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About Blood Unleashed
Who is the real enemy?

Marcus Anderson, chemical weapons expert and CIA handler of assets like world famous Kate Lindenstream, finds vampires troubling. He’d rather have nothing to do with them, until the world-class sniper known only as The Whisper takes a shot at him...and misses.  While Marcus’ supervisors wrangle over red tape, Marcus follows the trail back and meets Ilaria, a hot-tempered, diminutive, smoldering Italian beauty who captures his scarred and defensive heart.

Meanwhile, Cyneric Pæga’s radar is prickled by a trail of clues that he puts together to reveal that Ilaria Scarvo, a vampire assassin just like Rick once was, is in town.  He doesn’t know who The Whisper’s target is but Nial, leader of the revolutionaries, is at the top of the list.  Then Rick meets Ilaria and finds she’s not at all a cold-hearted killer.  Ilaria is a wounded woman with a terrible secret that binds Rick to her.

Is Ilaria working for the League for Humanity, or the Pro Libertatus?    Is she involved with Menes Heru’s plans to use the doomsday weapon, the Blood Stone?   Or is she as innocent as both Marcus and Rick want desperately to believe?

WARNING: This book contains two hot, sexy alpha heroes, frequent, explicit and frank sex scenes and sexual language.
It includes heart-stopping sexual scenes between the aforementioned sexy heroes, ménage scenes, and anal sex. Don't proceed beyond this point if hot love scenes offend you.
No vampires were harmed in the making of this novel.

This is Book 3 of the Blood Stone series.

Book 1: Blood Knot (#1 Best Seller, Fantasy Romance)
Book 2: Blood Stone
Book 3: Blood Unleashed
Book 4: Blood Revealed (Upcoming)

These are continuing characters and storylines. Reading the series in order is strongly recommended. Click here for series information.

 



Praise for the Blood Stone series
This author excels at tightly crafted plots that are the backbone for the sexy romances.   The Romance Reviews

As with every MMF book that I’ve read by Tracy Cooper-Posey, the relationship is so flawlessly interwoven, it never feels like three people, but one entity that simply couldn’t exist without each of the pieces.  Vampire Romance Books

Steamy sex, gorgeous vampires, action, mystery, and some history thrown in for good measure.   Guilty Pleasures Book Reviews

This is one of those hidden gems in the self-publishing world.  The Romance Studio
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Who’s Who and What’s What
Blood Stone, The:  A stone created in antiquity by the Serena to contain three war-like species that once preyed upon humans; the Elah, the Ĉiela and the Summanus.

Bradley, Elizabeth:  Female lead in Warrior King.

Bryon:  Human CEO of the League for Humanity.

Ĉiela, the:  One of three ancient races contained within the Blood Stone.  Ĉiela = “from the sky”.  Army of winged creatures.  Deadly.  It’s where the idea of angels came from.  They were led by An.  “An” = Sumerian god of the heavens.  He was immortal, but he had a weakness: He could not be away from the sun for too long.  Locking him up in the Blood Stone killed him.  The Ĉiela were defeated by the Summanus, despite being the superior and immortal force.  There were few left when the Blood Stone was created.

Curandero:  A species that can heal and adjust the physiology and biology of others through their touch.  Winter is a Curandero.

Danich Wulfson: a.k.a. Dan Wilson.  Vampire president of the League for Humanity.  Originally from Vinland, circa 1000 a.d.

Elah, the:  One of three ancient races contained within the Blood Stone.  Elah = mighty, tree. They were the inspiration for elves and elven lore.  But they’re not as user friendly as the mythology paints them.  Led by the Emperor Daichi (dye-chee), who was immortal, but not a god like An, the god of the Ĉiela.  The emperor held sway over dozens of kingdoms and minor holdings.  They were earth oriented -- of the earth and grounded.  They were defeated by the Summanus, and by treachery within.  Much civil strife that was their undoing.

Euphrasia: The Ancient One who was the Greek child of Nial’s maker.  She lived until the Second World War on an island in the Aegean.  She was treated as a prisoner of war by the Germans.

Fettercairn:  The distiller of single malt and blended Scotches, located in Kincardineshire, Scotland, where the Bruce Clan (and Calum Garrett) originates.

Finka Zupan:  Serbian immigrant, who once knew Winter when she lived there as a child.  In Blood Stone Finka attempts to blackmail Winter.

Garrett: Calum Micheil Garrett.  Hero, Blood Stone.  Vampire.

Greg Evershot:  Hollywood A-List Actor and film star.  In Blood Stone, he is considered for the lead in Kate Lindenstream’s movie.

Heru: Menes Heru Asar Iah, a.k.a. The Deadly Moon.  Vampire – An Ancient One originating out of Akkad circa the third millennium BC.  Antagonist, Blood Stone and Blood Unleashed.  Asar means Osiris = god of the dead.  Iah = moon.

Ilaria Scavo:  a.k.a. The Whisper.  Heroine of Blood Unleashed.

Kate:  Kathrine Lindenstream:  Human.  Heroine, Blood Stone.  Action thriller movie director.

Khurshid Tabrizi Amirmoez: Madam Kurshid is an Ancient One, who can drink alcohol.  She is an empath.

