybe with your blood you can...”

“Whoa, slow down,” I stopped her before she worked herself up to a tone that only dogs could hear.  “It’s okay, they weren’t in there.”

“How can you be sure?  They said the cars were still in the garage, but it’s burning too hot for them to get into the bedrooms to see for sure and...”

“Hanna, relax.  I know they’re not inside, because we moved them.”

“What? Why would you do that?”

I hesitated, not sure how much to tell her.  Keeping the news from her was one thing, but she’d opened the door.  I decided I might as well level with her.  If there was anything Hanna disliked, it was being lied to.  “I decided it would be safer for them to get out of town after what happened to you.”

“But I was in a car accident.”

“I’m not so sure it was all that accidental.  Especially because Gunnar and Lee were killed last night too.”

“Oh, An...” Her breath rushed out all at once.  “I’m so sorry to hear that.  I know how much they meant to you.  Is everyone else okay though?”

I blinked fast, the sympathy in her voice bringing me close to tears.  “We’re alive and accounted for, that’s the best we can hope for right now.  But you need to lay low for a while until we figure out who’s behind it.”

“Is that why Mason decided on this pre-honeymoon?”

“I think Bishop suggested it to him, but before you take it out on Mason, consider that he just wanted to keep you safe.”

“And you’re really sure that Mom and Dad are alright?”  She sounded skeptical, and I did my best to sound reassuring.  

“Yes, Bishop told me they’re safe and sound as of this evening.  There’s no chance they were in that fire.”

“Well, where are they?  They’ve got to be freaking out right now.”

“I don’t know, and trust me, they’re fine.  All this tells me is that I made the right decision in getting them out of there.”  Time to change the subject.  “How are you, are you okay?”

“I’m... it’s hard to get used to.  All these little things I’ve never seen or heard before.  It’s weird to assimilate.”  

“I know.  It’ll come with time,” I promised.  “But things between you and Mason, they’re good?”

“They’re better than good.  Jesus, Anja, why didn’t you tell me it could be like this?  I’ve never felt so close to another person before in my entire life.”  Her voice throbbed with emotion, and I smiled into my end of the phone.  That’s the way it was supposed to be between Sire and progeny, and I was so beyond thrilled that it was everything she’d dreamed of.  

I didn’t bother to point out that my own experiences were less than perfection, I didn’t want to rain on her parade.  “I guess I wanted you to decide in your own time, without my input.  I’m glad you’re happy now.” 

“And I’m glad you’re safe.  You’ll keep me up to date on what’s going on though, right?  No more secrets?”

“No more secrets,” I pledged, hoping I could live up to my word.  “I have to go though, I have a lot of work to do.”

There was no reply, and before I could ask if she was still there, her giggling laughter floated out, punctuated by Mason’s deeper chuckle.  “I’ll catch you later, Anja.  I have to...”  And then the line went dead.  

I sat there smiling for long seconds, finding a sense of peace and hope in that lighthearted laughter.  I trusted Bishop when he said it would get easier, and I hoped like heck that we’d find that kind of lightness between us again soon.  But for the moment, I did have work to do, and satisfied that my sister was in good hands, I turned my thoughts to more practical things.

Once I was in my office, it was easy to get swept up in the work of the day.  With some rearranging, I handled most of my appointments remotely, and rescheduled those that needed the more personal touch.  While I didn’t agree to being kept under lock and key, I had to admit, I didn’t want to face anyone yet either.  If even one person mentioned Lee or Gunnar to me, I knew I’d lose it.  

Bishop set up a temporary work space in the library, borrowing my laptop.  Maggie seemed content to take the night off to keep nursing Tucker back to health.  Only Carter chafed at being kept inside.  

“This isn’t getting us any closer to finding out who’s behind it,” he complained when I forbade him to leave the house.

“Maybe not, but we need some time to regroup and figure things out.”

Carter made a noise of frustration and ran up the stairs to his attic space.  Highway to Hell came blasting from the rafters moments later.

“Honestly, it’s like having a surly teen in the house,” I sighed, flopping down on one of the chairs opposite Bishop.

“He’s a grown man, not a teenager.  You can’t keep telling him what to do and expect him to like it.”

“So, you tell grown men what to do all the time.”

“I do, but that’s my job.”

“Well,  keeping him safe is my job too.”  

“I’m just saying, it’s not in his nature to stick around the house like this.  Mark my words, you won’t be able to keep him here for much longer.  In fact, I’m surprised he’s stuck around as long as he has.”  

I could keep Carter around as long as I wanted to, but I refused to use my compulsion to keep him under wraps like that.  “Do you mean at the house, or as in here in San Francisco?”

Bishop shrugged.  “Both really.  Carter doesn’t strike me as the kind of guy who likes to stick around in one place for very long.”

“Yes, but he has a family here, a home.”

“It’s just my opinion,” he murmured, already focused on the computer again as his fingers tapped at the keys.  

I couldn’t think about that for the moment.  My family was already shrinking at an alarming rate, and I had to figure out how to make it stop.

Chapter Thirty-Two

The funeral was probably the hardest thing I’d ever had to do.  I dimly recalled going to my grandmother’s funeral when I was a girl, but I don’t remember being sad.  All I remembered of the woman was her love of butterscotch candies and knitting.  I couldn’t even picture her smile anymore.  This was far more devastating.  Not only did I have to watch them put Lee in the ground, I had to do it without breaking down.  The Elder of the West couldn’t be seen as weak.  News spread that Lee had died, and quite a few from the community turned up for the service.  

I heard them all murmuring, wondering why he’d been killed.  It sounded like it was well known that he’d been shot with silver nitrate, and I supposed I had Kane to thank for that.  But I hadn’t told him to keep it a secret, so I didn’t want to throttle him too badly for it.  Nobody seemed to link his death to a plot against me though, at least nobody who spoke within my earshot.  It still hurt that Nell hadn’t called back or even acknowledged that she’d heard about Lee’s death.  But they were traveling the world, maybe they were in a remote spot without cell reception?

There was no gravesite or marker for Gunnar.  I still had his ashes at home in an urn, and I was torn between sending them back to his homeland and keeping him there with me.  Or maybe spreading his ashes in the garden, where he’d found so much happiness.  

We must’ve had every security guard in the county staked out around the cemetery, and still Bishop looked as nervous as a redshirt on a landing party.  He never left my side, not even when I stepped up to toss a handful of flowers atop Lee’s casket as they lowered him into the ground.  I considered tossing in the lighter I’d given him for Christmas, but at the last second I decided to keep it in my pocket.  A reminder of that night, and the bond we shared.  

There was no sign of any trouble though.  I was aware of a large number of shifters sticking to the outskirts to pay their respects.  I didn’t recognize most of them, but Kane gave me a solemn nod, which I returned.  

An enormous man stood next to him, taller than Jakob and broader than a pro wrestler.  His hair hung in thick, dark, locks, spilling over his shoulders and down his back, like a barbarian.  Everything about him was big and beefy, from his bushy black brows to his beard; his thighs stretched the dark workpants, and his pecs bulged, bare under the muscle shirt he wore.  Despite the casual attire, there was an air of confidence around him, an aura of power worn with easy grace.  This guy was the Alpha, I was sure of it.  

“Who is that, do you know?” I whispered to Bishop, when the guy started walking toward us, the rest of his pack following at a respectful distance.

“That’s Rafe, Alpha of the local pack.  Be polite, but remember, you rank higher than he does.”

“Isn’t that like comparing apples to oranges?  He’s the boss of his people and I’m the boss of mine.  Aren’t we equals?”

“Don’t ever let any of the council ever hear you say that,” Bishop muttered, and then went silent as the Alpha approached.  

“Peace to the Elder of the West,” he said with a nod of respect.

I didn’t know the proper response, but I found myself replying, “And also to you.”  He seemed to accept that reply as suitable enough, so I added.  “Please, call me Anja.”  

“And I’m Rafe.”  So far so good, we were being polite to each other.  Until he said, “We’re here for the pup.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“The boy.”

I looked around, but there were no kids anywhere in the cemetery.  Tucker had gone very still, his shoulders hunched over like they’d been when I first found him at the Vetis house.  “You can’t mean Tucker, can you?  He’s not a boy, he’s a man.”

“Not in the eyes of the pack.”

“Well, no offense, but nobody asked you.”

“This is pack business.”  The alpha bristled, his shoulders swelling larger, and I felt Bishop stiffen by my side.  I laid a hand on Bishop’s arm; the last thing we needed was to turn this into some kind of a vampire/shifter war right on Lee’s grave.  

Standing my ground, I met his dark gaze evenly, despite the fact that we were outnumbered.  “No, it isn’t, not when you’re talking about part of my family.”  

He ignored me, turning his gaze to Tucker.  “Have you gone through the rites to manhood?”

Tucker shook his head, the hair falling heavily into his eyes.

“He’s a boy in our eyes then,” he nodded, as if he’d won the point.  “We thank you for your care, but if you’ll release him to us, we’ll be on our way.”

He kept saying we, and I couldn’t tell if it was like a pack thing, or if he meant the royal we.  I hoped not, that would be pretty douchey.  “Okay, well since he’s not anyone’s property, it’s not up to me to release him to you, or for you to claim him like a lost puppy.  Tucker, do you want to go with them?”  The young shifter had gone completely still, he didn’t so much as look up at me.  “Tucker?”

After a long pause, he shook his head again.  “My place is with M-M-Maggie.”  

I held my breath, waiting to see how the Alpha would take it.  I was fairly certain we were faster than the shifters were, those damn claws scared the bejeezus out of me though.  We had our security guys on the scene, but considering that at least half of them were shifters, I was pretty sure their loyalty to the pack was deeper than to a paycheck.  Carter and Bishop stood equally tense, and Maggie’s eyes had gone wide and scared.  Tucker’s gaze was still glued to his shoes. 

“I see,” Rafe growled, his features schooled into stern disapproval, but then he gave a curt nod.  “You know where we are, boy, should you decide to take your place in the pack.  Our condolences for your loss.  Lee was well respected by all.” 

Swallowing back the wave of relief that he wasn’t going to try and take Tucker by force, I drummed up a faint smile.  “Thank you, and thank you for coming.  I know it would’ve meant a lot to him.”

They left then, Kane lingering to exchange a few words.  “Jesus, you just don’t give a fuck, do you?” he said with a shake of the head, but a smile hovered around the edges of his mouth.  “I like that about you.  Ain’t many that will refuse a pack order.”  

“I give plenty of fucks, I just stand up for the people who are important to me.  Besides, he’s not the boss of me.”

“Well, he is my boss, so I’d better split.”  Kane offered me a half salute as he turned to follow his Alpha.  Nobody relaxed until they were off the greenspace, well into the parking lot.  

“Thank you,” Tucker said quietly.  

“It’s not a big deal,” I smiled brighter now.  “But I hope you know that you can always go to them if you want to explore that part of your heritage.  I know it must be hard for you not to belong to a pack.”

His head canted to one side, the corner of his mouth tugging up.  “Sure I do, it’s just not a pack of shifters.”

I pulled him to me in an impulsive hug, drawing Maggie into it too.  Bishop and Carter stood around uncomfortably, probably worried they’d be drafted into a group hug as well.  When Bishop’s phone rang, I thought he was going to whoop for joy.  His relief was short lived though.  

“What’s up?  You don’t have to go in to work after all, do you?”

“No, that was a contact of mine from the fire department.  The fire at your parents place was definitely set on purpose.  Right now they’re assuming some kind of insurance fraud, especially with your folks missing.”

“Cripes.  How are we going to fix this one?”

“I’m not sure we can without a lot of interference.  It’s not as simple as compelling even a few people.  Reports have been made and submitted, there’s an ongoing investigation.  If it threatened to expose vampires to humans, I could put a unit on it to scrub the files, but I can’t use my position for something like this.”

“Even if it was probably started by a vampire in the first place?”

“We don’t have any evidence to support that.”  Bishop scratched at the side of his beard.  “They’re already riding me pretty hard about my interest being divided since we started dating, I can’t hand them this kind of ammunition against me.”

That didn’t sound so good.  “I’ll tell you what evidence we do have, and it’s that this isn’t over.  “We have to do something to keep everyone safe.  Maggie?  Tucker?”  I waved them over.  “I need you two to do me a big favor.”  

“Anything, Anja,” Maggie immediately volunteered.  “You have only to ask.”

I loved her for being so quick to offer, and that made it extra hard to say what I had to say.  “I need you to leave.  Stop at home to grab a few things, but I need you to get out of town tonight.”

“Surely not,” she started to protest, but I cut her off. 

“I’m serious.  This thing isn’t over.  They’re definitely still gunning for my loved ones, and that includes the pair of you.”  

“We’re not afraid.”  Tucker’s chin came up with determination, no trace of a stutter in his speech.  

“I didn’t say you were, but if you want to ease my mind, you’ll disappear for a while.  If you want to go with the pack, that’d be fine too.  They can probably protect you better than I can right now.”  

“No, they’re not my pack,” Tucker insisted.

A deep furrow appeared on Maggie’s brow.  “But where shall we go?”

“I know,” I snapped my fingers as it came to me.  “Why don’t you take Gunnar’s ashes back to his homeland for starters?  From there, it’s anywhere you feel like going.  Travel for a while, see the world.”  

“I can hardly abandon my post.”

“And I have my job with the security company.  I can’t leave y-you in the lurch now that Lee’s gone,” Tucker added. 

“I don’t give a good gorram about the job, this is about protecting my loved ones.  Felix can manage, he’s done it before.  And don’t you worry about the company, Tucker.  I’m sure Kane can handle it on his own.”

“Anja, are you quite sure about this?”  Maggie still looked unconvinced, and I nodded. 

“I think it’s for the best right now.  I can arrange for protection if you like.”

“I can keep her safe,” Tucker declared, wrapping an arm around her shoulders.  “I don’t n-need the pack or any other protection.”

Maggie gave him an utterly besotted smile.  “We’ll go to Denmark, and then anywhere but England.  It can be an engagement trip.”

I thanked my lucky stars that they were being so gracious about it.  “Thanks for understanding, guys.”  I hugged them tight, not knowing how long it’d be before we saw each other again.  “Call me to let me know when you’ve arrived safely, but after that, it’s probably for the best if you don’t contact me for a while.”

“I can give you an untraceable number so you can stay in contact,” Carter piped up, and I turned to him in surprise.  

“You can do that?”

“I’m not just a pretty face,” he deadpanned.

“You’re better than that,” I grinned, kissing him noisily on the cheek, which he wiped off with a grimace.  We all traded a laugh as Maggie and Tucker walked off to the parking lot.  My smile faded when I caught sight of Bishop’s face though.  I hadn’t thought twice about the innocent kiss, I loved Carter like a brother, but I knew I probably wouldn’t like Bishop kissing anyone but me either.  

“I need to go speak to someone,” he said, jogging away to talk to one of the security guys.

“Uh oh, somebody’s jealous,” Carter smirked.  

“Be nice, he can’t help it, it’s just the way he’s wired.”  To his credit, Bishop hadn’t said anything or gotten in Carter’s face about it.  

“It’s cool, I’d be jealous if you were my woman too.  You can tell him to rest easy though, I’m not the type to steal another man’s girl.”

“And I’m not the type to make a man jealous on purpose.  I’ll try to keep my lips to myself next time.”

Carter mumbled something I didn’t quite catch, but when I asked him to repeat it, he shook his head.  “You gonna send me away next?”  

“Would you go if I did?”

“No.”  His hands came up in defense.  “And don’t even think about compelling me.  I’d find a way.”

“I think you probably would.”  

“I have a few things to check out tonight though.  You okay here with Dumbo?”  He looked to Bishop, who stood chatting with my new security chief, who’d vetoed my suggestion of red t-shirts.  

“Sure, I’ll be fine.”

“Right then, I’ll see you on the flip side, sunshine.”

“Stay frosty,” I fired back at him, smiling until his back was turned.  Then, standing alone by the gravesite (as alone as I could be with the security team keeping a respectful distance), my gaze turned to the freshly churned earth.  “Goodbye, Lee.  I love you.  I know you know that, but I wanted to say it one last time.  I’m sorry you didn’t get to know your kids growing up, because you would’ve made one heck of a father.  I wish...  I wish a lot of things,” I muttered.  “It’s probably for the best to stay away from wishes all together, because no matter what, you’re not coming back.  I know you’d be the first one to tell me it wasn’t my fault, or that you’ve lived a long full life, and maybe it was your time, but we both know it wasn’t.  I promise you, we’ll find whoever did this and we’ll make them pay.  I swear it.”  I bit into my wrist, tears mingling with the drops of blood that sank into the soil along with my pledge.  

“What are you doing?” Bishop asked softly, coming to stand behind me.

“Saying goodbye.”

“With blood?”

“It seemed fitting at the time,” I sniffed, wiping discreetly at the tears before anyone around could notice. 

“Are you okay?”

“No, but thank you for asking.”

His arms wrapped around me, holding me close as we stood by the grave, until he decided it was too risky to linger.  “We shouldn’t stay out here in the open.”

“I know,” I sighed, taking a last look around.  “It’s a good resting place, isn’t it?”

“Yes, I think so.”  He kissed me on the side of my head, his hand going to the small of my back as he released me.  “Come on, I’ll take you home.”  

“I don’t want to go home,” I decided suddenly.  “It’s so empty, I don’t think I could take the silence.”

“Where do you want to go?  Anywhere you want.”

“Just drive for a while, okay?” 

“I can do that.”

Chapter Thirty-Three

I sank into a deep silence as the city streets gave way to the long, winding stretches down the California coast.  Bishop didn’t try to cheer me out of my mood or fill up the space with chatter, and I appreciated it.  My eyes were on the moonlight glinting off the water, but my mind was a million miles away.  

I knew on some level that I’d outlive some of my friends, being immortal will do that to you.  But I had no idea I’d be saying goodbye so soon.  Or so abruptly.  “Does it ever get easier?” I finally asked, when my brain felt full to bursting.

“What?”

“Saying goodbye to people you love.”

“I don’t know that it’s ever easier to lose people you care about.  I’ve said a lot of goodbyes over the years and I wouldn’t say it’s bothered me any less, but it’s been a long time since any of them mattered.  That part gets easier the more years go by, not letting yourself get too attached to anyone.”

“That’s so sad.  What’s the point in living this long if you don’t surround yourself with people you care about?”

“Up until a year ago I might’ve argued the point that it didn’t much matter,” he replied, darting over a quick smile, but I couldn’t return it.  It was as if the cold outside had infiltrated my heart, making everything washed out and bland.  I couldn’t even enjoy the pretty sight of the moon over the water.  I missed the sparkle of sunlight that turned the ocean from dark and foreboding to glistening and full of life.  

“I feel like everything’s gray.  Gray and dark and dreary, and the colors have all melted away,” I mused aloud with a long, drawn out sigh.  “Is this what it’s always going to be like?  Always in the shadows, always in the dark.”