League for Humanity, the:  Vampire political group opposed to Nial’s plans for revelation.  They believe in and practice the old ways, that includes human servitude

Marcus Anderson:  Human.  Hero of Blood Unleashed.  Kate’s CIA handler.

McLaren:  Marcus Anderson’s supervisor.  Division director, CIA

Morena:  Winter’s birth name, which she was known by in Serbia.  “Morena” means "death" in Slavic. In Slavic mythology this was the name of the goddess of winter and death.

Narish:  A human who is permanently in the company of a vampire, for that vampire to feed upon as needed.

Nial:  Nathanial Aquila Valerius Aurelius.  Vampire.  Hero, Blood Knot.  Leader of the Revolutionaries.  Born 559 A.D., northern Italian mountains.  Married to Sebastian and Winter.

Nizari Ismailis:  The original Assassins.  Hassan bin Sabbah was the first leader.  Alamut was their central fort (castle).  Alamut(Persian:الموت‎, transliterated Alamūt) was a mountain fortress located in Alamut region in the South Caspian province of Daylam near the Rudbar region in Iran, approximately 100 km (60 mi) from present-day Tehran. The name means "Eagle's Nest".

Patrick Sauvage:  Hollywood A-List Actor and film star. Works with Kate Lindenstream in Blood Stone.

Pro Libertatis:  Vampire political group opposed to Nial’s plans for revelation - comprised of powerful shadowy vampires – politicians and government personnel around the globe.

Pyrrhus:  An explosive/corrosive that kills vampires.  Anything under a cupful is highly corrosive, and can ignite and burn with intense red flames (from the strontium chloride).  Anything over a cupful explodes.  More stable than nitroglycerine.  More powerful than TNT.   Contains Strontium chloride, oil and a few other controlling  agents.

Richard Lowenstein:  Speaker of the House, Vampire.  Suspected leader of the Pro Libertatus

Rick:  Cyneric Pæga, a.k.a Cyneric the Assassin.  Hero, Blood Unleashed.  Vampire. Pronounced Sin-er-rick

Roman:  Adrian Romanus (“Roman”) Xerus:  Hero, Blood Stone.  Vampire.  Born 1437.  Enslaved 1453 (16 y.o.), during the Fall of Constantinople.

Sasha:  Marlen Alexandrovich Mikhailov.  GRU officer and major in the Russian army.  Friend of Marcus Anderson’s, although they’ve never met in person.

Sebastian Worthington III: a.k.a. Bastian.  Former vampire, hero of Blood Knot.  Married to Nial and Winter.

Serena, the:  a.k.a. “The Serene Ones” A mythical species with omnipotent powers.  Not gods, but servants of unnamed higher powers.  They take human form, and they’re ethereal and beautiful...and frightening.  White to vampires’ black.  Unreasonable and unreasoning.  They mete justice with no regard for the human equation.   The Serena created the Blood Stone.

Summanus, the:  One of three ancient races contained within the Blood Stone.  A race of blood shifters.  An older power, and older creatures -- the predecessors of vampires.  Instinctual, nocturnal, powerful.  A private army.  They’re shifters, too.  They can imitate humans, but only those who are asleep, and for the length of their REM cycle. (10 minutes to one hour).  They were led by Abiram (= ‘swallowed by the earth’).  They were of the ground and under it -- the Underworld.  None of the Summanus were immortal.  They were considered the weakest and most despised race among the others, but they won the ages long struggle for supremacy (to the despair of humans).  They were the only race that needed to renew itself and its energy, which they did by drinking blood.  They used humans because humans were weak and easy to overcome. They used human “recruits” to bolster their armies in the final battles, and that is how the humans finally rid themselves of all of the Others.  The Summanus did not pay their dues and the humans called upon the Serena and demanded retribution.

Suresh Harris:  a.k.a.  “Sushi”.  Danich Wulfson’s narish.

Warrior King:  The name of the movie that Kate Lindenstream wrote and directed in Blood Stone.  Post-production occurs during Blood Unleashed.

William Donnelly (Billy):  Kate Lindenstream’s former husband.

Winter:  Winter Menon Kennedy.  Human.  Heroine, Blood Knot.  Former professional thief, married to Sebastian and Nial.


 