“There’s beauty in the darkness if you know where to look for it.”

“I just want something... effulgent,” I said finally, feeling a new kinship with Spike over the simple perfection of that word.  

“Effulgent,” Bishop repeated with a slow nod.  “I think I can manage that.”  Bringing the car into a sharp u-turn, he didn’t say more.

“Where are we going?”

“Back to the city.  I think that’s enough running away for now.”

I sunk lower in the chair, a scowl twisting my lips.  “I’m not running away, I’m not even running.  I’m just... nothing right now.”

Bishop didn’t push, but neither did he stop driving back to San Francisco.  I watched the scenery go by with mild curiosity, figuring I could always stay in the car if I didn’t like where we ended up.  You could’ve knocked me over with a feather when he pulled up in front of an ornate old church in the heart of the city.  

“Come on,” he urged, pulling open the passenger’s side door when I didn’t move a muscle.  

“Why?”

“You need to see something.”

I dipped my head to take another dubious look at the church.  It wasn’t that late yet, and there were still lights on inside.  “I’m not all that religious.”

That didn’t stop him from waggling his fingers at me to take them.  “Yes, you are.  Just not about this stuff.”

“Then why are we here?”

“I told you, you need to see something.”

“Ugh, fine.”  I took his hand and climbed out of the car, trudging up the stone steps that led to the huge double doors.  There were a few people inside, mostly sitting in the pews in the first two rows, and an older lady puttering around watering plants near the rear.  “It’s a really nice church,” I whispered.  “But... what am I looking at?”

“You’ll see.”  Bishop practically dragged me to a door behind the standing letter board announcing the service hours.  Once inside, he hustled me up a steep flight of stairs to the balcony, which looked like it hadn’t been used in years.  

“Are we even supposed to be up here?”

“Nope.  But this isn’t where we’re going.”  Letting go of my hand, he stood on the balcony railing and leapt up to the thick rafters overhead.  I stood there gaping at him when he waved me up to follow.  “Jump up to me,” he called down in a stage whisper.

“Are you nuts?  I can’t jump that high.”

“You’re only saying that because you haven’t done it before.  Just try it.”  He waved his hand impatiently.  “Don’t worry, I’ll catch you if you lose your balance when you get up here.”

“But who’s going to catch me if I don’t make the jump?” I muttered, looking down over the railing to the pews below, which seemed awfully far away.  Despite my gloomy mood, I didn’t have a death wish, and plummeting onto a room packed with wooden furniture wasn’t my idea of a good time.  

“I know you can make it, come on.”  Bishop nodded supportively, and he had made it look fairly easy leaping up there.  Deciding to trust him, I kicked off my heels and climbed up on the railing, clutching the wall until I found my balance.  

“Yep, just jump up there, easy peasey,” I muttered to myself, flexing my legs a couple of times to warm them up.  As it was, I overshot the jump, and I would’ve sailed right over the rafter if he hadn’t been there to catch me.  

“See, I knew you could do it,” he grinned, but I didn’t share his light frame of mind.  

“Okay, I’m here.  What did you want to show me?”

“It’s not here, it’s up there.”  He pointed to where the thick beams arched up to cross in the center, the highest point in the church apart from going up on the roof.  Without waiting for me he padded lightly to the apex of the rafters with perfect balance.  

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I murmured, more nervous now that I was on my own at such a height.  I followed at a much slower pace, taking each step carefully, half afraid someone would notice us up there at any moment and scream, making me lose my balance.  At least if I survived unharmed after falling from such a height, I could blame it on a miracle.  

“Yep, we’re super high,” I breathed once I reached his side.  The beams were thick enough to stand at ease, but there was nothing easy about being up so far above the ground.  “Now what?”

“Now you lie down.”

“This is kind of kinky, don’t you think?”  I gave him a sidelong stare, and he rolled his eyes in exasperation.

“I’m not trying to do you in the rafters of the church, Anja.  Just lie back and relax.  Like this.”  He lay with his head near the top, looking up at the gilt ceiling.

“Lie back and relax,” I frowned, lowering myself to mimic his pose.  It was less scary once I was flat on my back and didn’t feel like a breeze might knock me over at any second, and being so close to the ceiling was somehow comforting.  Cool beans.  

“Great, now stay put.  I’ll be right back.”

So much for my new found calm.  “Wait!  Where are you going?”

“It’s okay, I said I’ll be right back.”  With that, he jumped back down to the balcony, landing light as a cat.  I watched him go back the way we’d come up, but didn’t try to see where he came out, feeling woozy as soon as I looked to the ground level.  Instead, I studied the ceiling while I waited, wondering what the heck I was supposed to be waiting for.  

I jumped when he landed at the base of the rafter, quickly scrambling past me to lie back in his original position on the opposite beam.  “Close your eyes,” he demanded.  

Boy, he sure was being bossy tonight.  “I thought you wanted me to see something?”

“I do.  Close your eyes.”

Obediently, I closed them, waiting for whatever epiphany was supposed to strike.  Below I heard more people milling about, speaking in hushed tones.  I could focus my hearing and listen to their conversations if I wanted to, but it seemed wrong.  

And then I heard the first strains of the organ playing below.  Had Bishop brought me there to listen to church music?  The singing started, the sopranos high and clear, O Come, O Come, Emmanuel.  Pretty, especially the way it echoed in the rafters around us.  And then the other three parts joined in, and the music amplified, rising all around me.  It was so beautifully balanced, my skin broke out in goose bumps.  I found my effulgence, the light inside me kindling to the splendor of the music around me.  And not just light but colors, as the four parts blended in flawless harmony, they brought a wash of color into my cold, gray life.  

Carried away by the rising sound, I wept from the simple perfection of voices lifted in song, a reminder of the beauty in the darkness.  Once I started, the floodgates were opened, and I cried for all the senseless pain and heartbreak of losing Gunnar and Lee.  Bishop reached for my hand, and held it, offering his quiet strength as the song rose to the final crescendo and then died away.  We laid there for the rest of the service, the words below mostly a blur as I kept to my own thoughts, but every time the music swelled up to fill the church, I found that sense of peace and renewal again.  

By the time the organ announced the end of the service, I felt drained, but better, cleansed of the weight of my emotions.  

Bishop rolled to his belly and scooted up, his head hovering over mine.  “Better?”

“Yes, thank you,” I smiled up at him.  

“Any time.”

“Do you do this often?”

“Not as much as I should.  It’s too easy to forget the little things that make life worth living.  I have you to thank for that, you know.  For reminding me there’s more to life than duty and responsibility.”

“I’m glad you shared it with me.”

He leaned down to brush his lips against mine, and I opened to him, eager to try the upside down Spiderman kiss, but it proved more awkward than anything else, and I ended up giggling when his beard kept tickling my nose.  “I guess that’s why Spiderman doesn’t wear a beard,” I laughed, wrinkling my nose.  

“That’s one bit of movie magic we’ll have to leave alone,” he smiled, laying a chaste kiss to my forehead.  “Are you ready to go home now?”

“Yes.”

It was easier to get down than it was to get up, and we snuck out of the church right as the priest was making the final rounds to lock the building.  

There was a much more comfortable ride in the car as we drove home with the radio blasting Vivaldi.  It wasn’t all that late, and Carter was nowhere to be found when we got there.  The house felt big and empty, Maggie and Tucker already packed and gone with Gunnar’s urn.  

There was work to be done, but for once, I didn’t let that sense of responsibility guide me.  Instead, I threaded my fingers through his, pulling him close.  “Will you stay with me?” 

“Of course.”

“I know we didn’t really talk about this, you sleeping over so much, or...”

“I’ll be here for as long as you need me,” he promised, and I tilted my head to one side.  

“What if I’ll always need you?”

“Then this is where I’ll be.” 

I wanted to believe that in the worst way.  I wanted to know that there was one constant in my life I could utterly count on, but I was afraid to trust him completely.  My head said to do the smart thing and keep up a protective barrier, but my heart stood on the ledge looking out into the abyss of the unknown, ready to leap again.  

“I know it’s bad out there, our friends are dying, my family’s gone, and we don’t know who’s doing any of it – but is this our time, you and me?  Did we get to forever?”

Bishop reached up with his free hand to trace the line of my jaw, his thumb brushing over my lower lip.  “Anja, I got to wanting forever with you months ago.  I’ll take it whenever you’re ready.”  

And just like that, my heart took the leap of faith.  “Then kiss me and tell me that everything will be alright.”

His lips closed over mine and I lost myself in a rush of heat as he told me without words that he’d never fail me again.  Awash in a sea of emotions, I drowned in the urgent pressure of his lips, the stroke of his tongue against mine, the rasp of his beard, his familiar scent – my heart swelling with love until it felt like it might burst.  Yes, there was danger ahead for both of us, but I’d never felt so blessed.  Because whatever I’d lost, and whatever lay ahead, we had this time now, together, and it was enough.  

Sweeping me up in his arms, Bishop carried me down to my bedroom, his lips never leaving mine.  He reminded me then of everything beautiful worth sharing between two people.  Every kiss, every caress, every gasp and shout of pleasure, was a celebration of love.  We worshipped each other again and again, until we collapsed in a tangle of limbs, deeply satisfied in a way that raw sex (no matter how good) couldn’t provide.  

“Everything will be alright,” he promised, his forehead pressed to mine as the night faded into day.  

And I believed him.  

Chapter Thirty-Four

There were distinct disadvantages to sleeping in later than your man, and for the first time, I understood why it’d bugged Rob so much that he couldn’t rise as early as I could.  Bishop wasn’t there when I woke, but there was a note on the pillow beside me that read:

Gone hunting.  Yes, I’ll be careful.  Be back soon.

Bishop

At some point we were going to have to talk about feeding and whether the old rules were still in effect – no hotties.  I still tried to find a decent balance between bagged blood and fresh, though I’d been leaning more toward bagged since Carter had come to live with us, knowing his aversion to feeding live.  I’d have to eat again in another day or so, but for the moment, I settled for a cup of hot cocoa laced with cinnamon as I sat down in the study to tackle my desk.  

The house was eerily quiet with everyone gone.  I had no idea if Carter was even home, but I disliked entering his space in case he was still asleep.  With Maggie gone, I was up to my eyeballs in correspondence, and started off with a request to Felix to find me a temporary replacement or help pick up some of the slack himself.  He pledged to take care of it, and I have to say, he’d been very kind in offering to see to some of the day to day stuff since Lee and Gunnar’s deaths.  

I turned the ringer off on the house phone, not wanting to be disturbed or I’d never get to my own stuff to see what I could delegate to Felix.  That didn’t stop the chime of the computer as I received a Skype call.  But before I could decline, I saw it was from Aubrey, and I eagerly hit the green button instead.  

“Hullo, sweets.  Sorry I missed your call, I’ve been up to my eyeballs in...  Never mind that, luv.  How are you?”

“I’m fine, doing about as well as can be expected.  You’ve heard about what happened here?”

“I have, yes.  And I hope you know you have my heartfelt condolences for your loss.”  He sounded sincere, but I doubt he could’ve named either Lee or Gunnar if hard pressed.  

“Thanks, Aubrey.  So, um... how are things there?  Busy it sounds like.  Carys has got you hoppin’, huh?”

“No rest for the wicked,” he said with a purse of the lips. 

I wasn’t sure how to steer the conversation to Carys’ behavior without coming right out and asking about it.  I took the roundabout way instead.  “I have to admit, I’ve been a little out of the loop.  How’s she doing at the whole Elder gig?  I haven’t gotten any more invitations to parties, though I imagine I’m not at the top of her guest list.”

“She wasn’t even here for the New Year’s bash she requested,” he snorted.  “All that bloody work for nothing.  Do you know how hard it is to get a thousand orchids in the middle of winter?”

“Wait, she wasn’t there for New Year’s Eve?”  Jackpot.  “Where did she go?”

“Beats the stuffing out of me.  One moment it was – I must have the party of the season,” he said in a high falsetto voice.  “And the next thing I know, she lit out of here before the day.  No matter, we had a nasty little soiree without her,” he smirked.  

The wheels were turning, wondering if she could’ve had anything to do with the tainted blood fiasco.  That seemed like it could be up her alley, trying to embarrass me at my own party.  But it was kind of a big jump from humiliation to cold blooded murder.  “How long was she gone for?”

“She came back a day or two after the party, and I thought she’d have some new boy toy to show for it.  But in all honesty, she was only back for about a half a minute and then she disappeared again without so much as a by your leave.  If I wasn’t tickled pink to see her gone, I would’ve been insulted.  Why, she didn’t crash your party, did she?”

“That’s what I’m trying to find out,” I murmured, lost in thought.  

“I highly doubt it if she didn’t show herself.  Carys isn’t one to watch from the sidelines, she has to be the center of attention.”  

He had a point.  “That’s true.  I guess enjoy your reprieve while you can.  Maybe she did find some new guy to torture and she’ll be gone for a while?”

“From your lips,” he grinned.  “Any chance you’d like to take advantage of her absence and come for a visit?”

“Uh, no, thank you.  I’d better stick close to home until I figure out a few things around here.”

“Wait one moment,” he frowned, his brows twitching closer together.  “You don’t think Carys had anything to do with that business with your bodyguards, do you?”

“I didn’t.  But her absence sort of casts a different light on things, don’t you think?”

“Never happen.”  He shook his head with absolute sincerity.  “The old girl might hate you, but she’d never think to take it out on your servants.”  

“You don’t think she’d hurt me by hurting the ones I love?”

“She might, but not your staff.”  

“They were more to me than staff, Aubrey.”

“Yes, but she wouldn’t be able to fathom that.  Servants are lower than humans in her eyes.”  

Still, it all sounded like too much of a coincidence to me, and definitely worth following up on.  “Thanks, Aubrey.  You’ve given me a lot to think about.”

“If you do see Carys, tell her I’ve got things well in hand here, no rush for her to return.”

“Yep, I’ll be sure to pass that along,” I replied with a thin smile.  “Bye.”

Bishop wasn’t going to like this, not one bit.  But I knew there was one person I could count on to explore the possibility that it was Carys behind it all.  At the door to the attic, I stopped to cock my head, listening closely for any sign that Carter might be awake yet.  Sure enough, I heard him up and around, his movements regular, punctuated by the occasional groan or long exhale.  

If it was anybody else, I might assume he was indulging in a little private time, but I knew Carter’s usual routine.  Throwing open the door with a loud bang to give him plenty of time to adjust to the fact that I was coming, in case I was wrong about his activity, I took the stairs at a leisurely pace.  Just as I thought, he lay on one of the exercise mats, doing crunches.  

“Hey, Carter.  Sorry to disturb your workout,” I called out as I reached the top of the stairs.

“You’re fine, as long as you don’t mind if I multi-task.”

“Nope you go on ahead, as long as you don’t expect me to join in.”

“Gonna go soft on me, sunshine?” he grinned.  “Do I need to put you back on a regimen?”

Back in our hunting days he’d nagged me daily about my workout routine, and I felt just as unenthusiastic about it now as I had then.  “Girls are supposed to be soft and curvy.  Besides, it’s not like I can bulk up.  My body pretty much stays as it is whether I work out or not.  Why bother?”

“I do it because it keeps my reflexes sharp, that’s important in my line of work.  At least, it used to be,” he frowned, sitting up for a second before he switched to push-ups.  “If you didn’t want to spar, what did you come up for?”

“Can’t I just want to chat with my best bud?”  He fixed me with a stare on his way up, but didn’t reply before the next rep, so I decided to lay it all out on the table.  “Listen, I had a chat with Aubrey, and I think you might be on to something about Carys being behind this.”

That got his attention, and he stopped exercising, popping up into a crouch.  “Oh?  Don’t tell me he uncovered a plot against you.  Or did she try to use him against you and he warned you because he’s hoping you’ll be grateful?  Or was he hoping Bishop might be taken out in the crossfire?”

“Nothing so definite, but he did say that she left Vetis before New Year’s and after a brief return, she left abruptly again.  That seems like quite a coincidence, wouldn’t you say?”

“Oh that.  I already knew that part,” he frowned, disappointed.

“You did?” I blinked.  

“Yep, I’m one step ahead of you.  I’ve got her tracked on a flight to New York on December thirtieth, but that’s as far as I’ve gotten.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

Carter gave an embarrassed cough.  “You were, um... busy when I got in last night.”

“Oh.”  I looked away, my cheeks burning.  Time to stick to the subject.  “Then she’s definitely in the country?”

Carter grabbed a metal rod mounted between two of the beams overhead and started his pull-ups.  “Yep.”

“It’s not a lot to go on, but it’s a start.  Do you think you can find out what happened to her after New York?”

“Definitely.  Can I do it without taking a trip to the Big Apple?  That’s more iffy.”

“Well, let me know if you find anything.  I do have that townhouse in New York if you need to take a trip.  Or maybe we should all go?  There’s strength in numbers.”

“What about Bishop?  Are you sure he’s gonna want to hunt down his ex?”

“Let me worry about Bishop, you see what you can do to track her down.  If we can prove she’s made it to the west coast, then maybe it’ll be easier for him to swallow.”

Carter jumped down to the mat.  “I’ll stay on it.”

“Thanks.”

I sailed down the stairs, closing the door behind me to give him some privacy to change out of his sweaty clothes before he got going.  

“Is there something I should know about?”  Bishop’s voice at my back scared the bejeezus out of me, and I choked on my own spit as I wheeled around.  

“Oh God, you scared me,” I sputtered, not at all relieved when I saw the look on his face.  

“You honestly think Carys is behind this?”

“I guess you overheard, huh?”  So much for gathering more evidence before I brought it up to him again.  “I don’t know, maybe.  Don’t you think it’s weird that she just happens to be in the country when things start falling apart?”  

“The opposite side of the country, not here.”

“We don’t know that, it was days ago.  Carys could be anywhere by now, even in the house across the street, like you said.  And that shooter was British, she could’ve brought him with her.

Bishop shook his head.  “That’s a lot of coulds in there.  Anja, I know her, she’s not that vicious.”

“Not that vicious?”  My jaw dropped.  “How can you say that after what she did to you and Rob?  She tried to kill me.”

“She’s capable of lashing out, yes,” he admitted with a reluctant breath.  “But we’re talking about a complex strike with military precision.  That’s out of her depth.”

“Which is why she brought that Brit with her to handle stuff like that.  She didn’t work out the strategy, she just batted her eyes and pointed at my house, telling him to make me suffer.”

“That’s pure speculation,” he frowned, and I lost my temper.  Why was he taking her side over mine?

“At least I’m speculating.  You’re just burying your head in the sand.  Which tactic do you think will produce results first?”

“I’m not burying my head in the sand, I’ve got people out there checking into it.”

“Well, so do I.”

“Good luck with that,” he snorted.  “I’m pretty sure my people will turn up something before Carter does.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure of that.  Carter has something the Order doesn’t.”

“And what’s that?”

“He’s not just following orders.  He’s doing this because he cares.”