Part I
Ilaria
 



Chapter One
By Thursday, the dreams and dogged memories were so persistent, Marcus closed up the house and drove downtown, looking for people. Noise. Distraction.
An hour later, he found himself in the middle of Pershing Square, stepping over the low angled borders and patches of grass that were emerald, instead of the dried-out pale green and yellow it would become toward the end of summer.
He settled himself tiredly into a plastic chair, at the table and umbrella that sat at the very corner of the array of tables that dotted the edge of the park. It gave him an almost three-sixty view, taking in the length of the square, and right across to South Olive Street. Picking out the most strategic viewpoint had been completely automatic.
There was more than the usual number of people generally found in the square. It was a cool day for early April. Cool enough to need a light jacket. The sun came out fitfully, diving behind the bruised clouds that covered most of the sky, which normally would discourage most nature lovers from lingering in the square. The large numbers meant there had to be some event happening.
Marcus turned his face up to the sun as it appeared once more, then watched the people milling about on the grass, talking and laughing. Nearly all of them carried big pillows and Marcus coupled that up with the time of year. This had to be National Pillow-Fight Day. Despite the L.A. pillow fight being cancelled over two years ago, enthusiasts still congregated in the square on the day, for an unauthorized fight.
This was perfect, Marcus decided, as the fighters all turned their heads to listen to a young man speak. There was a small, almost cold breeze moving the leaves of the bushes edging the park, and making the edges of the umbrellas flap and snap. It smelled like rain. The breeze meant Marcus couldn’t quite hear what the man – presumably the coordinator – was saying. But that was okay. He was happy to just sit here and absorb what little sun emerged and watch cloud shadows race across the grass. Also, to watch feathers fly.
There was a pair of cops standing at the edge of the park, taking in the unauthorized assembly. They would have called it in and would be waiting for a decision on whether to bust up the group or let them have their fun. Marcus voted for fun. Fun had been absent for a while.
* * * * *
Getting into the building wasn’t an issue. Ilaria was using the Paratus, which broke down and nestled inside an innocent-looking backpack. It didn’t have the range of her precious Timberwolf, especially when she needed to use the silencer, plus it needed to be recalibrated after only a few shots because breaking it down and putting it together again destroyed the rifle’s precision, but it let her move about a cityscape without issues.
Once she had left the foyer, she avoided all the public areas. Instead, she used elevator shafts, air ducts, service access ways and ceiling space to climb upwards. There was no trouble. Ilaria stepped upon the roof undetected, ran across the helipad and dropped down next to the parapet. She peered over the edge and down at her target while her hands moved independently, unpacking and snapping the rifle together, then sliding the scope and the shell box into place and winding the silencer on.
She gathered her hair into one hand, twisted it and pushed it down the back of her coat, then lifted the light-weight weapon up and over the edge of the parapet, holding the barrel in her left hand while her elbow rested on the flat edging. She swiveled the barrel delicately, her eye to the scope, until the target came into view.
There were dozens of humans moving about, right next to the target. They looked like they were fighting, but it was hard to tell because of the snow drifting in the air over their heads. Ilaria checked through the sight once more. The humans were beating each other with pillows. A pillow fight.
She glanced at the nearest trees. There was a breeze. She picked up sand and leaf litter that had accumulated in the angle between the roof and the wall of the parapet and tossed it into the air, studying the way the wind took it and how hard.
The calculations for the shot were almost invisible to her. She had been doing this so long that sometimes it felt like instinct to adjust the scope and nudge her aim to account for externals.
She took three deep breaths and let them out, as she curled her finger around the trigger. Then she drew in a last deep breath and began to whisper. “Danich Wulfson, Asshnunna, Zane Shelley, Larsa, Rosalyn Black, The Hanged Man, Raphael Harker, Salomon the Barbarian, Nicolos de Cremona...” As her breath was expelled, she rested her eye against the scope for the last time and cocked the rifle by squeezing the trigger into the active position. She squeezed against the trigger until she felt the spring resist. As the last of her breath ran out, she held still and silent for three seconds, locking onto the target through the drifting feathers.
She squeezed again and the rifle jerked against her shoulder.
* * * * *
There was no warning and no sound, except for a short, high-pitched ‘crack’ that was so soft Marcus nearly missed it beneath the laughter, shouting and mayhem of the pillow fight, three yards away. The only reason he registered the sound at all was because he had heard it before.
The hairs on the back of his neck tried to stand up, and a chill washed over him. Moving slowly, using normal gestures, he looked down at the back of the chair between where his arm was hooked over the top of it and his side. There was a three inch slat of green molded plastic between his flank and the arm of the chair. Dead center on the slat was a ragged hole an inch across. Marcus pressed his fingertip against the edge of the hole.
It was warm, the plastic pliable and soft.
He staggered to his feet, pushed into the alarming movement by shock and the heart-starting adrenaline surge. It brought him up against the edge of one of the geometric borders and right next to the pillow-fight, which raged on unwittingly.
* * * * *
Ilaria kept watching in the scope to ensure her aim had been true. Then, when she saw a second shot was not necessary, she relaxed.
Moving fast, she broke the rifle down, using the corner of her coat to handle the hot barrel, then packed it away in the backpack. She threw the carrier straps over her shoulders as she ran back across the helipad.
It was time to disappear.
* * * * *
Marcus saw the cops from the corner of his eye, standing in a rough triangle around the edge of the fight, keeping a wary eye on everything at once. It forced him to draw in a shuddering breath to calm down, or else risk drawing attention to himself. He patted at his jacket and shook the open fronts, as if he was rooting out and fending off an insect, then walked back to the chair and gripped the back of it, trying to think around the panic the adrenaline had induced.
Moving with the same natural movements, he pushed his finger through the hole in the chair from behind, judging the trajectory of the bullet by the shape and angle of the hole. Then he looked up, following the imaginary line the bullet must have taken.
The top of the City National building.
Then, deliberately turning his back, he followed the same invisible line from the chair to the grass. While the flesh between his shoulder-blades rippled uneasily, he told himself the danger had passed. The sniper could have taken a second, third, fourth and perhaps even a fifth shot while he had been analyzing the sound of the first shot. If they hadn’t used their spare, they weren’t going to. Not now. They would already be far away from the roof.
He found the tunnel the bullet had dug for itself between grass blades, and sat on the grass cross-legged, so that his right hand rested on the grass next to his hip and next to the hole. Over the next five minutes he dug down into the hole with his hand, while watching the fight peter out through exhaustion and lack of feather stuffing. The grass at the feet of the fighters was a mottled white from all the feathers that had drifted to the ground. There were still pounds of the stuff wallowing in the air above their heads, lifting up in flurries as empty pillows moved the air around.
Still laughing and calling to each other, the fighters started to disperse, their empty pillow cases slung over their shoulders. Four of them remained, and these pulled small battery-powered air-blowers from their mounded gear and fired them up. Carefully, they began pushing the feathers into a pile, all under the approving gaze of the three cops, who had relaxed their stances and had moved closer to each other to chat.
The bullet had buried itself deeply, which fit with how close the shooter had been, but Marcus finally drew it out of the gaping hole he’d made and dropped it into his pocket. Then he pushed the soil and turf back and patted it down.
He brushed his hand off on his jeans and got to his feet. Time to report in. McLaren would have a cow over this.
* * * * *
Rick reached the rambling, Tuscany-styled home around noon. He parked on the quiet street, examining the wrought iron gate and stucco wall that separated the house from the curb. It was an unassuming, low key property, tucked in amongst some of the more outrageous estates parading up and down the long, winding street, each competing with the other in grandeur. Some of them were astonishingly large…and completely lacking in good taste. He grimaced. The Hollywood Hills held no appeal for him whatsoever, but for now he was forced to endure the place.
The lock on the gate was not an issue. He had been given the security code months ago. He let himself in and closed it behind him. The front door was unlocked and he stepped inside. The interior of the house matched the exterior. Spanish tiles and subdued walls, terracotta planters and big green leaves. It was cool, quiet and peaceful, the silence broken only by the soft clicks of a keyboard.
That would be Sebastian slaving over one of his computers.
Rick moved through the arch that gave access to the big front office. Winter had told him that the house once belonged to a famous director whose name he had not bothered to remember. The office had been the director’s central headquarters and was correspondingly large. It had been one of the features that had convinced Nial, Sebastian and Winter to buy the house, Sebastian in particular. There was one other feature that had locked in the sale, of course.
The appearance of the office was one of controlled chaos. There was computer equipment everywhere, including a bank of servers that provided Sebastian with his own private Internet service.
Four computers sat on the two tables, back to back, while the cupboards pushed up against the walls held peripheral equipment including printers and a five foot long plotter, a very professional-looking scanner and other office equipment including a large-scale laminator. One cupboard was devoted to paper – including a stack of perfectly ordinary letter-sized blocks of white paper. The other paper assembled there in tidy stacks was of a more interesting range, including watermarked blank government sheets for forms, letterhead from an astonishing range of government departments and big corporations, blank passports, blank credit cards including Visa, Mastercard, and American Express – all of it a forger’s delight.
The man behind the computer at the far end from the door was not Sebastian. He raised his head as Rick entered and nodded at him.
Rick nodded back. Dominic Castellano was one of Nial’s strays, and utterly deaf. He hadn’t been born that way, for he could speak after a fashion. But he did not read lips and he wasn’t well versed in sign language, for Rick had tried all the various forms with him. Dominic had recognized only one of them and his knowledge of it was sporadic. It told Rick that the injury that had stolen his hearing was a recent one.
Dominic was from Chile, but that was all the information he had shared about his personal history with anyone, as far as Rick knew. It was possible Nial knew the man’s story, but Nial was as discreet as Rick. He had not shared the tale.
Rick rounded the first big desk and stood in front of the one Dominic was sitting at. He tilted his head toward the computer. What are you doing?
Dominic gave a grin. “Sebastian wants me to hack into…a place. I help him.” His speech was skewed as deaf people who could speak did; ranging modulations and odd accents on words, simply because they couldn’t hear themselves speaking. But Dominic’s speech was not so terribly fractured, which was more evidence that his hearing loss had been not that long ago.
The more interesting thing was how he had polished his English since arriving in the States without the ability to hear pronunciations or have his own corrected. That made Dominic Castellano very interesting. Had he lost his hearing after arriving? Had the loss of his hearing pushed him out of Chile? It was a minor mystery that prompted dozens of unanswered questions. It generated a sense of imbalance, of things out of whack, which bothered Rick in a small way. One day, when he had leisure time to spare, he would find the answers to his questions.