“A little too much if you ask me,” he muttered, and my jaw dropped for the second time.

It took me a few seconds to find words again.  “I don’t believe what I’m hearing.  Are you seriously bringing jealousy into this right now?”

“The guy’s got a crush on you, that much is obvious.”  Bishop lowered his voice, pulling me away from the stairs, and I did him one better, continuing on to the ground floor.  I didn’t want Carter to have to listen to this nonsense.  

Once we reached the foyer, I turned on him, hands on my hips.  “Why do I think I’ve heard this one before?  Oh, could it be because you gave me the exact same song and dance about Rob?”

“Who happened to be in love with you,” Bishop tossed right back at me.

He had a point.  “Carter’s not Rob, and I’ve never given him any reason to think I feel that way about him.  I love him like a brother, Bishop, we’re family.  And if you can’t trust that, if you can’t trust me, then we’ve got bigger problems already.”

Bishop closed his eyes, taking a slow breath before he opened them again and spoke.  “I’m not saying that.  I trust you fine.  I’m just saying that you can’t trust the opinion of a guy who’ll do anything to please you.  Of course he thinks this could be Carys’ fault, because that’s what you think.”

“He was the first person to bring it up, not me, remember?  Carter’s willing to think outside the box to find whoever’s picking us off.  You’re the one who’s so wrapped up in your old feelings for Carys that you can’t see what’s right in front of your face.”

“That’s not what’s happening.”  His brows furrowed closer together, and so did mine.

“It sure looks that way to me.”

Bishop’s hands clenched into fists, and I thought he might punch something, but instead he turned on his heel.  “I need some air,” he muttered, stalking out. 

So much for happy ever after.  

I grabbed the nearest throw pillow and screamed my head off into it, letting go of some steam in the only way that wouldn’t end in bloodshed for the moment.  Just when I thought we’d grown past all the stupidity in the relationship, Bishop had to go and say something brainless again.  What had I been thinking, that he’d change his ways overnight?  I had to trust that he’d come back when he cooled off and we could try again.  But what if he didn’t?  What if he decided it was too hard, despite the promises made the night before?

I couldn’t think of that, or the fear that settled in the pit of my stomach, as I went back into my study to get some work done.  Felix had sent over a brief plan outlining the duties he could take over for the time being, and I sent him back my approval.  

At some point, I’m not sure when,  I stopped working and sat staring at the shadowy garden outside my window.  Carter found me like that when he burst into the room.

“Hey, I got a lead on Carys.  Are you okay?”

“Yep, I’m peachy keen,” I replied, snapping out of it.  “What’ve you got?”

For a second he looked like he wasn’t going to let me get by with that, but then he shrugged it off and continued with his report.  “Carys chartered a jet from New York to San Jose.  The jetway there is a joke.”

“You’ve mentioned that before.”

“Anyway, I hacked their security feed and I’ve got visual confirmation that Carys arrived, and her plane’s still here.”

That clinched it.  Not only was she in California, but San Jose was less than two hours away from San Francisco.  “Good work, Carter.”  I logged off the computer and swept everything on my desk into one not so tidy pile.  “Alright, then that’s where we start.  There has to be a trail from there.  A cab or rental car, hotel reservations.”

Carter didn’t move an inch.  “What about Bishop?”

“I told you, he’s going to need some solid evidence before he comes around.  Her being in the vicinity isn’t going to do it.”  

“He’s not gonna be happy, you taking off like this.”

“Since when did you become such a big Bishop fan?”

“When I saw how happy he’s made you,” he shrugged, and I stared up at him in shock.  “I still think he’s a prick sometimes, and he doesn’t deserve you, but I know he wants you as much as you want him.”

“Which is why he’ll understand when we get back with the evidence.  He might not think it’s so shiny that I’m off hunting down his ex without telling him, but I need to go do this on my own.”

“Not without me, you’re not.”

“Obviously,” I grinned.  “I’m independent, not stupid.  Let me leave him a quick note, and we’ll go.”

I didn’t spend over long on the note.  I didn’t want to take the chance that he’d come back before we left and start arguing all over again when he found out where we were headed.  All I could hope for was that he’d give me a chance to explain when I saw him next.  That he’d keep an open mind about Carys.  If he couldn’t, we didn’t stand a chance.

Chapter Thirty-Five

Bishop stopped by HQ to take care of some work he’d been putting off, trusting in the only thing he’d been able to count on for the last three centuries to get his head on straight – the job.  Only he couldn’t focus on it.  He approved a transfer to cover Mason’s territory since it was anyone’s guess when he’d be back, but the rest of the work remained largely untouched as he brooded over the way the argument with Anja had spiraled out of control.  

He was smart enough to realize that he wasn’t the most objective person where Carys was involved, but he truly did think Anja was reaching when it came to laying blame at her door.  Bishop also knew himself well enough to know that it’d been a good idea to get out of there before he said something else he might regret, and wait for his temper to cool down.  

The thing was, he knew he didn’t have anything to be jealous over.  Even if Carter did have a thing for Anja, he knew without a shadow of a doubt that she loved him and only him.  Still, it didn’t make those feelings go away whenever he thought about another man having eyes for his girl.  That wasn’t Anja’s problem though.  He had to learn how to get over it instead of letting it get to him.  The accusation against Carys had just thrown him off balance. 

Bishop didn’t even want to explore the possibility that it was Carys behind the attacks, because if that was true, then it meant that he was partly to blame.  If he’d never left Carys to pursue Anja, then Lee and Gunnar would still be alive, and Anja’s family wouldn’t be scattered to the wind.  But what if Carys actually was to blame?  He owed it to Anja to listen to the possibility.  Seeing as how he wasn’t getting any work done anyway, he slipped out and sped back to the house, eager to set things right with Anja.  

The Victorian was dark when he approached, though he could see the security detail in place outside.  Anja couldn’t have gone to bed already, could she?  The night wasn’t even halfway over.  

Bishop let himself in, calling out in case Anja was brooding somewhere in the dark.  “Anja?  An?”  Had she gone in to the office alone without her security staff?  Even upset, he didn’t think she’d do something so reckless.  And then he found the note and realized it was so much worse.  

It read:

Bishop,

I don’t expect you to understand or approve, but I need to do this.  I have to know.  You don’t have to worry, I took Carter with me to track Carys down.  I’ll call you later.

Yours always,

Anja

Disappointment lanced through him.  Not with Anja for going with her gut instinct, but with himself for putting her in a position where she thought she had to sneak off without him to act on it.  He didn’t even think twice about commandeering her laptop, keying into the Order’s system to pull up the program he needed to track her.  Half afraid he’d find her bound for New York, the knot of worry wrapped around his heart eased when he pinged her phone and found it in San Jose.  Now he just had to hope he’d get to her in time before it was too late.

It turned out to be easier to find her than he’d thought, especially when she made it simple by sticking in one place.  Her signal still came through loud and clear at the jetway, and Bishop had to hope she hadn’t accidentally left her cell behind.  

Bishop strode up to the private airport, ignoring the cheery smile of the girl behind the counter as he spotted Anja talking to one of the pilots in the lounge.  Carter was nowhere in sight, which only made his frown all that more prominent.  Didn’t Anja know she made a target out in the open like that?

“Bishop!” she called out, startled.

“Why did you leave?” he demanded, ignoring the pilot, who backed off uncomfortably at his approach.  

Anja blinked rapidly, but he couldn’t tell if it was surprise or fear that flitted across her features.  “How did you find me?”

“I tracked you on your cell.  Why did you leave without telling me where you were going?” he repeated, crossing his arms expectantly.

“You made it clear that you didn’t want to believe your precious Carys was a part of this.”

“She’s not my Carys,” he protested, but she blew him off with a roll of the eyes.

“Whatever.  You obviously didn’t want to be involved, so I left to look into it on my own.  I brought Carter with me, he’s around here somewhere talking to the mechanics, I think.”  She craned her head to look around, and Bishop stepped into her field of vision, demanding her attention.  

“Anja, you can’t just take off like that.  We’re going to end up having disagreements, hell, fights even.  That doesn’t mean you can up and leave.” 

“I didn’t leave, exactly.  I just... I didn’t think you’d choose me over Carys.”

He hated to see that defeated look on her face, knowing he was the one that put it there, whether it was intentional or not.  Forcing himself to lose the edge of panic and frustration in his voice, he tried again in a gentler tone.  “I meant what I said last night about wanting forever with you.  But we can’t have it if one of us leaves.  You should’ve told me where you were going and given me a chance to come with you.”

“You made your opinions pretty clear.  I know Carys is involved, now more than ever.  I came to settle this once and for all.”

“And I came with you.”  Couldn’t she see he was trying?

“You don’t believe it’s her.” 

“I don’t,” he freely admitted.  “But I want to see this through with you.  Anja, I love you, and that means standing by you, no matter what comes at us.”

She turned those beautiful blue eyes up at him, the doubt mingled with hope.  “What if it turns out to be Carys coming at me?”

“If it turns out it was Carys, then I’ll be there by your side.”

“Even if that means killing Carys?”

He took a long breath.  “If she’s really sunk that low, then she deserves killing.”

Anja’s answering smile was worth it.  “Thank you.  Not that I hope it comes to that, but thank you for understanding.  I’m sorry we fought before...”

“I am too,” he admitted without shame, his hands settling on her hips.  “I’m not good at this stuff, I don’t think I ever was.  Carys had a way of smoothing over the bad times, you know?  I’m still trying to figure things out.”

“The chasing after me in the airport bit was a good start,” she said with a lopsided grin, and Bishop’s heart melted, any leftover bad feelings dissolving away.  

“I’m just glad I caught you before you hopped a plane to New York.”

“No, she’s here, Bishop!” Anja replied with a hop of excitement.  “That’s why I had to take off so quickly.  She’s here in San Jose.  Carter placed her here, I swear.”

“Okay, fine.  I believe you,” he allowed, his stomach sinking.  If Carys was involved, this was going to be a lot harder than he’d thought.  She held the power to sway his behavior in the palm of her hand.  What if she decided to turn him against Anja?  Forcing those thoughts aside, he offered her a confident smile.  “So we’ll track her down together.”  

“Really?”

“I said I’d be here for as long as you needed me, remember?  You belong to me and I belong to you.  We don’t let anyone or anything get between us ever again.  That’s it – for the rest of time.  I should’ve remembered that before when I let you go.  I might get that tattooed on me so I don’t forget it next time.”  

“Could be interesting.  I like your other tattoo,” she considered aloud, and he couldn’t help but kiss her on the temple.  

“Look, the point is, we have to be there for each other.  Even when one of us does something stupid...” 

“Like act like a dumbhole?”

“Including acting like a dumbhole,” he nodded, a smile threatening to ruin his speech as he continued.  “You can’t run at the first sign of trouble.  Even I know that rule, and I’m terrible at this.”

“I know,” she sighed.  “The rule, not that you’re terrible at this,” she amended after a second.  “I’m sorry for the things I said too.  You were the one to leave first though.”

“To cool down before I took out my frustration on you,” he clarified.  

“So then, we’re setting ground rules for the next time one of us does something boneheaded.  This is good.  Rule number one, we love each other, blah, blah, blah, so whatever happens, we can get through it together.”

“I wouldn’t quite put it that way, but okay.”

“Rule number two, we agree to a cooling off period the next time we get into an argument, but nobody leaves leaves.  We agree to come back and hash things out after we’ve had a chance to gain some perspective.”

“Right.  And rule number three, when in doubt, see rule number one.”  

“I love you too,” she smiled, tilting her lips up to him to be kissed, and he couldn’t refuse such an offer.  

They were still kissing when Carter started making retching noises.  “What’s he doing here?” he asked when they broke apart.  

“He came to help.”

Carter’s glare didn’t lessen.  “Can’t he help himself to your cookies some other time?  We have work to do.”

“I came to help you track Carys,” Bishop offered, but Carter seemed less than impressed.  

“No offense, pal, but we don’t need your help.  Tracking’s my game.”

“None taken,” Bishop replied smoothly, trying not to be annoyed by the hunter for Anja’s sake.  “But I know Carys better than anyone else in this world.  I can help you find her.  Unless you already know where she is?”  His brows rose, but from the permascowl on Carter’s face, he had nothing.

“All we know so far is when she arrived, and that the plane she chartered is still here,” Anja reported.  “Where do you think she is?”

“As far as I know, Carys has never been to this area before, so wherever she is, it’s not like she’s holed up in a secret lair.  That means a public hotel.  Carys is incapable of staying any place incognito, wherever she is, it’ll be posh.”

“Great work, Columbo,” Carter snorted.  “That leaves only twenty or so hotels in the city that fit the bill, more if she made her way to San Francisco.  Way to simple that up for us.”

“It’s a starting point,” Bishop bit back between clenched teeth.  “Have you talked to the local taxis who hit this place on the regular?  She wouldn’t have a rental car, she can’t drive.”

“I... am gonna get right on that,” Carter replied, shooting Anja a look that said oops.

Bishop smirked as soon as he was gone.  “I can see why you keep him around.”

“Oh, stop.” Anja smacked him on the shoulder.  “I’m sure one of us would’ve thought of it eventually.  But thank you for helping, I appreciate it.” 

“Speaking of which, why don’t we go give Carter a hand?  We’ve got a busy night of convincing the local cab companies to check their trip sheets for a pick up here on the night she arrived.”

“Yes, but isn’t it all on computers now?  How hard can it be?”

It turned out to be harder than she thought.  It was difficult to get a company to release that information over the phone, and impossible to compel them unless they met face to face.  That meant a night of driving around, Bishop and Anja paired together and Carter on his own.  Unfortunately, not all of the taxi dispatchers had access to the prior nights’ records, and some would have to be visited during the day.  

“This is going to take forever,” Anja huffed, after they reached the last name on their list without any success.

Bishop stretched, his back cracking.  It’d be light soon, and time for the next level of investigation.  “It’ll be fine,” he assured her.  “It’s supposed to rain tomorrow, I can hit the rest of these after the business office is open.”

“Do you want some company?” she offered.  “It’s not my favorite thing ever, but I could take some stims and stay up with you.”

As much as he would’ve liked the company, from the way her blinks got longer and longer, he could tell she was exhausted.  “No, why don’t you go on home and get some rest?  There’s no reason for us both to stay up so late.” 

“Are you sure?”

“Sure, I’m sure.  We could get you a room here for the night if you’re too tired to drive back to the house.”

“No thanks.  I hate sleeping in hotels if I can help it.”  Her nose wrinkled in distaste.  “I’m always afraid the cleaning lady’s going to come in and mistake me for a corpse, and then I’ll end up in the morgue again.”  

“Why don’t you take my car back and I’ll call you as soon as I know anything?”

“Won’t you need it?”

“I can manage,” he shrugged, being deliberately vague as to where he’d get another.  

“Okay then,” she replied, stifling a yawn behind her hand that had him swallowing back a yawn of his own.  “Good luck, I’ll see you later.  And call me.”

“I will,” he promised, not letting her leave without a goodnight kiss.  He had a couple of hours to kill, but knew from experience, it was better to stay up then seek his bed and try to wake after sunrise.  

Bishop spent some time making the rounds, checking in with the local vampire scene.  Even though it’d been a while since he’d patrolled the streets of San Jose, not much had changed.  Everywhere he went, he was still met with the same fear and discomfort that being in the Order commanded.  

It didn’t bother him, he was used to it.  In fact, he’d spent centuries cultivating that exact response from the average vamp on the street.  But for the first time, he wondered what it would be like to stroll into a vampire bar and not have all eyes on him.  What would it be like to share a quiet drink and shoot the breeze without it feeling like an interrogation?  

Bishop shouldered those thoughts aside.  Like it or not, this was his life, and most of the time, he liked it.  One thing he didn’t like though, was the sting of the sun, even with the cloud cover, and he slipped on his sunglasses, glad that the leather jacket he wore offered him decent protection from the harmful rays.  Keeping to the shadows as much as possible, he started through the circuit of cab companies again, not wasting much time on the niceties, trusting his compulsion to get the information he needed. 

On the third stop, he struck paydirt, finding a record of a pick up on the night in question, around the time Carys’ flight got in.  On his way out to the parking lot, he came upon Carter coming up the stairs, hoodie pulled up and sunglasses on.  

“I guess we had the same thought,” the hunter said, slowing his steps.  “Any luck?”

“Yeah, I’ve got one.”  Bishop waved a slip of paper in the air.  “They picked up a fare from the jetway that night and dropped off at the Embassy Suites on Calaveras.  The times add up.  I think it’s the break we’ve been looking for.”  

“Great, I’ll drive.”  Carter snatched the piece of paper out of his hand and Bishop snatched it right back.  

“Wait.  Before we go there, let’s make sure it’s her.  That’s the cabbie’s name and address, let’s go talk to him.”

“Fine.  Like I said, I’ll drive.”

They rode in silence, and Bishop didn’t bother to ask Carter if he knew how to find the address, trusting him to figure it out.  The younger vampire shifted higher in his seat, pulling the sun visor down as low as it could go as he sat in rush hour traffic, the sun starting to peek through the clouds.  Even with the sunglasses, his eyes streamed from the glare, but his hands were steady, without the telltale jitter from stims.

“You okay?” Bishop asked.

“Yeah, why?”

“It’s not often I see someone of your age able to stay up so late.”

“It’s not the first time I’ve had to pull an all-nighter to get the job done.  I’ll be fine, you worry about yourself.”

“Fine,” Bishop breathed, perfectly content to sit in silence.  

The freeway at a standstill, even the surface streets were clogged with traffic, and they didn’t make much progress.  “You don’t like me much, do you?”  Carter said after a while, his natural inclination toward chatter kicking in as boredom set in.  

“Let me ask you a question before I answer that.”

“Shoot, I’m an open book.”

“You have a thing for her, don’t you?”

Instead of the denial Bishop expected, Carter snorted and then cracked a smile.  “Don’t worry, Dumbo, I’m not poaching on your territory.”

“But you do have feelings for her that cross the boundaries of friendship.”

Carter shrugged.  “Who doesn’t?”

Bishop liked the fact that he was up front about it when confronted, but had to make sure the guy fully grasped where things stood.  “She told me she loves you like a brother.”

“Which in my family doesn’t exactly exclude a little something on the side,” he quipped.  “But like I said, you don’t have to worry.  I’m not that guy.”

“You’ll excuse me if I find it hard to accept that.”

“Accept it or don’t, makes no difference to me,” Carter shrugged.  “I have no illusions where Anja is concerned.”

“I’m sorry.”  As much as Carter grated on his nerves sometimes, he knew what it was like to see Anja in love with someone else, and it wasn’t fun.  

“It’s fine.  Even if she did dig me, I’m not the relationship type.”

“I didn’t used to think I was either.  But Anja, she’s kind of hard to resist.”  It killed him to think of all the time he’d wasted trying.  At least they had a real shot at happiness now, if only they could get past the whole Carys issue.  “Then I have no problem with you.”

“And I have no problem with you, as long as Anja’s happy,” Carter replied, and Bishop smiled in relief.

“Then we understand each other.”

“If you try to hug me I’ll shoot you.”

Bishop snorted at that.  “I’d rather shoot myself than hug you.”

“See, we have all sorts of things in common,” Carter grinned.  “And Anja thought we’d never have a bonding moment.”

Bond or not, conversation fell by the wayside as Carter decided to take the bull by the horns and get creative with the traffic.  His car weaved in and out of the lanes, taking ridiculous chances and illegal advantage of the bike path sometimes.  It did the trick though, and they finally arrived at the apartment complex.

The clouds rolled back in, providing them with a welcome spot of cover as they jogged from the parking lot to the cabbie’s apartment.  It took a few bangs on the door to bring Davit, the Armenian driver, to answer it.  Bishop’s compulsion quickly overrode the slight man’s irritation, and he became eager to help.  

“Yes, I remember her.  Hair like spun gold, a real sweetheart.  She didn’t have any American money on her, but her boyfriend had the cash.”

“Boyfriend?”  Bishop’s brows rose as he traded a look with Carter.  “Can you describe him?”

“Sure.  Brown hair, clean shaven, his suit looked like it cost more than I make in a week.  Handsome enough, if you like the type.  Which I don’t.  A Brit, like her.”  

That was less than useful information.  That description could be anybody, human or vampire.  “Did she ever say his name?” Bishop pressed for more information. 

“Noooo, I don’t think so,” Davit replied after a moment’s reflection.  “Say, why are you boys trying to track them down?  Is he a criminal?  He had that look about him like he could be dangerous.”  

Carter frowned over that.  “I don’t supposed you have cameras in the cab so we could get a look at this guy, do you?”

“Only on the front seat.  Ain’t that a bitch?  All the crazies I pick up and I’m the one on surveillance,” the driver snorted, and Bishop rose to his feet.  There was nothing more to be learned from the man.

“Thank you for your time.” 

“Sure thing, friends.  You have a great day.”

“That sounds like her alright,” Carter grinned, upbeat as they returned to the car.  “Next stop, the Embassy Suites.  What do you want to bet she’s checked in under her own name?”

“If she was alone I wouldn’t take that bet, but I’m guessing this boyfriend of hers is cagier than that.”  

Even without using her name, it wasn’t too hard to verify that Carys had checked in on the night in question, and still held a suite on the top floor.  

“Finally, we’re getting somewhere,” Carter muttered with an ear cracking yawn as they took the elevator up.  Both men un-holstered their weapons, ready for anything, despite the fact that it was daytime, and the couple should be asleep.  But the room was empty, the bed undisturbed.  

A woman’s clothes lay draped around the room, in her size, but they could’ve belonged to anyone.  In the bathroom, Bishop found Carys’ bracelet, the one Kursik had re-gifted to Anja, and he picked it up, turning the metal in his fingers.  “She’s really here,” he murmured, any doubts squashed by the evidence in his hands.

“Isn’t that what we’ve been saying this whole time?”  Carter called out from where he was methodically checking between the mattress and the box spring for any missed clues on the man’s identity.  Beyond a rumpled white button up shirt, he’d left nothing behind but a dark hair or two on the pillow.

Bishop took off his jacket, laying it across the coffee table.  “We’ll take shifts, you sleep first.  I’ll wake you in four hours.  Do you think you can manage that without stims?”

“Yeah, I’ll be fine,” Carter agreed readily, stretching out on the sofa.  “Just give me a good smack if you have trouble waking me.” 

“With pleasure,” Bishop smirked.  Finally, something to look forward to. 

As it was, he tried waking Carter with a time tested alternative to pain – a glass of cold water – which was equally as satisfying to witness.  Carter returned the favor four hours later by placing Bishop’s hand in a bowl of warm water.  

All games aside, evening came without any appearance of Carys or her mystery date.

“No sign of her yet?” Carter yawned as he sat up and immediately started doing squats.

“Nope.”  

“You’d better give Anja a call with an update.  She’ll be worried if she wakes up and there’s no word from you.”

“Right,” Bishop nodded, digging out his phone.  What he really needed was to feed, but Anja’s peace of mind was more important than that.  Her phone rang four times, and he started to worry that it’d go to voicemail, when she picked up.

“Bishop?”

“Hey, Anja.  Listen, we tracked her down to her hotel, but she’s not here at the moment.”

“I know,” she replied, her voice taut with suppressed emotion.  “That’s because she’s here.”

Chapter Thirty-Six

I stared at Carys through the window, not sure what to make of her sudden appearance on my back porch.  When I’d woken to find no message from Bishop or Carter, I assumed they hadn’t caught up with her yet.  I had no idea it was because she’d decided to bring the battle to me.  We stared at each other through the window, and she had the audacity to put her hands on her hips, toes tapping impatiently when I didn’t let her in right away. 

“Hurry up, okay?” I said into the phone.  “I’ll see if I can stall her.”

“Anja, no wait...” Bishop started to say, but I hung up before he could argue.  There wasn’t time.  

This time I did the smart thing and ran down to get my gun before I opened the door.  Okay, so the smarter thing might’ve been to not answer the door at all, but it was too late to pretend I wasn’t at home.  Regular bullets weren’t going to slow her down much, providing I even hit her in the first place, but I felt better with the gun in my hand as I approached the rear door again.  

“Hello, Carys,” I said, pulling the door open.  

“Finally,” she huffed, her irritation turning to a squeak of surprise when she ran face first into the protective barrier.  “What’s this?  Does a human own this home?”

“No, Jakob bought it for me,” I admitted.  “But I had a friend add a little extra mojo to keep out the riff raff.  Glad to see it’s still working.”  I felt cockier with the magic between us, though mostly I wanted to slam my fist into her face and make her pay for what she’d done to my family.  

Carys rubbed at her nose and then patted her hair as if concerned it might’ve been mussed.  “Aren’t you going to invite me in?”

“That wouldn’t be my first thought, no.”

“But I came here to help you.”

“That’s got to be the funniest thing I’ve heard since Affleck took up the bat cape.  You don’t seriously expect me to believe that, do you?”

“I realize we haven’t always been the best of friends.”

“I’m not stupid, Carys.  I know it was you.  I know what you did.”

“No, it wasn’t, not exactly,” she insisted, her hands coming up defensively.  “I suppose I am indirectly responsible, but that’s why I’m here, don’t you see?”

I leveled the gun at her chest.  “All I see is you on my porch, providing a perfect target.  Could you maybe back up a smidge?  I’d hate to get blood on the hardwood floors.  It’s such a pain to clean.”

“You’re not making this very easy,” she pouted.

“Is there any reason why I should?”

“I am trying to do the right thing.  The least you can do is afford me the courtesy of listening to what I have to say.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.  “You’re not going to stand there and demand courtesy after everything you’ve put me through, are you?”  Why hadn’t I put a bullet in her brain already?  Because if Bishop and Carter were still in San Jose, it was a good two hours until they’d get there.  I’d run out of bullets if I started shooting her now.  

“You’re upset, I understand that.”

“How big of you,” I scowled, my finger trigger growing itchier by the second.  “And you thought you showing up here would make things better, why?”

“I wanted to explain...”

“Explain how you killed Lee and Gunnar?  How you tried to kill my sister and my parents?”

“No, I told you, that wasn’t me.”  Her bright curls danced as she shook her head.  “Rather, it wasn’t my idea, not specifically.  It was Volkov.”

“Volkov?”  The leader of the Order who’d tortured Bishop, Rob, and I for hours?  How the heck was he mixed up in it all?  “The last time I saw Volkov he was stabbed through the heart with an iron poker in the dungeon beneath...”  And that’s when it hit me.  “Son of a biscuit...  You let him out, didn’t you?”

“When I heard of his defeat at your hands, I thought we might share a common enemy, but his need for revenge far outstripped mine.  I wanted you to suffer, but not like this.”

“You wanted me to suffer?”  My temper boiled dangerously close to the breaking point, the gun shaking in my hand.  “Why?  Why would you come after me?  I’ve never done a single thing to you!”

“You took everything from me!” Carys spat back, her voice rising with hysteria.  “You are Jakob’s favored childe now.  You stole Ulrik from me.”  

“I did not!  I can’t help it if Jakob loves me, or Bishop, for that matter.  I didn’t come after him once the two of you split.”

“Do you deny that you’re together now?”

I might as well have been speaking Chinese.  She was completely missing the point.  “No, and I’m not apologizing for it either.  This world doesn’t revolve around you, Carys.  Maybe it’s time you realized that.  It doesn’t give you the right to try to destroy  my life.  Maybe try being nicer to people and see if that gives you more admirers.”

“Oh yes, you’re the queen of nice, aren’t you?”  Her eyes narrowed in contempt.  “Wherever I go, I hear them singing your praises.  One would think you’ve achieved sainthood.  No one even cares what I suffered at Lodinn’s hand.  All they can talk about is how you brought about his fall.  I can not speak of my own glorious triumphs without having yours thrown in my face again and again.”  

“So you decided to kill everything I love, including Bishop?  You are seriously screwed up, lady.”

“No, no, of course not.  You must know I’d never sanction any action that could destroy Ul... Bishop,” she corrected herself.  “At first I sought merely to embarrass you.  I thought if I delivered a public humiliation they would stop revering you so, but it did no good.”

“Then you were behind the tainted blood thing at New Year’s.”  That made sense, it sounded like exactly the petty sort of mischief she’d get up to.  “Bakareh’s not going to be happy when he hears about what you did to his staff.  What did you do to them, anyway?  Is Amunet alright?”

“She’s perfectly fine.”  

“Stuffed in the bottom of your closet in San Jose?” I probed, and Carys frowned, offended.  

“Amunet is my friend, I wouldn’t do that to her.”

“I seriously doubt you can understand what the word friend means,” I scoffed.  “And when Bakareh didn’t immediately declare war against the West, you went home for reinforcements?”

“I don’t expect you to understand, but I was quite despondent when I returned to Vetis, extremely so.  Aubrey said something in passing that got me to thinking.  I knew I didn’t stand a chance against someone who’d survived torture in the very dungeons I stood over.  And that’s when I got a streak of inspiration.”  

“You thought – hey, I know someone who hates Anja even more than I do.  Maybe I should invite him to the party?”

“Something like that,” she replied with a weak smile.  “Once I revived Volkov, he instantly embraced the idea of revenge, and we returned to the West.”

And then my nightmare had begun in earnest.  “So tell me, how long did it take you to go from mayhem to murder?”  

“I did not ask for your death.  I knew Ulrik would never forgive such a thing.”

“But you thought he’d be cool with killing off my family?” 

Carys’ brow twisted with distress.  “I had no idea the lengths that Volkov would take.  I had no idea you even had living family.  To be honest, it never once occurred to me.”  Something about the way she said it made me believe her, even if I didn’t want to.  “I tried to stop Volkov after he came after your sister, truly I did.  But he was too strong for me to compel.”

“A phone call would’ve been a good start.  Even a few minutes before the attack and Lee would’ve stood a chance.”

“Would you have believed me?”

I let out a long breath, not sure enough of the answer to reply.  “And I’m supposed to believe you now?  Believe that you came here out of the goodness of your heart to apologize when Bishop and Carter happen to be away?  How’d you get past my security anyway?” I wondered, craning my head to try and see where they were, but there was no one in sight.  “What’d you do to them?”

“Nothing, I merely encouraged them to go take a walk.”

“And that’s supposed to make me trust you more?”

“I wanted the chance to speak my piece, and I have.  I give you my word.”

“And I politely reject it.  Nothing you’ve told me tonight makes me want to believe a single thing that comes out of your mouth.”

Her mouth formed a perfect O of outrage.  “But I’ve told you the God’s honest truth!”  

“Fine.  You want to prove it to me?”

“How am I to prove it beyond giving you my word?”

“You can sit there on the porch and don’t move a muscle until Bishop and Carter get here.”

Her lips pursed together into a pout as she considered my terms.  “Can’t I wait inside?”

“Only if you’re willing to do it in torpor,” I smiled sweetly.

Carys chose one of the chairs on the deck, delicately brushing off the cushion before she perched on the very edge of it.  “I will wait then,” she declared, looking proud of herself, as if she deserved a special recognition for the sacrifice.  “May I have a drink?  I’m simply parched.”

Hardly believing she’d stay put if she knew the ass kicking Bishop was likely to deliver when he found out she was behind it all, I decided to play nice to keep her there as long as possible.  “Absolutely.  Would you like a cup of tea?  I could put the kettle on.”  

“Something stronger, please.  It’s been a trying night.”

“You’re telling me,” I muttered.  “Sure, hold on a sec.”  I headed for the library, swiping the first bottle my hand closed over, taking a healthy swig myself.  I sent a quick text to Bishop as well, letting him know that Carys was still there, and behaving so far, but to hurry.

“Here you go,” I offered, handing the bottle over gingerly, in case it was a trick to try and pull me through the doorway.  It didn’t seem to have crossed her mind as she brought the bottle to her lips, taking a deep drink.  

I expected a word of thanks, or even another apology.  But what I got was, “You wouldn’t happen to have any good scotch, would you?”

Lord, beer me strength.

* * *

Carys was still there when Carter and Bishop tore up the street, the car barely screeching to a stop before they barreled out, guns drawn.  I’d have to explain a lot if one of my neighbors happened to look out the window at that particular moment.  Leaving her on the back porch, I let them pat me and make sure I was fine, and then filled them in on what she’d said.

Bishop’s jaw hardened the more he heard.  “Volkov?  Of course.  He always did know how to play dirty, and he’d have access to weapons, money, all the resources he could ever need.”

“He’ll be tough to bring down,” Carter agreed.  “You know how I like to say that skill can trump age?  He’s got both.” 

“So we’re believing her story then?  That Volkov’s out walking around and he’s the one who turned lethal, not her?”

Bishop nodded.  “I do.  Not because she’s sincere, but because she needs us to clean up her mess.  She wouldn’t have named Volkov otherwise, and it’d be easy enough to check the dungeons to see if he’s still down there.  I think we can trust her.”  

“Well, I don’t,” Carter snorted.  “This whole thing stinks like a trap to me.”

I had to agree with him.  “Same here.  I say we stake her and then go look for Volkov.”

“Where?” Bishop demanded.  “Carter’s not wrong, Volkov’s got skills.  He won’t be found unless he wants to be.  She might be our best shot at flushing him out.  I’d rather not be looking over my shoulder for all eternity.  Carys might not want me dead, but he’s got motive enough to take me down.”  He rubbed at his chest where the ACBT dart punctured him.  

Carter scratched at his jaw, his eyes on Carys, who took another despondent swig from the bottle.  “We could use her as bait.  Think he’d come rescue her if we tortured her for a while?”

Carys’ eyes bulged at the threat.  “I came to you.  I didn’t have to.  I wanted you to know,” she insisted.  “I came in good faith to offer my help.  Bishop, tell them.  Tell them you know I’d never hurt you.”

Bishop avoided her gaze, and I recognized the fear of being compelled written all over his face.  “I wish I could.”  

Her face fell, more wounded by his reply than if I’d shot her.  “Truly, I mean you no harm,” she insisted.  “I can prove it.”

“I can’t wait to hear this,” I muttered.  

“I will lead you to Volkov.  Right now, if you like.”

“Follow you out of the protection of this house into a possible ambush?  No thanks,” Carter muttered, but it was me she turned to.  Me she captured with her watery blue eyes, so that I wondered if she’d managed to figure out how to compel other draugen.  

“Anja, I do wish to make amends, whether you believe me or not.”

I stared back at her over the threshold.  Maybe it was the gullible sap in me, but I believed her.  “Okay, let’s go.”

“Anja...” Both Carter and Bishop grabbed hold of me, physically barring me from leaving the house, and I firmly pulled myself free.

“Okay, so maybe it’s a trap.  Even if it is, it’s something we need to do.  We’ll go expecting the worst and deal with it.”

“You stay here and we’ll go,” Bishop started to say, but I shook my head. 

“No, this is my fight.  Volkov decided to make this personal, and I owe it to Gunnar and Lee to see this to the end.”  I turned to Carys.  “Take us to Volkov.”

Chapter Thirty-Seven

“Okay, so where are we going?” I asked once we got to the car.  It was decided that Carter would drive, and I called shotgun.  Bishop rode in the backseat with a wary eye (and a loaded gun) on Carys.  

“Your mansion,” Carys replied, fluffing her hair as she settled into her seat.  

“Of course we are,” I muttered.  “Of all the places he could be holed up, he picked my own estate for his stronghold?”

“He said it’d be easier to lure you there,” Carys shrugged.  “I’m meant to be leading Ulrik there as part of the trap now.”

Bishop’s frown grew more pronounced.  “Then he’s expecting us?”

“He’s expecting me and you for certain, but now we have the element of surprise,” she replied with a bright smile.  “He’ll never suspect that I’ve warned you of his intent.”

“Until we roll up in the same car together,” Bishop growled.  “Change of plan, we take two cars.”

“I don’t like that idea,” I complained.  “With you driving, she could do anything to you.”

“She won’t hurt me.  Will you, Carys?” Bishop turned to her with a confidence I wished I could share.  

“Of course not, cariad.  I would never allow you to come to harm.”

“You do know that he got shot with ACBT in that attack on my house, right?” I pointed out.  “That usually spells instant death for vamps,” I added when she stared at me blankly.  “The only thing that saved him was his vest.”

“I will keep him safe,” she vowed, and Bishop shot me a look.  We didn’t have a whole heck of a lot of choice.  

“Right then,” Carter decided, abandoning Bishop’s SUV for his own nondescript car.  “You take your stalker in one car, and Anja and I will follow.  Other than that, the same plan applies.”  

We played musical seats with Bishop and Carys in the front now, and I hovered by the driver’s side door.  “Be safe,” Bishop said, catching hold of my hand.  

I kept from kissing him, not wanting to antagonize Carys when part of our plan depended so heavily on her continued cooperation.  “You too,” I replied, telling him with my eyes how much I loved him.  “If this doesn’t work...”

“It will,” he said with a determined tilt of the chin.  “It has to.”

“You sure you’re up for this?” Carter asked as soon as I got to his car.  

“It’s not like we have much of a choice.  Are you okay with...?”

“I know what needs to be done,” he interrupted, following Bishop as he pulled away from the house.  “I won’t let you down.”

“I know you won’t,” I smiled back at him, grateful that I still had friends I could count on, despite Volkov’s best efforts to strip them away from me.  

“I still think it’s a stupid idea strolling in there when he’s expecting you.  All exposed like that, he could take you out the moment you first step through the door.”

“Volkov won’t kill me so quickly or he would’ve done it a long time ago.  His ego’s too big for that.  No, he wants me to suffer, and he wants to gloat over it.  This is a guy who tortured me for hours, he’s not going to take the easy route.  He won’t resist the opportunity to kill Bishop in front of my eyes or worse.  That gives us time to work with.”