For now he had more important priorities. He pointed to the computer he had seen Sebastian seated behind more often than not. “Where is Sebastian?” he asked, keeping his face turned toward Dominic.
Dominic pointed down toward the floor.
“Thank you,” Rick told him and turned back to the doorway.
Dominic’s hand gripped his arm. Rick turned back to look at him and Dominic waved him forward, clearly asking him to step around the table and face the screen. He complied and saw there was a blank text document on the screen.
Dominic looked up at him. “Last year,” he said in his mongrel English. “Nial and Winter…shot. Sniper?” He mimed bringing a rifle up to his shoulder.
“I knew that,” Rick said and nodded.
Dominic nodded, too. “Who shot them?”
Rick stared at the man’s tanned, olive features, his mind turning. It was a very interesting question. He leaned over Dominic’s shoulder and typed one-handed.
why r u asking me
Dominic shrugged and grinned. “You know everything. You think.” He tapped his temple.
Rick typed again. dont know that
Dominic blew out his cheeks in a heavy sigh, then shrugged again. His smile was even warmer.
Movement from the corner of his eye pulled Rick’s attention up toward the doorway. Nial was entering the room. Rick was always surprised by Nial’s height, which was greater than his own. He wore his hair short, with faux grey in it and glasses that gave him an intellectual air that the broad shoulders and rounded muscles betrayed. Anyone with an ability to think coherently and pick up the clues on his body, his clothing and the way he walked could see that Nial was a physical man.
“I thought I heard the front door opening,” Nial said. “We were wondering where you were.”
“I’m here now.”
“Come on down. I’m finishing up some business and we can talk down there.” He turned and left again.
Rick lifted his hand in farewell to Dominic, who waved back and started typing with two-fingered fury on the keyboard, already immersed in his work. Rick wondered why he bothered with social niceties like saying goodbye. It was a by-product of working amongst and mingling with these people for nearly a year. The almost iron-cast rule Nial had put in place dictating no unnecessary congregations in large numbers meant their work was always done in domestic abodes – usually this house. Coming here always had to look like a social call for watchful neighbors. It was an irksome necessity, one of which Rick was in rare agreement with Nial.
He had spent more time passing as human in the last year than he had for many decades before that. His social skills were creaky with rust and misuse – Heru had none, and Kurshid had not been ruffled by the absence of them -- but they had returned with a vengeance since coming to Los Angeles. Humans thought Los Angeles was a rude city, but they weren’t aware of the degree of social oil they used every day and every minute. It was probably this refreshed habit that made Rick mimic human customs without thought.
Nial led him to the grandly scaled foyer where the stairs with their tiles and wrought iron bannisters wound up to the second floor. Nial turned his back on the stairs and rested his fingers against the chest-high wooden paneling, and pressed.
The panel under his fingers depressed slightly, then a door opened up. The door was the height of the ceiling, which prevented the need for the disguising panel to have a horizontal seam at the height normal doors usually reached.
Nial gripped the edge of the panel and opened it wider. There was a normal, man-sized doorway behind it. A strong halogen light illuminated timber stairs with an industrial carpet runner covering most of their width.
“After you,” Nial said. “I need to shut the panel behind us.”
Rick stepped down five steps then turned to look over his shoulder as Nial pulled the panel closed using a steel horizontal bar mounted on the back of the panel. “How is it you’ve never invited me down here before?”
Nial turned and started climbing down, forcing Rick to turn and descend, too. “We’re not often in the basement when there are visitors.”
Rick read the subtext as if it were print. Nial hadn’t trusted him enough until now to show him the room. That made Rick even more curious about what was in it.
The stairs ended and the walls enclosing them opened out to show a very large basement room, windowless, but lit with banks of the same daylight emitting halogens as on the stairs. The floor featured the same plain blue industrial carpet and the walls were white, providing more light from the reflected fluorescents.
There was a very large table on the right of the stairs. Rick tilted his head to look at the feet, confirming what he had suspected. There was a billiard table holding up the extended tabletop, which looked like raw MDF. The billiard table had probably come with the house. The extended top looked rough-hewn and cobbled together and had probably been built by them.
Sitting on the table in neat rows and columns was a range of equipment that Rick found himself cataloguing instinctively. Ropes, rappelling devices, carabiners, harnesses, more webbing, a pile of quick-draws. Climbing equipment. A large black duffel bag sat at the top of the array and there was more equipment visible between the open zipper, that had already been packed.
On the other end of the table was arranged a small collection of weapons. Rick noticed immediately that all of them were personal weapons – hunting knife, butterfly knife, pistols, and a blackjack. There were no rifles or automatic guns.
Winter and Sebastian stood on either side of the table, checking the equipment. Winter paused in the process of loading bullets into a high-capacity magazine, to glance at Rick. She wore black yoga pants with the band folded down so that her hip bones were visible. Her top looked like a black sports bra, or shortened camisole. Her hair, one of her better features, was piled on top of her head in a messy nest.
Sebastian raised a brow. “Hello, Cyneric.” He went back to assembling the pistol that lay in pieces in front of him.
Rick crossed to the table. “Are the pair of you coming out of retirement, then?”
Silence. Obviously, the answer was considered beyond his need to know.
He picked up the 19mm Sig Sauer Pro and checked the chamber, as Winter snapped the magazine she had filled into the Smith & Wesson .45 ACP auto with the flat of her hand. It was a good gun for her – small enough to fit her hand, but with real stopping power.
Sebastian was absorbed in checking the barrel of his weapon.
Winter flipped her gun over and checked the safety was on, then put it back on the table, all without looking at him.
“I like a woman with a gun on her hip,” Rick said.
Sebastian’s head snapped up. His glare was hot enough to make light bulbs glow.
Rick shrugged and put the Sig down once more. “Relax, I prefer my women brunette.”
“There’s a surprise,” Sebastian said dryly.
Rick smiled. “What is wrong with brunettes?”
Sebastian’s gaze was steady, his expression completely without humor. “I’m surprised you like anything at all. I thought you had sloughed off all your emotions along with your humanity.”
“Sebastian…” Nial spoke softly.
Sebastian shook his head and went back to building the handgun.
“Rick, come and look at this,” Nial directed. He was sitting on a sectional sofa arranged in a deep curve around a circular coffee table made of glass and steel, on the other side of the room. He was holding a tablet PC out toward Rick.
Rick settled on the end of the dark green suede covered seat and took the tablet.
“Nothing from the League?” Nial asked.
Rick shook his head, reading the news item. The League for Humanity had been utterly silent for weeks.
“If we don’t deal with the League and the Pro Libertatus soon, if they don’t do something so we can trace them, it will delay our coming out.”
Rick looked up from the tablet. “So? The grand finale of your big plan will be delayed. I rather doubt the world will come to an end.”
Nial raised his brow, his expression impassive.
Rick knew that expression. He knew that Nial was containing himself. Containing his emotions. He hadn’t liked his answer.
He balanced the tablet on his knees and took the time to smooth over Nial’s hackles. “I have never hidden the fact that I think this scheme to reveal vampires is utterly useless. It verges on insanity. Humans won’t accept us and you are courting the condemnation of your own kind. Where then will you turn, Nial Aquila? Your allies will be whisker-thin on the ground.”
Nial smiled and it was the smile of a predator. “I think you’re underestimating our power to change things.”
“It’s a primary computation,” Rick explained. “The odds are stacked against you in staggering proportions. I didn’t need to estimate at all. Frankly, I could care less what happens, whether it happens in the next week or the next millennium.”
There was a tiny silence in the room. Winter and Sebastian had grown still.
“Then,” Winter said, the first time she had spoken since he had arrived, “why are you helping us?”
Rick looked at Nial. “You know why.”
“Kurshid?” Nial asked. He considered Rick a moment longer, then pointed to the tablet on his knee. “I’d like your opinion on that. Does it mean anything?”
He’d been let off the hook. He lifted the tablet and finished reading the article. The body of an American male had been discovered in one of the poorest sections of Istanbul, dead of an apparent overdose from a cocaine and heroin cocktail. His name was Suresh Harris, of Pennsylvania.
Rick sat back slowly, lowering the tablet to the seat next to his hip. Things were coupling up in his mind. There were holes there, holes he’d have to fill later, but here was Harris, dead, and then there was Nial and Winter being shot at last year. There was a connection there. It was subterranean right now. He’d have to dig it up, but he knew by the frisson of delight that curled up his spine that this was just the tip of something much bigger.
“Rick,” Nial said flatly.
Rick blinked and looked at him.
“It means something, doesn’t it? Suresh Harris is a name I know, although I can’t pin it down.”
“If you have met him at all, I would be surprised,” Rick said. “He went by the nickname ‘Sushi’.”
Nial’s brow lifted. “Yes, that’s how I know the name. He is – was – Danich Wulfson’s companion.”
“The head of the League,” Rick concluded. “He wasn’t Wulfson’s friend. He was Danich’s narish.”
“What’s a narish?” Winter asked. She had slipped on to the other end of the curved sofa and now sat with one foot on the cushion, her knee cocked, and the other leg bent around it. “I’ve never heard that before. It’s a vampire thing?”
Nial sighed. “It’s a very old vampire thing. There’s not too much of it happens anymore. A narish is a vampire’s….” He grimaced. “Food,” he said flatly. “Narishs are kept by vampires for fresh blood whenever they want it. The narish is usually offered some sort of compensation – to be turned later, or for money. Centuries ago, it was a way of escaping some of the horrors of human existence. A narish is protected, fed and clothed and enjoys a comfortable life while he serves. But as the quality of life improved for humans, the practice fell out of favor for vampires. I think they had difficulties finding volunteers. Of course, they couldn’t force anyone into it.”
“Why not?” Winter asked curiously.
“It sours the blood,” Rick said flatly.
Winter drew back, her nose wrinkling. “Adrenaline,” she said. “That’s what would sour it.” She tilted her head. “Why ‘narish’? Where does that come from?”
“It’s a corruption of ‘nourish’,” Sebastian said. He was still standing at the big table. He was holding the completed pistol. He was actually leaning on it, his hand around the grip and the barrel pressed against the MDF. Rick assumed it was loaded. Did he hold it for security?
But Sebastian was displaying his geek skills by giving Winter a full etymology of the word, its origins and more. Rick tuned the sound of his voice out and returned to the delicious puzzle once more.
He would need to search through his indexed files to confirm Sushi’s status as a narish was still current, but if it was then…oh, the possibilities! Of course Sushi would not have indulged in a speedball. One of the roles of a narish was to keep their blood pure and clean of toxins. That was why they were clothed and fed and pampered, to help ensure they were receiving proper nutrition and their health was at its peak.
And Turkey…! Turkey had popped up too often of late for it to be a coincidence. He would have to consider the possibilities it held, when slotted in with Sushi’s death.
Then there was Nial’s and Winter’s shooting last summer, on the movie set. That set the whole puzzle on the table and primed it. The ramifications were endless and they would all have to be explored. The deep up swell of pleasure and excitement caught and lifted him again. His heart began to thud, as it did when a tantalizing mystery presented itself.
He felt the warmth of the metal door handle under his fingers and looked around. He was standing by his car, the keys in his hand, the other hand on the door. He had walked through the house and out to his car purely on automatic.
Rick looked up at the house, the curved terracotta roof tiles looking inviting and homelike. He hadn’t said goodbye. Very well, they’d have to chalk that up as one more black blot on his copybook.
 