“I still say you should let me come in with you,” Carter grumbled.

“And give up my ace in the hole?  No way.  We’ll stick to the plan and everything will be fine.”

“If you say so.”

Despite my brave words, my hands still shook as I approached the front door, standing alone on the stone steps.  The overhead lights switched on the second I crossed the threshold, making me blink and throw up my arm, as if that could’ve protected me.  But all that hit me was the dazzling light from the chandelier, and the faint sound of mocking laughter.  

“Go ahead, I’ll wait until your eyes adjust to the light,” Volkov called out from the far end of the room, his voice echoing in the vast entry hall.  I edged forward, my squint easing as I moved away from the massive light fixture to the semi-shadowed atrium that spanned all three levels of the mansion.  He’d moved too and I missed it.  His voice came from a different part of the room when he spoke next.  

“You are surprised to see me, I think,” he smirked, and I couldn’t resist taking that amusement from him.  

“No, not really.  That’s why I’m here, to end this once and for all.  Why else would I be here?  You didn’t think Carys would hold up her end of the bargain, did you?”  I clucked my tongue at him, watching him carefully.  

“Don’t believe a word from her lying mouth!” Carys screeched, stepping out of the shadows with Bishop by her side.  “I would never betray you,” she purred at Volkov, and I didn’t bother to suppress my eye roll.  I didn’t even care if she was playing along with him to keep to the plan or actually abandoning the plan now that I was within Volkov’s reach, I was just glad to see Bishop unharmed at that point.  

“I trust you about as far as I can throw you, my dear,” Volkov replied to Carys with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.  “Still, I find it hard to believe that you would come here alone if you thought I would be waiting for you,” he considered aloud as he turned to me.  “No matter, this ends tonight.”

“You’re not wrong there,” I muttered, stepping into the center of the room, beside the enormous planter built into the middle of it.  From there, I had a good view of the entire room and the balconies above – harder for anyone to sneak up on me.  “Okay, let’s get this over with.  I challenge you to fight.”

“Anja, no!” Bishop called out in shock, even as Volkov’s eyes widened in surprise.  

“You wish to face me in combat?” he chuckled, clearly tickled by the idea.  

“This is not what we talked about,” Bishop glowered, starting forward, only to be held back by Carys.

“This is the only way to end it once and for all.  I’m not letting him take one more person from me,” I insisted, meeting Volkov’s gaze squarely.  “I’m the one you want to suffer, so go ahead, let’s see you get your hands dirty.”

“Very well, I accept,” Volkov smiled in satisfaction, delicately shrugging out of his jacket and laying it across the top of an empty planter.  

“No deal,” Bishop protested, twisting his way out of Carys’ grip.  

“It’s too late, it’s already done,” Volkov shrugged.  “A challenge has been issued and I have accepted it.”

“Then I’ll fight as Anja’s proxy.”

“You can’t do that,” Carys complained, but nobody paid her any attention.

“I can fight my own battles, Bishop.  I’ve been training for a while now.  You saw me take down Angel.”  It sounded impressive enough to me, but Volkov’s answering snort shook my confidence.  

“That’s like saying you’ve played stickball for a while, so you’re ready to step up to the majors,” Bishop replied without a trace of amusement.  “I’ve been studying his moves for centuries.  Let me do this for you.”

“If anything happened to you...”

Bishop turned away from me without answering.  “I claim the right of proxy.  As her champion, I fight in Anja’s stead.  Do you accept?”

“I do,” Volkov answered agreeably.  “Versailles rules?”  

“Agreed.”  They both start stripping off clothes, peeling down to their boxer briefs, and Carys’ face scrunched in confusion.  

“What does that mean, Versailles rules?”

I was glad I wasn’t the only one in the dark.  

Bishop very neatly folded his clothes and set them aside, keeping only one small knife that he retrieved from his boot.  “It means no weapons but what we bring into the fight, and it means to the death.”

“No!” Carys protested.

“It’s the only way,” Bishop replied, more to me than to her.  

“It’s not the only way.”  My voice was soft as Bishop touched my cheek.

“But it’s the best one.”

“I forbid it!”  Carys’ cheeks turned pink with outrage, and Volkov smiled, enjoying the spectacle immensely.  

“He has already accepted the challenge,” he pointed out, selecting a knife of his own from the weapons he’d brought with him.  There was quite an array of guns, even a crossbow to choose from, and I wondered why both men had chosen bladed weapons. 

“I won’t stand for it.”  She all but stamped her foot.  “Ulrik, I compel you not to fight.”  

I hadn’t counted on that, and my eyes flew wide with alarm as Bishop dropped his fighting stance, his face going wooden.  

“Very well, then I will simply kill him all that much quicker,” Volkov declared, choosing a black blade with a serrated edge.  “Thank you, my dear.”

Carys’ eyes bulged as she sputtered.  “Y-You can’t kill him.  We agreed...”

“Silence,” Volkov barked, knocking her to the ground with a wicked backhand, hard enough to make me wince in sympathy.  “Don’t interfere again, or I’ll forget our tentative alliance.”

Carys huddled on the floor where she fell, and I rushed to her side, speaking low.  “You have to undo the compulsion, it’s the only way he stands a chance.”

“But he could die.”

“He definitely will if you don’t let him defend himself.  Besides, Bishop knows what he’s doing.”  Our entire plan would fall apart if Bishop lost his free will.

“Oh, very well then,” she huffed.  “I withdraw my compulsion, you are free to fight at will,” she said louder, and Bishop lost that dazed look, his fingers re-wrapping around the hilt of his knife.  “You’ll be careful though, won’t you, Ulrik?” 

“Come on, let him concentrate on the fight,” I insisted, practically dragging her to the side of the courtyard.  

“Thank you for waiting,” Bishop nodded politely as he squared off against Volkov.

“Not at all,” Volkov brushed aside his thanks.  “Oh, before we begin.”  He picked up a crossbow and shot it almost negligently up into the second floor balcony.  “Just so we won’t be interrupted,” he added, casually tossing the spent crossbow aside.

“No!” I screamed, as Carter tumbled over the railing to the ground, an arrow sticking out of his chest.  He landed heavily, cracking the marble tiles as he struck the ground.  I started to go to him, not sure if I should be alarmed by the lack of blood around his broken body or not, but Carys caught my wrist in an iron grip.

“You’d best leave him be.”  

“I’m not leaving him with an arrow in his heart.”  I tried to wrench my hand free, but she held on tight.  

“He’ll need blood to heal him, but Bishop might need it more before the night is through.”  She had a point, but how was I supposed to ignore Carter’s suffering?  Carys must’ve read my thoughts as she added, “He feels no pain with that arrow piercing his heart, I assure you.”

That part was true, I could attest to that.  I’d felt more numb than anything when I’d been shot, and then the blackness of torpor.  Sure, it’d hurt like a motherfrakker when Bishop pulled the arrow out, but for the moment Carter was fine, as much as I hated to see him lying there so lifeless and still.  Well, he’d only be fine if we lived to make sure he healed.  

I turned my attention back to the center of the atrium, where Bishop and Volkov had already begun to circle each other, the knives dancing out faster than my eyes could track.  Neither one of them had drawn blood yet, more testing their opponent first.  That didn’t last long as the fight began in earnest.  I might’ve had training, but Bishop was right, I would’ve been nothing but dust if I’d gone head to head with Volkov.  He moved lightning fast, his movements controlled and precise.  Bishop was no less disciplined, but settled on a defensive, rather than offensive tactic.  

Cuts appeared on their arms, shoulders, one long slice across Bishop’s chest making me wince as Carys’ nails dug into my palm.  I hadn’t even realized we were holding hands.  She was right about the spilled blood, Bishop’s bare chest was slick with it, the scent spicing the air.  Volkov too, had been cut multiple times, but his wounds healed much quicker than Bishop’s did.  

The knife slipped in Bishop’s hand, and Volkov pressed the advantage, sending it skittering across the floor as he delivered a smashing kick to Bishop’s knee.  Bishop went down with a grunt of pain, and Volkov wrapped an arm around his throat, crushing him with his bared bicep.  Bishop’s hands scrabbled to break free, but kept slipping in his own spilled blood.  

None of this was happening as we’d planned.  The fight was supposed to have been a diversion only, until Carter could take the shot and bring him down.  The only reason I’d challenged Volkov in the first place was to get him to accept, thinking he could take me down easily, Bishop’s protest had been just for show.  But with Carter down, we’d lost our ace in the hole.  Maybe that was a sneaky, underhanded way of doing things, but it was the best we’d been able to come up with on such short notice.  

Volkov clearly enjoyed having the upper hand, and didn’t even bother to make use of the knife he still had, forcing Bishop to his knees.  “Yield and I might spare your life,” Volkov smiled, hardly out of breath.  “I might even let you watch as I teach her to control her tongue.”

“Suck... my...”  Bishop went slack, using the blood as a lubricant to slip free as he elbowed Volkov in the stomach and flipped him in the same movement.  Volkov crashed to the ground, but recovered instantly, pulling Bishop down with him.  They rolled, crashing into the marble planter with enough force to send a crack up the side, and then Volkov landed on top, crushing Bishop’s windpipe in his grasp.  Now he remembered the knife, making a slow, deliberate cut across Bishop’s cheek.  

“We have to do something,” I hissed, as Bishop squirmed beneath the knife.  

“We can’t,” Carys whispered back.  “Tradition dictates they must fight to the death.”  

Tradition be damned, I wasn’t about to lose Bishop after everything we’d been through.  “This is stupid,” I declared, stalking over to pick up one of Bishop’s discarded guns.  I might not be the best of shots, but Volkov gave me a great big target while he sat there, playing Tic Tac Toe on Bishop’s skin. 

My first shot caught him in the shoulder, and his head came up in utter shock as I advanced, shooting again and again.  The next shot missed, but the third one hit him in the abdomen.  It wasn’t enough to stop a vampire, but it was enough to give Bishop the chance to break free.  In an instant, it was Volkov pinned to the ground with Bishop panting over him, a knee pressed to his neck.  

Volkov’s eyes widened with rage.  “You violated the sanctity of the challenge!”

I shot him again, point blank in the chest where a normal heart would be.  “Your life is still forfeit to me, or don’t you remember?  Jakob gave it to me that night down in the dungeons, and I’m not done with it yet.”

He was getting weaker, losing blood quickly, and Bishop had no trouble holding him down.  I spared a quick look to him to see how badly he was hurt, but despite the network of fresh scars on his body, Bishop had never looked more dangerously capable.  

“I... yield...”  It was barely more than a croak, but the words escaped Volkov’s lips.  

There was a time when I might’ve accepted his defeat, but the woman I’d become had suffered too much to leave a dangerous enemy like him at my back.  “Oh, no you don’t, it’s not that easy.”  I took my eyes off of the bastard long enough to meet Bishop’s gaze.  “Do it.”

Bishop picked up Volkov’s discarded knife and sliced through both of the man’s hamstrings, effectively crippling him, in case he still had the strength to escape.  Only then did Bishop get up off of him to limp to the side.

There are a few ways to kill a vampire, but the most effective are beheading and fire.  Even if I had an axe, I wasn’t sure I could manage to take his head off without a few whacks, and that didn’t sound like much fun to me.  But fire, I could do.  Especially when Rob had already shown me how effective a tool it could be.  I pulled the small plastic container of lighter fluid out of my jacket pocket and squirted some up and down Volkov’s body, starting with his feet.  He was in so much pain from the gunshots and the severed tendons, I don’t think he even noticed, until I splashed some in his face for good measure.  That got his attention.  

“No, wait, you can’t do this,” he moaned weakly, nearly unconscious with blood loss.  “Honor demands...”  

“There’s no honor in what you to did to me and mine,” I said in a cold voice I hardly recognized.  “Vampire law demands an eye for an eye.  That leaves you one life short of paying me back for what you took from me, but I’ll settle for just the one.”  With a flick of the thumb, I sparked up Lee’s lighter and tossed it onto Volkov’s chest.  The fire caught with a satisfying whoosh, the flames licking hungrily over clothing and skin alike.  Volkov had no strength to scream, the fire raging through his bloodless husk fast, until there was nothing but a sooty bloodstain left on my marble floor.  

Bending over, I retrieved Lee’s lighter.  “That was for you,” I whispered, tucking it into my pocket despite the heat against my fingers.  

Bishop’s hand curved around my elbow to draw me away, and I turned to face him, my eyes sweeping over his torso.  He was a bloodstained mess, but the cuts were all healing quickly, with the exception of the deep scar on his cheek that still oozed. 

“Are you alright?” I asked, noting the way his shoulders had slumped in exhaustion.

He nodded.  “Carter?”

“In torpor, he’ll need blood.”

“I could use some myself,” he said, his voice little more than a wheeze with the damage to his windpipe.

“Absolutely.  Let’s get back to the house and we can...”  My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I dug it out and saw a message that made me smile.  “Actually, it looks like I have just the thing to heal both you and Carter.”

“Bless me, I never thought you had it in  you,” Carys murmured, staring down at the smudge on the floor, impressed.  “Perhaps you are worthy, at that.”  It was probably the nicest thing she’d ever said to me.  

“Thank you,” I smiled.  And then I cracked her right in the jaw, hard enough to knock her out.  It was glorious, and just as satisfying as burning Volkov to a crispy critter.  Bishop stared in shock as I searched for something to tie her up with, settling on the cords from the blinds.  

“What are you doing?”

“Time to go see Jakob.”

Chapter Thirty-Eight

“Jakob is here?” Bishop replied, dumbfounded.  

“Yep.  I just got a text that he’s in town.”  Who better to decide what to do with Carys than Jakob?  Of course, she wasn’t likely to stay knocked out for very long, so I had to move fast.  “I’ll take her, you get Carter.  It’s probably better if we move him like that.  He’ll start bleeding like crazy once we pull him out of torpor.”

It took Bishop a few extra seconds to catch up, his mental reflexes not quite up to his usual clarity, but he bent to retrieve Carter’s body, obediently laying him across the back seat as I dumped Carys into the trunk.  I may have conked her on the head again with a tire iron to make sure she stayed docile for the trip, but I didn’t mention it to Bishop.  

I tried not to look at Carter’s ruined body, trusting that Jakob would be in a sharing mood once he heard my story.  Jakob picking now to show sure simpled things up for me.  Otherwise, I might have to live with Bishop giving me sad puppy dog eyes for the rest of eternity, because one thing was certain – I wasn’t going to leave Carys in a position to hurt me like this ever again either.  Maybe I wasn’t about to set fire to her, but something had to be done, and I hoped Jakob could handle it.

Carys was awake and spitting mad when I opened the trunk.  Luckily, the cords I’d tied her with stayed put (she probably would’ve lost all circulation in her hands and feet if she’d been alive).  

I bent over her, my words for her ears only.  “Shut up and keep still, I’m bringing you to Jakob for judgment.  Or would you rather I get out my lighter again?”  Her eyes went wide with fear, but she stayed silent, letting me pull her out of the trunk without putting up a fight.  

If anyone thought it strange that we carried a bloodied unconscious guy and a girl trussed up like a Christmas goose across the street and up into the building, they kept their mouths shut about it.  The pair of guards at the front desk didn’t so much as breathe a word of objection as we sailed through the lower floor to the elevator, riding to the penthouse where Jakob’s apartments were.  

It was Nelleke who answered the door, dressed in a long black dress of rough, homespun cloth.  “He is expecting you,” she said, stepping away from the door with a solemn nod.

The posh penthouse apartment looked pretty much the same since I’d last stayed there, and Jakob sprawled in his favorite chair by an expansive view of the city.  His face crinkled with happiness to see me, until I dropped Carys to the ground like a sack of potatoes where she landed with a squeak.  “I assume you have a good explanation for this?” he asked mildly.  

“I do.  I found out who’s been attacking my family, and I brought her to you for judgment,” I said with my best impression of a regency bob, deciding that formality might stroke his ego in my favor.  Surprise stole across his features as he decided if I was kidding or not.  It helped that Bishop was still covered in blood, despite the fact that he’d pulled on his pants and t-shirt.  

“This sounds like an interesting story to hear,” he replied, still not sounding all that alarmed.  “The restraints are not necessary, release her.”

As much as I hated to do it, I nodded to Bishop, who cut her free.  Carys instantly crawled to Jakob’s knee, her cheeks wet as she drummed up tears.  “You see how they treat me like a common criminal?  Look, look at my wrists and ankles, how deeply the cords bit into my delicate flesh.  You’re not going to let them treat me this way, are you, minn hjärta?”

“I see this, but I’m very interested to hear why,” Jakob replied, and her face twisted into a scowl.

“Because she hates me, she’s always hated me.”

I let out an inelegant snort.  “Isn’t that the pot calling the kettle black.  You’re the one who’s been trying to ruin my life ever since New Year’s.  Who sabotaged my party by poisoning the blood?”

“I did,” she admitted.  “But it wasn’t poisoned, merely tainted.”  

“And who let Volkov out of the dungeon in Vetis?”

“I did, but I never intended for him to...”

“You set Volkov free after I imprisoned him there?”  Now Jakob’s voice took on a measure of concern.  “Why would you do this?”

Carys’ mouth opened and closed without a reply as she considered her words carefully.  “I was jealous, I admit it,” she confessed.  “I sought to make Anja suffer loss as I have suffered.  But I never intended for him to kill anyone.”

“As she suffered?” I scoffed.  “Because of her, Lee and Gunnar are dead.  Because of her, my parents were burned out of their home and I’ve had to hide them.  Because of her, my only sister chose to become a vampire rather than die from the attack she set in motion.  I don’t care what her intentions were, she needs to pay for the suffering she’s caused.  And if you won’t do it, I will,” I added, losing my polite formality as I got worked up again.  

Jakob didn’t seem to be offended by my threat.  “And Volkov?  Do you seek his punishment as well?”

“I already took care of it.”

There was respect in Jakob’s nod to me before he turned back to Carys.  “What do you have to say for yourself?”

Carys squirmed under his direct gaze, picking at the seam on the side of his leg, unable to look him in the eye.  “I am sorry that she lost her underlings, but it truly wasn’t my fault.  I tried to warn them.”  She looked to Bishop for support.  “Tell him, Ulrik, tell him how I led you to Volkov.”

If she’d been hoping for a kind word from Bishop, she was out of luck.  “Only when you realized you couldn’t control Volkov any more,” he replied, his arms crossed over his chest.  “And only after Volkov had already killed.”

“Enough.”  Jakob drew himself up to his full height, staring coldly down at Carys, who cringed in the chair beside him.  “You have acted out of spite and jealousy, and even worse, now suffer from a distinct lack of responsibility for your actions.  You have brought shame to your line and to me.  Therefore, my punishment is thus – I shun thee, Carys.  My heart is cold to thee, and thou art no longer my daughter for one hundred years.  You are stripped of your titles and lands, and all that see thee will know of thy disgrace.”

“No...”  It came out as a rush of air, no sound behind it as she sank back to the ground, her knees giving out.

“There, my judgment is given,” Jakob turned to me, full of satisfaction.  Even Bishop nodded in approval.  

“That seems fair to me.”

“No, that’s not enough,” I protested.  “A hundred years?  So what.  She can do plenty of damage in that time whether she’s the Elder of Vetis or not, and now she’s got a reason to really hate me.  I don’t want to be looking over my shoulder waiting for her next harebrained plot to hatch for the next century.”

“I will simply order her not to seek revenge against you,” Jakob shrugged, focusing his will on Carys.  “You will not seek retaliation.  You will never harm Anja or her loved ones ever again.”

“Never again,” Carys mumbled blankly.

As much as that was music to my ears, I wasn’t done.  “I still want a punishment that’s more lasting.  She’s too dangerous to be left like this.  I’m not just worried about myself, but for all the havoc she can cause.  With great power comes great responsibility, and she’s seriously lacking, you said it yourself.”

“What do you suggest, älskling?”

“I want you to remove her ability to compel other vampires.”  That ought to clip her claws.  

“You couldn’t...”  Carys found her voice as she stared up at us in horror.  

“I agree,” Jakob replied, embracing the idea quicker than I thought he would.  But he wasn’t done.  “This is a power that is easily corrupted, and we may all see the results of her folly.  But were I to remove it from one childe, I must remove it from you as well, Anja.”

“Wha... huh?” I blinked in confusion as the conversation took a different turn.  “Me?  Since when have I ever given you cause to doubt my judgment?”

His hands came up to cut off my protest.  “I must have balance.  If I do this, you will both be bound by it.  Is this what you would truly choose, petal?”

The idea that he’d even ask me that burned my guts like a belly full of five alarm chili.  All of the good I’d accomplished with Carter, that would be completely over.  Being able to correct any dangerous or jerky behavior would be out the window, and I’d have to rely on my powers of persuasion to get what I wanted.  Then again, what gave me the right to impose my will against others?  He was right, it was a dangerous power to wield, no matter whose hands it was in.  

“Fine, do it.”

“Anja, are you sure about this?” Bishop frowned, but I knew I’d made the right decision.

“Where would we be right now if I’d never had the power to compel other vampires?  We never would’ve broken up in the first place.  Sure, it’s helped me get out of a jam or two, but mostly it’s been a pain to keep secret.  Plenty of other vampires live without it, and they get along fine.”

“You’re not a normal vampire though, you’re the Elder of the West.”

“Which makes it even more dangerous, if you think of it like that.  I don’t want to end up like Bakareh.”  I turned to face Jakob.  “Do it.  If this is what it takes to strip Carys of her ability, then I should be willing to live by the same rules.”

“Once more you make me proud, älskling,” Jakob smiled, his hand landing on my shoulder in benediction.  Then, before I could say another word on the matter, I felt his will take hold of me as he addressed us both.  “You will not use your compulsion on another vampire ever again.”  That was all it took.  He didn’t remove the power so much as block the ability to use it.  I didn’t feel any different, but Carys started to cry softly.

“Remove yourself from my sight,” Jakob addressed her coldly.  “Do not show yourself to me before the century is done or you will suffer my wrath.”  

Carys got up and slipped out without another word, her head deeply bowed in misery.  I couldn’t help but wonder if that was really the last I’d see of her for a while, or if her vindictive nature would somehow find a way around Jakob’s compulsion.  

Still, it took a big load off of my mind, and I threw my arms around Jakob’s shoulders in an impulsive hug.  “Thank you.  I know that wasn’t easy for you.”

Jakob held me tight, breathing in against my hair as if he enjoyed my scent.  “Do not speak of it again, that is all I ask.”  Releasing me, he lowered himself onto his chair with a heavy sigh.  “Now then, petal.  You are well from your ordeal?  Bishop?  Do you seek my sacrament?”

“Actually, I was sort of hoping you might offer that to Carter.”  I looked down to where Bishop had set him on the floor.  “He took an arrow to the chest, then fell a couple of stories.  He’s in pretty bad shape.”

“If you wish it, then I shall heal him,” Jakob nodded, and Nelleke spoke up for the first time, her lips turned down in disapproval.  

“You are being sure of this, far?”

“It is fine, dóttir.”  

There was an extra note of tension between them, and I wondered if we’d interrupted something.  “Is this a bad time?  Because, as much as I hate to say it, he’ll keep like that if you need us to come back later.”

“No, it is fine,” he waved away my offer.  “I will need to feed soon, that is all.  There will be much blood once you remove that arrow, I think.  Bring him to the bathroom.”

There was a lot of spilled blood, and I shuddered to think how badly Carter would’ve suffered without the power of Jakob’s Ellri blood.  But once he understood what was going on, Carter lay still, accepting Jakob’s care until the worst of his injuries were healed.  It might be a few days until he was up to full speed since he refused to drink from humans, but he’d live, and that was the important part. 

Once we saw that Jakob had Carter well in hand, Bishop and I slipped into the next room where I fed him some of my blood as discreetly as possible.  It was tempting to turn it into something more, but I think we both wanted more privacy before we shared something like that again.  For the moment, Carter was on the mend, we didn’t have to worry about Volkov or Carys ever again, and Bishop and I had lived to tell the tale.  For once, all was right with the world.  

Chapter Thirty-Nine

“Are you sure about this?” I asked, sitting on the edge of the bed as Carter zipped the ginormous duffel full of weapons closed.  The thing was twice as big as his bag of clothes, of course.  

He still wouldn’t look at me, and that bothered me more than I liked.  “I can’t stay here.  Especially if you’re not gonna be around.”

“I know, but I’ll be back.  Just because I’m stepping down as Elder doesn’t mean I don’t want to live here eventually.  We’re just taking an extended vacation.”  I still had no idea how long we’d be gone, and that was the beauty of it.  No strings, no responsibilities.  Bishop and I were ready to make a clean break without so many demands on our time for once.  The council wouldn’t be too happy about it, but I was absolutely sure this was the best decision I could make.  

That didn’t slow him from packing.  “I can’t sit around waiting for you.  I have to have a purpose of my own.  I’m more than your sidekick.”

“I didn’t mean it like that.  Of course you’re not my sidekick,” I frowned, worried that there was something more behind his sudden departure.  “I didn’t expect you to put your life on hold, but... I thought you’d made a home here.  Maggie and Tucker will be back soon, and Hanna and Mason.”  

“I told you before, I’m not that guy.  I need to keep moving.”  The last zipper made it sound so final.  He lifted his blue eyes to mine, pleading with me to understand.  “It doesn’t mean you’re not the closest thing I’ve had to family since I got all fangy, and that’s not nothing to me, sunshine.  But I need to feel like I’m making a difference.” 

“You do.”  Didn’t he know that?  How long would the burning need for penance keep him from settling down and building a life for himself?  “You know you’ve saved a ton more lives than you ever took by now.”

“That’s not the point.  The point is, there are too many people out there still taking them, and I can’t stay here when I can do something about it.”

“I understand,” I nodded.  It probably wouldn’t take much convincing for me to join him in the hunt again if I didn’t have Bishop in my life.  But I’d fought hard for my shot at happiness, and I wasn’t about to give it up.  “You always did have that Batman thing going on, no matter how hard I tried to steer you to the Marvel side,” I smiled, walking to the edge of the staircase when he hefted his bags.”

“Call it Deadpool then,” he grinned back.  “I always did like the mouth on that guy.”

“Yeah, I can see that about you.”  We stood there, neither one of us moving.  I knew I was stalling, but I couldn’t help it.  “What are you going to do then?  Go back to hunting on your own?”

Carter shrugged.  “It’s what I do.  Not that you’ve made it easy on me.  Why couldn't you have removed your compulsion on me before Jakob took it away?  Who ever heard of a vampire hunter who can’t actually kill vampires?  How the hell am I supposed to survive if I can’t defend myself?”

“You can defend yourself, you just can’t kill anyone.  Not on purpose anyway,” I added, and immediately regretted saying it as a light came into his eyes.  I could tell he wouldn’t be squeamish about experimenting with how far he could push the constraints of my compulsion.  “Besides, you weren’t in any shape for me to remove the compulsion anyway, you were dead to the world at the time.”

“Fine, but what if I feel like some fish and chips?  I can’t go to England ever again?  What kind of a life is that?”

I smiled, refraining from pointing out that he didn’t eat either of those things any more, but I appreciated his effort to lighten the mood.  “Maybe you’ll have to expand your horizons a bit and find a new favorite.  I hear shawarma is pretty tasty.”  

Carter snorted, but didn’t say more as he marched forward, and I was forced to go down the stairs or move out of the way.  I chose to lead the way.  We didn’t speak again until we reached the foyer, and it struck me how empty the house was now.  No Maggie, no Tucker, no Gunnar, no Lee.  No Rob, no Marcus, no Ellie, no Isak.  Maybe it was for the best if we all left the place.  Maybe it was cursed.  

“What about the hole in my foundation?” I remembered suddenly.  

“I told you, it’s only the subfloor.”

“It’s still a muddy hole, Carter.  Can’t you at least stick around until you finish your tunnel?”

“What for?  You figured out how to escape without it,” he grinned.  “You can go ahead and fill it in, you won’t hurt my feelings.”

I wasn’t sure if that meant he didn’t plan to come back or not, but I decided not to push the issue any further.  Me harping about it wouldn’t make him return any quicker.  

“Where will you go?” I asked as we reached the front door, and he shook his head.  

“I don’t know.  Up north maybe.  Portland or Seattle.  Maybe I’ll make my way East eventually.”

“Don’t stay away too long then.  And don’t be afraid to pick up the phone every now and again.”

“Sure, Ma.  And I’ll remember to change my socks and pick up my room too,” he cracked.  “Can I go now?”

I laughed because he wanted me to, even though the idea that I wouldn’t see him every day anymore tore me up inside.  “Fine, I’ll walk you out.”

Carter dropped his bags on the front porch and wiped his hands on his jeans, before shoving them deep into the pockets of his hoodie.  

“Be safe,” I said, knowing he wouldn’t like me getting all emotional on him.  

“Stay frosty, sunshine,” he replied with a tight lipped smile, looking up as Bishop appeared at the top of the stairs.  “Don’t let Dumbo call the shots just ’cause you’re not the Elder anymore.”

“I’ll remember that.”  I didn’t care if he wanted to keep his distance, I hugged him anyway.  

Carter froze, his hands still stuffed in his pockets as if he didn’t know what to do with a hug.  For just a moment, he relaxed against me, before he unstuck and pushed me away again.  “Okay, okay, enough with the mushy stuff.  I’ll see ya.”

“Bye.”

Bishop came down and offered his hand.  “Carter.”

“Bishop,” he replied, shaking it briefly before he picked up his bags and left.

“Bye,” I called out again, but Carter didn’t turn around, he just kept on walking.  

* * *

“Are you sure about this?” I asked Bishop, echoing my question to Carter.  

Bishop stroked the small of my back in tight circles.  “I am.  Why, are you having any doubts?”

“No,” I replied without hesitation.  “I can’t stand the thought of one more person dying because of me, not a single one.  Maybe if I try being an ordinary vampire for a while, I won’t be on quite so many hit lists.”

“You’ll never be ordinary to me.”

“Aw, when did you get to be so sweet?  I distinctly remember you being more of a dumbhole.”

“I’ll have to try harder to live up to my reputation then,” he replied, the corner of his mouth tugging up slightly.  “You want me to push you away again for old time’s sake?”

“No good, I’ll just beat some sense into you this time.  I’m not giving up without a fight ever again.”

“That’s my girl,” he approved, his smile stretching wider.  “The same goes for me.  I’ll follow you to the ends of the Earth if that’s what it takes.”

He said that now, but I had to wonder how long it’d be before our past responsibilities came knocking.  “You don’t think you’ll miss it?  You’ve been working for the Order for so long.  Just because I’m quitting doesn’t mean you have to give up your job too.”

“There are parts of it I’ll miss,” he admitted with a half shrug.  “But it’s only a job, and I’m finally in a place where I want more.  I want to figure out what it means to be alive again.  How to find the balance between art and order.”  Bishop reached for my hand, his thumb stroking over the promise ring as he threaded his fingers through mine.  “I want a life with you.”

I wanted those things too, more than anything.  We’d earned our shot at a new life together. 

Felix appeared at the end of the hallway, all formality instead of his usual lighthearted charm.  “They’re ready for you, Your Grace.”  

“Here we go,” I breathed, a flutter of nerves attacking with sudden force so that I stood stock still until the queasiness passed.  Even though I knew there was nothing the council could do to stop me, I still wasn’t looking forward to the actual business of quitting.  But they deserved more than a Dear John letter after all of their support.  

“Kiss me and tell me everything’s going to be okay,” I whispered, and Bishop dutifully brushed his lips over mine.  

“It’ll be better than okay.  I think we’re ready, don’t you?”

“Ready for what?”

“Forever.”
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Preview – 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?  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.  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.  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 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.  

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.”  

I savored the cooling relief as the ice rapidly melted, swallowing easier.  “Thank you,” I smiled, grateful to hear my voice 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.  

“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 noticed 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 time 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.”  She took a step back toward 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 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 toward 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?”  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?”

“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. 

Chapter Two

Dr. Michaelson proved to be somewhat of a disappointment.  The brusque woman virtually ignored my questions in favor of asking her own.  I was able to gather that I’d been brought in after a knife wound to my abdomen, and I only barely survived the surgery.  The doctor seemed almost peeved that I woke when I did.  She was unable to account for my sudden improvement, and I wasn’t sure if I should be amused or irritated by her annoyance.  After all, I was the one lying in the hospital bed, shouldn’t she be happy if I got better?  Either way she still got her paycheck. 

From the sound of things, I took a turn for the worse after the surgery and infection set in, only the doctor used a lot of incomprehensible words to describe it.  The gist was, she really hadn’t expected me to pull through it at all.  A sobering thought.

The faint glow around people was still there, and I noted with interest that there were different colors associated with different people.  I couldn’t for the life of me figure out what the color schemes meant though.  The doctor noted the anomaly with a scowl, ordering a battery of vision tests to be conducted the next morning, which would probably cost me another month’s wages.  

Maybe it was because most of her patients were unconscious the majority of the time, but the surgeon’s bedside manner definitely left something to be desired.  Her color was a deep orange with flecks of green in it, and I couldn’t help but think the green bits weren’t very nice.  

The only bright spot on the horizon was Dr. Michaelson agreed I could move to a regular room if I didn’t take a turn for the worse during the course of the night.  After that, I settled into a boring routine as everyone lost their interest in my miraculous recovery and went back to business as usual.  

Rachel came back to check up on me at regular intervals until the dayshift came on, and I was disappointed to find out Bryan the nurse was not the man I remembered with the piercing blue eyes (though his aura was a nice peaceful blue).  

Finally, I found myself in a semi-private room, happy to find I had no roommate as of yet.  The food police still wouldn’t allow me any solid foods and only a little water, no matter how much I begged and pleaded.  Even my most winsome smile hadn’t gotten through to Bryan on that account, and I started to wonder if his peaceful blue aura didn’t mask a slightly masochistic streak.  

I was about to ring for a refill on my ice chips when the door swung open.  “Ah, my hero,” I grinned, expecting to see Bryan with his plastic cup.  Instead, a guy in a dark blue suit entered, shutting the door firmly behind him.  He was of average height, average build, average looks, his dark hair slightly disheveled despite the early hour.  In fact, there was nothing remarkable about him.  Until he smiled, and a light of amusement came into his deep brown eyes, leading me to believe he’d heard my remark.  The smile made him much more appealing, cute even, and I smiled back in response.

“I haven’t been called anybody’s hero in at least... a week,” he grinned, moving to stand by my bedside where I could see him better.  His aura was a deep indigo, and I found myself distracted by it for a moment, wondering what it meant.  

“Sorry, I thought you were someone else,” I admitted with a sheepish grin.

“Give me a chance, I just got here.”  His smile widened before sharp eyes gave me the once over.  “You don’t look that bad at all,” he considered aloud, as though he found the thought surprising.

“Do you always begin conversations that way?” I raised a brow, the corner of my mouth quirking into an almost smile at the way he’d said it.  As though he’d gotten something for Christmas he hadn’t asked for.  

A tinge of color washed up the side of his neck, and I could see he hadn’t realized how it sounded.  “Sorry.  I meant they told me yesterday you were at death’s door, but you look good, better than good even.”  

“At death’s door... not exactly something a girl likes to hear.”  No wonder the nurse had been surprised when I’d woken up.  “Actually, I feel pretty great, all things considered.”  It was true, once the grogginess wore off and I’d gotten a few hours of sleep, I felt more restless than anything else, tired of lying in bed.  I was still too chicken to lift the bandages and take a peek at the surgery scars though.  There went my summer bikini season.

“Those must be some great drugs they’ve got you on,” he muttered, drawing out a small notepad and pen from his pocket.  “I’m Detective Benjamin Gates, with the Seattle Police.  I’d like to ask you a few questions if you don’t mind.”

“Ah, the cops.”  He didn’t look much like a cop in my opinion, something about his eyes were too gentle.  Then again, my experience with the police was blessedly limited.  “Sure, go ahead.”  It was better than what was on TV anyway.

“Merceline Renault, that’s an unusual name.  French?”

“That’s what they tell me, though none of my relatives ever seemed particularly French to me.  Most of them live in California,” I replied with a half shrug.  “You can call me Mercy, by the way.”  

“Nice to meet you, Mercy.”  He smiled again and I felt myself smiling back like a fool.  All at once it occurred to me, I hadn’t showered or brushed my teeth in a few days, and my lips snapped shut.  Had he already gotten a wave of dragon breath?  My good hand snuck up to surreptitiously comb through the tangle of my hair, tucking it away behind my ear.  

Whatever my state, Detective Gates didn’t seem to notice or care.  Instead, he plunged ahead with his line of questioning.  “I’m sure you can guess why I’m here.  We’d like to catch the guy that did this to you.  What can you tell me about that night?”

“The details are sketchy, but I’ll do my best.”  I let out a deep breath, head falling back against the pillow as I cast my mind back.  “I went out back to take out the garbage, it was my turn.”

“This is behind Eden, the nightclub?” Gates interrupted, already scribbling into his notebook.

“Yes, I’m a bartender there,” I nodded.  “It was late.  We were almost ready to close, so I was out in the alley by the dumpsters and that’s when I saw the guys fighting.  Well, sort of fighting, it was more like one guy attacking the other.  He had a knife and I saw him stab the other one, so I yelled and shoved the garbage can at him.”

“There was another guy there?”  The detective’s brows drew together over that tidbit of information, and I could tell it was news to him.  “That wasn’t very nice of him, not sticking around after you got stabbed,” he muttered darkly.  “Sorry, please continue.  What do you remember about the man with the knife?”