Chapter Two
Sebastian slid the gun onto the table and stalked over to the big round couch. “Christ, that guy gets my goat!”
“We noticed,” Winter replied.
“He just walked out of here, his nose in the air and didn’t say a freaking word!”
“We noticed,” Winter repeated, with a smile.
Sebastian threw himself onto the cushions, trying to swallow his grumpiness. “Walking around with his head in the clouds. Do you realize how many times he goes into that same daze, staring off into middle distance? He’s a fucking machine,” he complained.
Nial shifted across the inches between them, so he was sitting next to him. “On the contrary, he was excited.”
“That’s how he shows excitement?” Sebastian wrinkled his nose. “You’d need the world’s most powerful seismograph to pick up when his expression changes by a micrometer.”
“Really, Nial?” Winter questioned. “What was he excited about?”
“I gave him a clue, something that triggered his memory. He’s gone off to think about it. Rick will come up with a completely off-the-wall guess about what is happening with the League in a day or two. You’ve seen him do it before, although just now was a bit extreme.”
“Usually he just sits there,” Winter agreed, “and he’ll murmur something vague when you speak to him. But he wasn’t hearing you at all, Nial. He just got up and walked out.”
“Like I said,” Sebastian added. He turned his head to look at Nial. “And why on earth would you let the creep in down here? We have all the gear out and in the open, and now he knows the room is here.”
“I guarantee he had already figured out about the basement for himself,” Nial returned.
“I don’t trust him,” Sebastian growled. “He was pretending to be Heru’s familiar and second in charge for how long? Or was he really pretending at all?”
“It’s a risk that we were told we had to take, remember?” Nial replied calmly. “Besides, I trust him.”
Astonishment rippled through Sebastian. “Why would you do that? He’s done absolutely nothing to prove himself.”
Nial smiled and it was that knowing, wise smile of his that always reminded Sebastian of exactly how old he was. “One, my lover: In the last year Rick has not led Heru to us, which he would have if he had really been Heru’s creature.”
“Give him time,” Sebastian growled.
Winter giggled.
“Two,” Nial continued. He picked up Sebastian’s hand. “His diatribe just then about how we’re all doomed confirms yet again that he is helping us for purely selfless reasons that he couldn’t possibly have if he was Heru’s.”
Sebastian sighed. He couldn’t dispute either point. “You mean, he’s doing this because Kurshid asked him to?”
“Exactly.” Nial pulled on his arm, drawing him closer. “Rick has a soft spot for Kurshid which is not bad for an inhuman machine, wouldn’t you say?”
Sebastian grimaced. “Okay, fine. I’ll give the bastard more time to hang himself with. Happy?”
“Not yet,” Nial replied. “You’re all wound up. That’s not a good mental state to have when you’re about to do what you’re going to do tonight. So we need to loosen you up.” He glanced at Winter. “Come and take his shirt off. I’ll work on the rest.”
Winter slithered around the cushions until she was next to him, a smile on her lips and hunger in her eyes. She swiftly unfastened the buttons on his shirt while Nial moved in front of him and hauled on his knees, so that Sebastian was almost lying on the couch. Winter slipped his shirt off as he slid down the back of the cushions. He swallowed as Nial opened his jeans and tugged them off. His cock was already rising, his balls tightening.
“Winter, you look after his cock,” Nial ordered. He unbuckled his own trousers. “I’ll look after this.”
Winter’s hot, moist lips circled his cock and he felt the feather touch of her tongue and his hips lifted.
Nial spread his knees, his hands sliding along his thighs, and Sebastian let his head fall back with a deep, hearty groan. Yes, he was absolutely uptight. He was going to need all sorts of relaxation before they left.
Lots of it.
* * * * *
The afternoon started rocky and bounced downhill from there.
Marcus had jog-trotted to the building where McLaren and his team had set up their coordination office. Right there he got his first sign that the day wasn’t going to end on a pleasant note. Security for the building held him up, when normally he just had to show his pass and walk through.
“What the hell?” Marcus bitched. “You guys know me.”
The guard’s mouth grew even thinner, which Marcus didn’t think was possible. “New security procedures. This won’t take a minute, then next time you’ll be processed that much faster.”
“Christ, I’m only here every three months or so.” He sighed heavily.
“Are you armed, sir?” the guard asked, his gaze flicking over Marcus from his joggers, on up over his jeans, to the half-zipped windbreaker over the top of his Harley Davidson tee-shirt. His gaze touched on Marcus’ hair, then came back to his face. “Should I repeat the question, sir?”
Marcus hesitated, glancing around. There were too many people standing too close for him to answer frankly. “Look,” he tried. “Lemme call upstairs and get someone to come down and vouch for me. Will that satisfy you?”
It had taken five very long minutes before the rent-a-cop allowed that calling for verification wouldn’t disturb his new procedure, so Marcus was fuming by the time he picked up the guy’s phone and dialed from memory.
It felt like another ice-age lapsed while he waited for someone to answer. The phone rang and rang. Finally, someone fumbled the phone and barked into it; “Frank, we’re kinda busy up here.”
“Is Frank the uniform?” Marcus asked. “Because the sphincter muscle won’t let me through. Wanna come down here and tell them I’m harmless?”
“Anderson?”
“In the flesh,” Marcus confirmed.
There was a five second pause. Marcus listened to the soft sounds of talking in the background. Keyboards rattling. What the fuck? he wondered.
“Today isn’t a good day, Anderson. Go home.”