“It was dark, but he had brown hair.  A little shaggy and long around the ears, and he was unshaven.  Not a beard exactly, just scruffy.  Dark eyes I think, but I could be wrong about that, they were...”  I swallowed, recalling the expression in his eyes.  They’d been full of rage and a light of excitement when I stepped into that alleyway, like I’d given him a gift.  “They were dark,” I repeated lamely, not sure how to articulate it any better than that, but the Detective nodded encouragingly.  

“He was tall.  Not as tall as the other man but taller than me, which isn’t hard to do.”  I stood at just under five feet five inches, with a slender build, and I’d lost every fight I’d ever been in with my younger brother, Matthias.  I really had no business engaging a man with a knife like that.  

“I guess I wasn’t thinking, because instead of running for help, I got it into my head that I needed to stop him.  He’d already stabbed the other man, and I worried he might kill him before help could come.  But as soon as he saw me...” I swallowed again, wishing for Bryan and his ice chips.  “He forgot all about the other guy and came after me.”  His face loomed large in my memory, the smile curving his lips as he struck out with the knife.  

Detective Gates cleared his throat, drawing me out of my reverie.  “I’m sorry to dredge up such painful memories,” he said gently, and I gave him a faint smile.  

“It’s okay.  It’s my own fault for charging in there without a lick of sense.”  

“I’d like to show you a few pictures to see if you can identify the man who attacked you.”  He withdrew some mug shots from another pocket, laying them out on the bedside tray and rolled it toward me.  I pressed the magic button on the side of the bed to sit up higher (that was the one thing I liked about hospital beds).  “Do you see the man here among these shots?”

Surprised they might already know who he was, I studied them with interest.  Almost immediately I spotted the guy and pointed to him decisively.  “That’s him.”

“You’re sure?”

“Definitely, I’m positive,” I nodded vehemently.  The photo showed the creep with a surly expression on his face that I’d seen first hand.  But how did they know he was involved?  Had a witness stepped forth?  If so, then why didn’t they know about the other man?  “It’s funny, I had a... I guess it was a dream, that he was here last night,” I remarked, thinking of the blue eyed stranger.

“Who, the guy that attacked you?”  Detective Gates’ eyes widened in alarm at the idea, and I felt a stab of guilt for having gone off on a tangent in my mind without defining the segue.

“No, the other man,” I corrected quickly.  

“What can you tell me about that man?” he asked, flipping the page in his notepad.

“Oh... well, he was tall, like I said.  Blonde hair, curly and kind of messy the way it fell over his forehead.”  Good looking in a clueless sort of way, like he would’ve been a hottie with a makeover, but I didn’t mention that.  “His clothing was... I remember a long brown coat.  Beyond that, I’m sorry, I don’t remember.  He’d been stabbed, like me, but he didn’t look like he was in pain, he looked sort of lost.  Or maybe not lost, but bewildered, as if he couldn’t understand what was happening.  He had the bluest eyes...” my words trailed off.

“Like yours?”

“What?”  My head came up distractedly, as I wasn’t sure I’d heard him right.  

“Your eyes...  I’m sorry, I was just noticing how blue they are,” he replied, staring openly at me, his notepad forgotten.  Not for the first time, I wondered why people were staring at me lately.  How much of a wreck did I look like from my brush with death?

“How... blue they are,” I nodded slowly, wishing for a mirror or even something shiny, but I was surrounded by plastic.  

“Is there something wrong?”  Gates’ eyes narrowed in curiosity, and I shifted uncomfortably under his scrutiny.

“No, nothing wrong.”  I gave him a tight smile.  What could I say?  My eyes have been chocolate brown since birth, you’d better get your eyes checked, mister?  Things were getting weirder and weirder, but I tried to dismiss it from my mind for the moment.  For all I knew, the guy was colorblind, or it was a temporary thing from the surgery.  Or maybe it had to do with all the colors I saw around people? 

“Ah, where were we?” I frowned, having completely lost my train of thought.  

Detective Gates looked down to consult his notes.  “Oh, you were telling me about the other guy, the one who got stabbed.  You said you thought you saw him here last night?”

“Well yeah, but he couldn’t have been.  They told me I wasn’t allowed visitors in the ICU.  In fact, you’re the first person I’ve seen not wearing scrubs since Saturday.”

“Maybe he was a patient here, if he got stabbed too?” he mused aloud.  His hand rubbed along his jaw as if it itched, and I could see he hadn’t had a chance to shave yet.  Suddenly, I wondered if it wasn’t the end of a long night for him, instead of the beginning of a new day.  

“Maybe,” I agreed readily since my mind had already gone along those lines.  “That shouldn’t be too hard for you guys to check out, right?  I mean how many stab victims come in on any given day?”

“You’d be surprised,” Gates sighed.  “He might not have come in at all.  A lot of these guys have their own people to stitch them up.”

“What do you mean these guys?”  

“Drug dealers.  This guy you identified?”  He picked up the mug shot of my attacker and shook it.  “He’s a known drug dealer, among other things.  We lifted his prints from a knife we found in the alley, the knife that stabbed you.  Your ID clinches it.  Maybe you got in the middle of a drug deal gone bad?”

“Drugs?”  Somehow I couldn’t picture the blonde man being in that alley to buy drugs.  But then what else had he been doing there in the middle of the night?  “You know who he is then?  The guy who attacked me?”  That was comforting.  I thought it would be much tougher to find the man, if ever.  Lucky for me he dropped his knife.  Lucky for me, but stupid for him.  Obviously the guy wasn’t a master criminal.

“Yep, now it’s just a matter of picking him up.  We’ve already got an APB out on him now.  We’ll most likely have him in custody before you get released from the hospital.”  Gates gave me a reassuring smile, and I believed him.  

“That’s good to hear.”  I didn’t like to think about the guy lurking around the club, waiting to finish off the job.  Looking up, I realized the detective had fallen silent and stood there looking at me again.  Not expectantly like he’d asked a question I missed, just reflectively.  “Do you have any more questions?”  My brows rose a fraction higher.

The detective shook himself out of it, flipping his notebook shut.  “No, I’ll let you get some rest now.  When we do pick him up, we might ask you to come down and fill out some paperwork.  Not until you’re well enough to, of course,” he added quickly.

“Sure, whatever I can do to help.”  

“In the meantime, if you think of anything else we should know, please don’t hesitate to give me a call.”  Producing a business card, he set it down on the rolling tray.  

“I sure will,” I agreed, picking up the card and glancing down at it, my fingers moving over the neat print. 

“And if I need to call you...?”

“You know where to find me.  Something tells me I’ll be here for a while yet.”  I gave a long suffering sigh and Gates laughed at my disgruntled tone.  

“You still live at the address on your driver’s license?”

“Yep, and you know where I work, so I’d say you stand a pretty good chance of finding me if you want me.”

The color rose on the side of his neck again, and I wondered if I’d said something to embarrass him, but I didn’t know him well enough to guess what it was.  “Thank you for your time, Miss Renault.”

“Mercy,” I reminded him.

“Miss Mercy,” he amended, and we both made a face at the same time at how it sounded, sharing a laugh at each other’s expressions.  “Mercy then,” he allowed with a nod.  

“Stop by anytime,” I couldn’t help but add.  There were worse ways to spend my time than talking with a friendly cop with a great smile.  

* * * 

I found out first hand what those worse ways to spend my time were, as an ocular specialist came in to run the tests on my eyes.  Dr. Estefan was a compact man who ended every single sentence with hokay?  As in Now I would like you to close your right eye and repeat the same series from top to bottom, hokay?  Stifling a smile, I did as I was told, and for the life of me couldn’t tell if I passed or failed the tests based on his reactions.

But soon enough he told me to have a nice day, hokay? and took his leave.  His color had been a mixture of greens and blues, though I hadn’t told him that.  I decided I should keep the colors to myself.  After all, it wasn’t hurting anything, and my vision was still crisp and accurate as far as I could tell.  

Not two seconds after he’d gone, my door opened again and I steeled myself for the next round of being poked and prodded, but to my relief my brother slouched in instead.  

“Matty!” I squealed, never so glad to see him in my life.  My younger brother could be counted on to fetch and carry all the things the nurses were too busy for, and maybe even sneak in a bit of contraband.  Only two years younger than me, we were close growing up, though I saw less of him in later years unless he was broke and needed a place to crash.  His aura was a pale yellow with the faintest bit of blue around the edges.  

“Hey, Merce,” he grinned, and I could see the relief etched plainly on his face.  Just what had they told him to expect?  Damn those doctors.

“I’m so glad to see you!  Did you come by before while I was still out?”

Matt nodded, dragging a chair up to the side of my bed.  “Yeah, but all they would let me do is look at you through the glass for a while, so I went on home.”  There was a touch of guilt in his voice at that, as if I’d be mad at him for leaving me there alone.

Instead, I nodded my approval, waving away his concern.  “Did you call Mom?”  I knew my expression matched his own, the vague distaste in what that conversation must have been like.  Now don’t get me wrong, I love my mother, I just don’t like dealing with her a whole hell of a lot.  Trust me, if you met her you’d get that a little goes a long way where she’s concerned.  

“Yeah, she wanted to fly out here, and shit, I almost told her to do it.  They made it sound like you were gonna kick at any moment.  But in the end I talked her into waiting a little longer.  I guess you got better in the nick of time, huh?”  He gave me that lopsided grin that always made me think of him as a skinny boy, gap-toothed with a bowl haircut, begging me to come and play outside with him.  

“She knows I’m getting better though?”  That was a conversation I didn’t look forward to either.  I was sure to get an earful on the dangers of city living and why I should be working at a library.  Or a nunnery.  No guff, she really suggested that to me once.  

“No worries, I bought you another day at least,” he drawled, head lolling back as he lounged in the chair more comfortably.  Matt never sat, he sprawled; he never stood, he slouched.  He had the worst posture I’d ever seen.

“Thanks.”  I gave him a heartfelt smile.  “Hey Matty, can you find me a mirror?”  Suddenly I remembered I wanted to check my eyes among other things.  

“Why, you got a date later?” he smirked, long dark bangs falling into his eyes.  I gave him a look that spoke volumes and he relented, patting his pockets and giving the room a cursory look.  “I don’t really see...  Where am I supposed to find a mirror in a hospital room?  This isn’t a day spa.”

“Look around for something reflective, made out of metal,” I prompted.  How hard could it be?  It proved to be harder than I’d thought it would be, but after checking a few cupboards, he returned with a bedpan in hand, beaming proudly.  

“A bed pan?”  My brow rose skeptically, but I lowered it almost immediately, catching his crestfallen expression.  “Thank you, that should work perfectly,” I amended, holding my hands out for the thing.  

It was shiny enough to give me a somewhat distorted representation of my face, as long as I didn’t mind being compared to Jabba the Hutt.  Staring back at me were brilliant, blue eyes instead of my usual brown ones; striking against my dark hair and pale complexion.  “Huh.”  My breath came out a little funny as I stared, turning the bedpan one way and then the other.  

“What?” 

“My eyes are blue.  I mean really, really blue.  Didn’t you notice?”  I lowered the bedpan and looked at him, widening my eyes slightly.

“Sure I did, I figured you got colored contacts or something.  Nobody’s eyes are that blue naturally, and especially not yours.  Yours are even darker than mine.”  A careless shrug was given, clearly this wasn’t a big issue for him.

“No, my eyes are actually blue now, ever since I woke up.  That’s kind of weird, right?”

Matty stared closer, leaning forward to study them.  “That is weird.  I’ve never heard of that before, did the doctors say why it happened?” he murmured, and I started to feel like a bug on a stick, on display.

“No, they’re clueless.  Just like they can’t figure out why I took a turn for the better.”

“Yesterday they asked me if you’d made your wishes known for last rites and how you wanted to be buried and stuff.”  He slouched back again, looking uncomfortable. 

“Jesus... I’m sorry, Matty, that must’ve been rough.”  I would have patted his arm but I couldn’t reach him.  

“It’s okay, I’m just glad you’re doing better.”  

“And I’m just glad you’re here... so I can kick your ass at cards,” I grinned back.  

“I knew you’d say that.”  Matt produced a deck of cards from his back pocket, his smile stretching wider.  “I hope you’re ready for a whuppin’.  I’m gonna own your car by the time you get out of this place.”  

“Bring it on, squirt, I’m gonna own you by the time I walk out of here.”  My eyes glittered with avarice.  

In the end I did own him after a fashion, having secured IOU’s for various handy man type chores to be redeemed at my discretion when he ran out of money to bet.  It wasn’t often that I beat him at cards.  Maybe my luck was improving?  

Finally, they chased him out at dinnertime and I was relieved to find my status upgraded to allow me clear liquids.  While beef broth and red jello weren’t exactly gourmet fare, after a diet of ice and water, it was sheer heaven.  

My night was a restless one, filled with interruptions as the staff came to check my vitals, and the arrival of a roommate sometime around two in the morning.  What sleep I was able to snatch was riddled with unsettling dreams, reliving the attack in the alley over and over again.  Seeking solace, my mind built the fantasy that my blue eyed visitor came to see me again, standing silently by my bed as I slept.  For whatever reason, I didn’t find the idea creepy or unusual that a total stranger might come to stand watch over me, in fact, I found it sort of comforting.  I even had the notion he held my hand, and those were the most peaceful hours of sleep I enjoyed.  

Chapter Three

I knew I wasn’t supposed to get out of bed.

No one came right out and said it specifically, but after all, I’d just come out of a major surgery that no one expected me to survive.  A trip to the gift shop was pretty much out of the question.  

Early morning found me bored to tears, with no one to talk to and nothing to do but count the ceiling tiles (there were twenty-six).  My roommate, Beth, snored behind the curtain separating our spaces in the shared room, and I wondered if I could get away with turning the television on low.  

Even beyond the boredom, I was struck by a restless energy, nudging me to get up and give my legs a test drive.  Looking back, I should’ve been aware it wasn’t in any way normal, but at the time, my thoughts were more focused on the logistics of the task at hand.  

What would I do about my IV?  (It was on wheels and could be unplugged)  

Could I easily remove the massaging leg warmer thingies that kept the blood from pooling in my legs?  (They were secured with Velcro, no sweat)  

Where would I go? (The bathroom looked like my best bet, and I was dying to get a look at myself in the mirror and brush my teeth, even if only with a finger)  

Could I even make it to the bathroom and back without an alarm going off, nurse walking in on me, or Beth waking up and ratting me out?  (Only one way to find out...) 

Moving slow, both for stealth’s sake and to make sure my body could actually handle the movement, I inched myself up to a sitting position, courtesy of the magic bed.  So far, so good...  

The leg massagers came off easily enough, and my body didn’t seem to mind the bending motion it took to get them off.  In fact, there was no pain in my abdomen at all from shifting position. The only unusual sensation I had was my stitches itched like crazy, and I hoped it was a good sign.  Didn’t wounds start to itch when they healed?  

Carefully, I swung my legs down to the floor, sitting up on the edge of the bed.  No dizziness, and no nausea – I was good to go.  My legs bore the weight fine with no sign of pain, only a faint stiffness in my limbs from lying too long in one place.  The IV monitor unplugged easily enough, and soon I was pushing the unit along the cool linoleum, my eyes diverting between the closed door and the curtain separating my bed from Beth’s, but neither showed signs of stirring.  

Once inside the bathroom, I breathed easier, resting the door shut carefully before turning to stare at myself in the mirror.  There I was, rocking the grunge look with my unwashed hair and shiny face.  “Holy crap...”  My eyes were blue alright, a vibrant, crystalline blue that reminded me of my mysterious stranger, as I was starting to think of him.  Turning my head first one way and then the other, I observed the effect and had to admit, it was striking.  

Apart from the fact that everyone who knew me would assume that I’d gotten colored contacts, I decided I could definitely get used to the look.  I almost expected to see a halo of color around myself in the mirror, but there was no sign of one.  Except for the blue eyes I looked just as I always had, or did I?  There was something else off, something subtle I couldn’t quite put my finger on.  

Deciding it didn’t matter, I opted to take advantage of the trip to the bathroom in case I got yelled at for it and didn’t get the opportunity again any time soon.  Pretty sure I’d be busted if I tried to take a shower, I settled for washing my face and stealing some of Beth’s toothpaste to freshen up my mouth.  It was awkward with the IV in my arm, but I managed well enough.  

Feeling brave (or was it foolish?), I decided to lift the bandage and see what the incision across my abdomen looked like.  The itching was driving me crazy, and I reasoned that if it was all red and angry, I should probably tell someone about it.  Peeling back the tape little by little, I tried to peek inside, but the angle was awkward until I’d managed to pull at least half of it off and could see it in the mirror.  

There was a faint line there, the skin slightly pink and raised where the scar should’ve been, the stitches standing out dark and angry against my pale flesh.  What the hell was going on?  Where was the big nasty scar?  There was no way I could’ve healed that quickly from the surgery a few days ago, and as I passed my fingers lightly over the line, there was no pain or tenderness.  

Looking up, I met my shocked gaze in the mirror, just standing there with my bandage half on and half off.  If Dr. Michaelson was surprised I survived the infection, she was going to freak out when she saw how quickly my body healed itself through no effort on her part.  

Just like that, it came to me.  

I had to get the heck out of Dodge before they started asking questions I didn’t know the answers to.  There was no way I would sit around in the hospital while they poked and prodded me, running test after test.  I felt fine, better than fine, I felt strong.  No sense of fatigue from my trip to the bathroom.  In fact, it felt good to be up and around, working the kinks out of my muscles.  I started back to the bed, trying to work my way through the logistics of sneaking out of the busy hospital.

Only, there was no way I’d be able to walk out by myself.  I needed to call in the reinforcements.  That meant either Matty or maybe Daphne, my best friend.  As a last resort, I reasoned I could call Alice or Walter from work.  Even Parker, my boss, who owned and ran Eden, but I was less comfortable involving anyone from work.  

Halfway between the bathroom and the bed, the door swung open.  I froze, a guilty expression on my face like a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar, until I realized who it was.  “Daphne!” I beamed, lowering my voice instantly to a conspiratorial hush.  “I’m so glad to see you, you’ve gotta get me out of here!”  

Daphne Spencer and I had been best friends ever since my family moved to Seattle when I was in the third grade.  Our friendship had survived many things over the years, and I knew she was the one person I could count on, besides my brother, to be there for me when the chips were down.  She was my opposite as far as coloring went, with long blonde hair that naturally fell in perfect ringlets I’d kill for.  Her skin was habitually tanned, despite the usually overcast Seattle weather, and her eyes a light blue that sparkled with good humor.  As I saw her then, the aura surrounding her body was a vibrant orange with a tinge of pink at the center.  

“Mercy, what are you doing up and around?  Should you be doing that?”  She looked horrified at the idea of me being out of bed and I realized I’d have an uphill battle.  

“I don’t know what they told you, but I’m not at death’s door.”  I used Detective Gates’ turn of phrase.  “Now quick, you have to help me get out of here before the nurse comes back, or even worse, one of the doctors.”  My feet moved swiftly, pushing the clunky, rolling IV stand back and plopping down on the edge of the bed.

“What?  That’s crazy, you almost died!”  Her eyes narrowed at me suspiciously and I could tell I’d have to talk fast.

“Oh, stop being so melodramaculous.”  I used one of our favorite words.  “Obviously I’m not dying, look at me.  Do I look like I belong in a hospital?”  To prove my point I stood again and did a slow pivot in a circle, but then ruined the effect when I had to turn back around in the opposite direction to keep the stupid IV from getting tangled up.  

“Mercy, they were talking about keeping you here for another week at least.”  Daphne shook her head.  

“I don’t care, I need to go home.  I’ll be fine, I swear.  I’ll explain everything when we get back to my place.”  I pleaded with her, the desperation growing with every moment we stood around talking about it.  She still looked largely unconvinced, so I played my trump card.  “Come on, Daph, you know I’ll do it with or without your help and I stand a much better chance of getting home safely if you take me home instead of dragging myself onto the bus...”

Her head tilted to one side as she studied me, and I gave her a mischievous smile.  The one I regularly used to try and cajole her into one of my scathingly brilliant ideas over the years.  I could practically see the wheels turning in her head, weighing the risks and possible outcomes, trying to decide if I’d really go through with the bluff.  We both knew I was stubborn enough to try it.  About a half second before she opened her mouth to reply I felt a rush of triumph.  “Okay, but if you die, it’s all your own fault,” Daphne grumbled, not looking at all thrilled by caving in.  

“Some of us are trying to sleep, y’all,” Beth called out in an overly saccharine voice, and Daphne and I traded identical eye rolls.  The woman hadn’t been so concerned with volume control when it had been her talking up a storm to the nurse in the middle of the night.

Overjoyed by the prospect of busting out of there, I beckoned her to me, whispering conspiratorially.  “You’ve got to get me something to wear.  I can’t walk out of here dressed like this.”  I gestured to the hospital gown that thankfully tied in a crisscross over the front instead of gaping open in the back like they did in the movies.  

“Where am I supposed to get clothes for you to wear?  Steal them from the lost and found?”  Her nose crinkled with distaste at the prospect of wearing someone else’s stinky, old clothes.  “Oh... I have an idea.  Sit tight, okay?”  Daphne’s face lit up in excitement, finally getting into the spirit of our escapade.  

“I’ll be here, just don’t take too long.” I nodded back, swinging my feet into bed in case Bryan came in to check my vitals.  No sense in alarming anyone before we were ready to fly the coop.  “And thanks, Daph.”  

“You’re going to owe me for this one.”  Her eyes gleamed with a touch of good natured avarice, and then she was gone.

I tried to relax as I waited for Daphne to come back, even glad to see Bryan show up on schedule to take my blood pressure, since it meant I’d have more time to make my getaway before he returned.  But my pulse was up, something he remarked upon as he tapped the data into the pad.  With all the adrenaline coursing through my system I wasn’t surprised, but I managed a noncommittal murmur in response.  

Soon enough I was on my own, and the moment the door swung shut, my gaze returned to the IV sticking out of my arm.  As soon as I hatched the idea of sneaking out of the hospital, I realized I’d have to deal with removing it on my own.  There was no way I could ask Daphne to take it out for me, she was squeamish enough over the idea as it was, and had never been one to handle blood or gore particularly well.  She was always the one to duck and hide her eyes during a gruesome horror movie or zombie flick, which meant I’d have to grit my teeth and pull it out.  How hard could it be?

Going with the pull the Band-aid off quickly school of thought, I peeled off part of the tape holding the needle in.  My teeth mashed against the inside of my lips at the pain that bloomed from the big patch of missing arm hair in the process.  After a deep breath or two, I gritted my teeth in anticipation of more pain.  Gripping the needle firmly, I yanked it out as straight as I could manage, pressing the bandage firmly around the wound to keep it from bleeding.  All in all, pulling the needle out hurt far less than removing the tape, thank God.

The door swung open and I looked up nervously, hand clamped over my wrist guiltily.  It was only Daphne, her face glowing with success as she plopped a duffel bag on the end of the bed.  “I was going to try to get to the gym later,” she beamed, unzipping the bag to pull out a pair of lycra workout shorts and an oversized t-shirt.  

I would have been happy to wear clown pants at that point if it meant a chance at getting out of there, and immediately tugged them on.  Relieved that none of the physical activity made me the least bit weak or woozy, I slipped on her sneakers that were thankfully just a little snug, but fit otherwise, and I tugged my hair up into a messy ponytail.  

Daphne had taken up a vantage point by the door, ready to distract anyone who came through.  She darted a furtive glance over, her shoulders dropping in relief as she saw me zipping up the duffel.  “Ready?”  

“Ready.”  I was nervous as hell as we stepped out into the hall.  After a brief check, we started walking slow but steady for the elevators at the end of the hallway.  It was tempting to look at the nurse’s station on the way out to see if we were noticed.  Instead, I kept my face turned away, putting Daphne between me and the desk in the hopes she’d block me at least in part.  

Once inside the elevator we both dissolved into a nervous fit of giggles, and I felt a huge hurdle had been surpassed by leaving the floor.  On the ground level, no one paid us any mind and it was a quick shot out to the parking lot.  I was pleased to note I still felt no fatigue or dizziness, but the colors...  They nearly overwhelmed me once we got to the crowded lobby.

Auras of all hues glowed softly around each person in a riot of colors that dazzled my eyes.  Daphne caught my dazed expression and shot me a look.  “Are you sure you want to leave?” she murmured, a pucker of worry appearing on her brow.

“No, I’m fine.  It’s not that, it’s... something else.  I’ll explain later, I promise,” I hedged, not knowing quite how to explain the phenomenon anyway.  Out in the car I took a deep, steadying breath, noting my hands shook slightly, but I figured it was from the adrenaline.  We had done it!

“Holy smokes, I can’t believe we just did that!”  Daphne looked amped as she started the car and I couldn’t help but smile in return.  

I wasn’t very talkative on the way back to my apartment, but Daphne didn’t seem to notice or mind, singing along with the radio.  She’d always been an upbeat person, bubbly and good hearted, and I’d always admired and envied those qualities about her.  I’d always been more cynical, skeptical, but I liked to think my heart was still in the right place.  

We balanced each other out pretty well.  She kept me from getting too broody and down when things didn’t go my way, reminding me about the good things in life.  In turn, I kept her from floating off into the clouds when her naiveté got the better of her and threatened to lead her into making a mistake.  Like the time she’d wanted to accept that ride home from those rocker guys with a van just because they had a cute puppy.  I loved her to death, but sometimes she had no common sense.

My eyes drifted to the sidewalks, still sparsely populated in the early morning.  Spotting auras gave people watching a whole new dimension and I studied them, looking for a pattern to the colors.  

My eyes landed on a familiar face, and I stared dumbstruck as I spied my mysterious stranger, not four blocks from the hospital!  He was tall, like I remembered, and he had the same long brown coat he wore in the alley and in my dreams.  Oddly enough, he had that disheveled look one might associate with the homeless or someone who was down on his luck.  But not dirty, not like he lived on the streets, he just seemed out of place.  

The same golden aura surrounded him like a full body halo, gleaming brighter than the average person on the street.  This time it didn’t flicker and crackle like a bug zapper, but was steady and solid, much stronger.  

He walked with both hands shoved deep in his pockets, the breeze blowing his unruly curls down over his forehead, making my fingers itch to push them back to get a better look at his face.  We were close to passing him when he looked up, his azure gaze locking with mine.  I turned in my seat, staring as we drove past and he turned as well, holding my gaze until we disappeared around the corner.  

That time I hadn’t imagined him, I was as sure of that as I knew my own name.  And he knew me too, or at least was as interested in me as I was in him in that brief contact.  Part of me wanted to ask Daphne to turn around and go back, but what would I say?  Hey, remember me from that alley the other night?  Or better still, were you in my hospital room holding my hand?  It sounded looney tunes just thinking about it, and my mood turned broody for the rest of the way home.

Luckily, Daphne had her emergency key to my apartment, and I wondered again if my purse was locked up at the hospital or down at Eden.  My cat, Mimsy, immediately came mewling for attention, but instead of tangling with my legs as she tended to do once I opened the door, she backed away as soon as she saw me. 

“Come on, kitty, what is it? C’mere, Mims...”  I frowned at her behavior.  She sniffed the air around me carefully, her hackles raised.

“Maybe she smells the hospital?” Daphne shrugged, closing the door.

“More likely she smells me, I haven’t showered in days.”  I made a face, sighing with relief to be back in my own place again.  “I should probably take one now.”

“You need to get into bed, Mercy,” Daphne ordered resolutely, turning me by the shoulders toward my bedroom. “Just because I helped spring you from the hospital, doesn’t mean I think you should be running around all willy nilly.”

My lips quirked over that.  “Taking a shower isn’t exactly running around willy or nilly.  Besides, I don’t think I can rest until I wash away the smell of that place.  I don’t want to climb into my nice clean bed like this.”

“Nope, no shower until you’ve had a chance to rest from the trip home,” she insisted, and I could tell I’d have a hard time arguing her out of that one from the mutinous cast to her face.

“How about I rest on the couch then?”  My brown vinyl couch was surprisingly comfy and I liked to pretend it was made of real leather, it made me feel more stylish.  “I’ll lie here like a potato.”  I was already moving to plop down into my regular spot, and Mimsy followed, sniffing my ankles cautiously.  

“Well... alright,” Daphne relented after a moment, knowing my stubborn nature.  “But I’m going to make you some tea and then you can tell me all about what happened.  Matt wasn’t at all specific when he called me, and Parker didn’t know much more either.”  

My kitchen was open to the living room, the space separated by a breakfast bar, and we could talk easily while she put the kettle on.  There was a tiny balcony outside of the sliding glass door that the building manager laughingly called a deck, but there was barely enough room for two plastic chairs out there.  Mimsy liked to sit out there with me though, and the overhang from the apartment above kept the rain off unless it was windy.  

“You talked to Parker?”  My brows rose a fraction over that.  My boss was nice enough after you got to know him, but I hadn’t thought Daphne ever really spoke to him much before.

“Well sure, after Matty told me you’d been stabbed at work and the hospital said you couldn’t have any visitors, I went down there to find out if anyone saw anything.  He was too busy bitching about all the hassle the cops gave him about not having proper safety lighting out in the alley.  He wasn’t much help at all.”

Great, I had to contend with Parker being pissy with me when I got back to work on top of my missed shifts.  That sounded like fun.  “That figures.  I almost die and he’s worried about the bother of installing security lights,” I muttered.  

“He did seem worried about you, if that helps.  He was kind of broken up about it, guilty even.  I just don’t think he knew how to vocalize it.”  

Ah Daphne, ever looking for the good in people.  I knew better, Parker wasn’t the sentimental type.  Hopefully I’d get a few more days grace period before I had to go back and face him, and with any luck he’d cool down by then.  

“Do you want blackberry or apple cinnamon?”  Daphne held up the boxes of tea, giving each a light shake when she mentioned them.

“I’ll take blackberry, thanks,” I replied, settling more comfortably on the couch and patting the cushion next to me, but Mimsy still gave me a wide berth.  “Stupid cat...”

“What?”

“Oh nothing,” I sighed, closing my eyes for a moment.  “This has been the weirdest week.”

Daphne made an inelegant snort.  “You crack me up, Mercy.  You get stabbed, spend the week in the hospital, almost die, and then talk me into sneaking you out of there, and you that’s all you can say?  It’s been a weird week?”  A shake of the head was given. 

“You don’t know the half of it,” I muttered, leaning back against the couch.

“Okay, so tell me.”  Daphne returned to the living room, mugs in hand, setting them down on the coffee table.  Folding her legs under her on the couch beside me, she waited, eyes alight with anticipation.

I didn’t know how much to tell her.  I didn’t want her to worry, and I was afraid if I told her about my incredible healing or the colors I was seeing, she might try and talk me into going back to the hospital for more tests.  Or worse, call my mother.

Instead, I focused on the one thing that might capture her interest enough to push those other issues aside.  My mysterious stranger.  “You know the guy who was in the alley getting stabbed before I showed up?”

Daphne nodded, she knew the basics at least.

“I could’ve sworn he was at the hospital too, visiting me when I was in intensive care.”

“But I thought you weren’t supposed to have visitors?”  A disgruntled tone crept into her voice at having been denied the same privilege.

“No, I wasn’t, and the nurse said no one had been allowed in.  So I figured I must have imagined it, right?”  I licked my lips, forging on.  “And then the next night I dreamed about him again, that he came to visit me while I slept.  But not in a creepy, stalkerish way, more like he was looking out for me.”

Daphne nodded again, waiting for me to get to the good part she knew must be coming from my tone of voice.

“I figured it was all in my head, but when we left the hospital, I saw him on the street and he looked right at me.”

“And?” she prompted, leaning forward in her seat.  

“And... that’s it, I saw him and he saw me and he definitely knew me, that’s all.  Don’t you think that’s kinda weird?”  

Doubt clouded her pretty features, and I could tell she searched for the right thing to say.  “Yes, I guess so.  But maybe he was coming to visit you?  Maybe he found out you were out of the ICU and wanted to visit you to say thanks for saving his life?”  

Obviously she didn’t think there was anything strange about that, but I couldn’t shake the feeling there was something more between us.  A connection I couldn’t describe.  “I just thought it was an odd coincidence to see him on the street like that,” I said with a half shrug.  

“Tell me about him, was he cute?”  Warming to the subject, she picked up a pillow and hugged it to her middle.

I couldn’t help but smile in response, it’d been too long since we had some good girl talk over a guy.  A while since I’d been in a real relationship, the last few guys I hooked up with turned out to be total losers.  The last one even asked me to pay for my half of dinner right after he gave me the it’s not you, it’s me speech.  He ended up with a lap full of linguine and I had to catch the bus home.

“He was cute,” I grinned.  “In a kind of scruffy way.  Not in the I’m cool, here is my perpetual unshaven look like Steve, remember Steve?”  I groaned, oh how I wish I could forget him.  “But in a cute, clueless sort of way.  Like a big puppy.”  I was explaining it badly, I knew that, but I didn’t think saying he dressed like a homeless guy would present the right mental image.  “Tall, blonde and handsome though, what’s not to like?”

“Like a big puppy?  I didn’t think that was your type.  Isn’t that how you described Walter from work?”

Walter worked as a bouncer at the club.  Despite the muscles and deliberately grim expression he wore at work, I found he was a gentle, almost bashful man.  He was also a bit sweet on me, though I never felt a love connection there.  “Walter is more like a big, loyal dog than a puppy,” I considered aloud.  “He’s sweet and trustworthy but there’s no spark, you know?”

Daphne nodded, she got it.  “But you feel a spark with this other guy?”

“I don’t know, I mean, I’ve never even spoken to him.”  

“Maybe you should find this guy then?  I bet the cops will track him down,” she suggested, blowing on her tea, and I shook my head.  

“No, the cops didn’t even know he’d been in the alley with me, they have no idea who he is.  But the detective did seem interested in him, so maybe he’ll track him down.”

“No fair, the police got to visit you before I did?” Daphne pouted.  

“Yeah, they came to see me practically as soon as I was awake.  They already know who the guy was that attacked me though, that was pretty impressive.”

“They do?  That was fast.  Do they need you to pick him out of a lineup or anything?”

“I don’t know, they hadn’t picked him up yet when I talked to the guy.  He seemed pretty confident they’d get him soon though.”  I smiled at the recollection of the conversation.  Detective Gates had been much more personable than I’d been expecting from the police department.

“Hey, wait a minute, I know that smile.  Was the cop cute too?” Daphne teased, and I felt my cheeks grow warm.  

“He was attractive, yes,” I admitted, remembering his engaging smile.  “But come on, he’s a cop.”  Not that I had anything against law enforcement, it just wasn’t something I’d really considered before.

Daphne snorted at that.  “So?  You don’t think they date?  It’s not like you’re a criminal or anything.  It wouldn’t hurt you to go out with a nice guy for a change.”

“Just because he’s a cop doesn’t mean he’s a nice guy,” I pointed out, reaching for my own tea that had turned a deep purple, the way I liked it.

“But was he?”  

Definitely a nice guy, it was his defining characteristic.  “Yes, he was,” I admitted.  

“You should call him up and ask him if he’s been able to track down the other guy.  If he has, then great, you can give your big, blonde puppy a call.  If not, then maybe you and the cop can get together for a little interrogation or something.”  She waggled her eyebrows at me, and we both laughed.

“Maybe I will.  But I’m not doing anything today but taking it easy.”  I was pretty sure a trained detective would want to know why I was out of the hospital already.

“Good,” she nodded with approval.  “I can stick around until two, then I have to get to work.”  Daphne worked in a call center for a market research company.  Which was a nice way of saying she was one of those annoying people who called you at dinnertime and asked you to take a survey about what brand of laundry soap you preferred.  She landed me a job there once, but it wasn’t my thing.  Personally, I could never take all the rejection.  People were pretty damn rude to perfect strangers on the phone, but it suited her temperament fine.  

“Okay, thanks.  Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.  I’m just going to curl up and wade through some of my Netflix queue.”  

We chatted for a while.  She was dating someone new, and I wanted to hear all about that, of course.  By the time Daphne had to leave for work, I was desperate for a shower.  If I’d been as weak as a kitten, I still would have dragged my mangy butt in there and let the water run over me, even if I had to sit on the bottom of the tub.  As it was I still felt fine, and as soon as I bolted the door after Daphne, I made a beeline for the bathroom to turn the water on.

Speaking of kittens, Mimsy grew less wary of me and condescended to sit at my feet while I visited with Daphne, close but still out of reach for being patted.  When I got up to go into the shower she followed me, sitting in her usual vantage point on the counter to watch, having a love/hate relationship with water.  

The hot shower felt amazing.  I don’t know if it was because it had been a few days, or because of whatever change had come over my body since the stabbing, or secret option number three, but I lingered a lot longer than I needed to.  I came out feeling relaxed and good, until I caught sight of my stitches in the steamy bathroom mirror.  

I had no idea if they were supposed to be dissolving stitches or if they’d have to be removed, but it was clear they weren’t needed anymore.  The skin beneath them looked completely knitted together, even smoother than it had that morning, if possible.  Picking up a pair of slender scissors from the bathroom counter, I carefully snipped through them and pulled the black threads free with a pair of tweezers.  Belatedly, I wondered if I should have sterilized things first, but it was too late.  Except for the faint line across my belly I looked fine. 

Better since I was clean, a healthy pink glow returned to my skin.  The eyes were still startling to get used to, and I was glad Daphne hadn’t brought it up.  For the moment all I wanted to do was pull on some comfy pajamas and curl up on the sofa like I promised.  There was time enough to ponder what happened to me and why I felt like a stranger in my own body.

––––––––

If you’re interested in reading more,

Download Angel of Mercy today!
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