“Wait just a fucking minute,” Marcus shot back, before the call was disconnected. “Is that Clarke?”
“Yeah. So?”
Marcus had never liked Clarke and the man knew it, because Marcus had described in his report in blunt words how Clarke had royally fucked up in Tangiers. Now it was on Clarke’s record. In the two years since, Clarke had gone out of his way to screw Marcus over whenever he could get away with it. Now was apparently going to be one of those times.
Marcus squeezed the phone, pressing it against his ear. “You have to vouch for me. I have news that can’t be shared from down here.” He looked around. Frank was standing three yards away, pretending to be busy reading a clipboard, his head conveniently cocked at just the right angle to listen in.
“I told you—”
“No, I’m telling you, brainwipe. Come and let me through.”
“Not happening, Anderson.”
Marcus took a breath. He turned his shoulder to muffle at least some of what he said. “I had a sniper take a shot at me, forty minutes ago. If you don’t come down here and smooth Frank over so I can by-pass the screening, then I’m going to find a way to make your life such a misery you’ll wish you’d never gone to fucking Tangiers.”
“I’m already there, you bum.” The line went dead.
“Shit, damn, fuck, piss and alley cats,” Marcus muttered. He considered his options. There was one other avenue, but it was not a casual-use option.
He heard again, in his mind, the high-pitched whizz of the bullet. The back of his neck crawled, the hairs lifting. Two inches to the left and he wouldn’t be standing here.
He pulled his cellphone out and thumbed through the contacts, looking for the number he had never used. Then he hit the dial button and waited.
The phone rang out, and an impersonal, non-identifying default voicemail message started. Marcus disconnected and dialed again. It took two more repetitions before the phone was answered in person.
“Who is this?” McLaren demanded.
“Marcus Anderson. I’m in the lobby. I need a waiver to get past these goons down here. I have news.”
“It had better be world-breaking news, Anderson. Give your phone to Frank.”
Frank was red in the face. He’d heard the goon comment. Serves him right for eavesdropping. Marcus held his phone out toward him. “This is my pass,” he said.
Frank held the phone up to his ear. “Security,” he said. Then he listened for perhaps thirty seconds. His jaw rippled. “Okay,” he finished and handed the phone back. He didn’t look any happier as he opened up the swing door in the barrier. “Go about your business,” he told Marcus.
Marcus gave him a friendly smile as he stepped through. Three minutes later he stepped off the elevator on the sixteenth floor, already taking out his ID and his gun. The receptionist at the end of the foyer was watching him approach. The kid looked like he was fresh out of college, but Marcus knew that was deceptive. He sat behind a normal reception desk with a fictitious company name and logo on the wall behind. There was a door that led further into the office suite, but it was closed and one had to walk right past the receptionist to reach it.
Marcus held up his ID. “McLaren is expecting me,” he added.
The receptionist, who was a fully-fledged member of the agency and quite capable of tackling two or three grown men and subduing them, spun a clipboard around to face Marcus. “Sign in, thanks.”
He signed and handed over his weapon. “Where is he?”
“Everyone is in the control room.” The receptionist pressed the button that unlocked the door, preventing Marcus from following up on that surprising statement. Marcus pushed through the door and let it swing closed behind him. Everyone was in the mosh pit? Why? What warranted such a large scale scramble of personnel?
He skirted empty desks, their computer monitors darkened, and headed down the corridor to the reinforced security door. There was a heavily tinted window in the door, and the pane was reinforced with steel filaments. Marcus knocked on the window. It was easier to see out through the door than catch a glimpse of what was happening inside.
The door unlocked with a heavy thud of steel bolts, then swung open. McLaren stood on the other side. He was in his mid-thirties and was a political player, which explained why he had risen so far so fast. McLaren had done his minimum amount of field time, then moved onto the promotion fast track. He looked like he spent all his time in an office, too. He was overweight by a good thirty pounds and his skin was pale from lack of sun. His eyes had the beginnings of bags beneath them.
Marcus didn’t feel envious, even though he was a couple of years older than McLaren. The political bullshit was not his thing.
McLaren stepped aside so Marcus could enter. “What is the emergency?” he demanded.
Marcus glanced around and confirmed that just about everyone he knew from this branch was here. The absentees would be those on assignment or off shift for one reason or another.
The control room – the mosh pit, as it was known – was small. Add in a ton of computers and big wall-mounted monitors everywhere, computer servers and wiring, and the desks they sat on, and there wasn’t a lot of room left for people. Chairs were at a minimum. Most everyone stood, which was how the room got its name. An event like this one, that demanded full turn out of personnel, meant everyone was jostling shoulders.
There were so many monitors and screens that despite the lack of standard illumination, the room was filled with an opalescent glow from all the back-lighting.
Clark stood in front of a computer monitor and keyboard. He was a chinless man with buck teeth, which helped him look unassuming in a crowd. It also hid that he was a prick. Clark was manning the station. As Marcus’ gaze reached him, he scowled, the expression revealing his big front teeth, then turned back to his screen.
“What’s the panic?” Marcus asked McLaren, then realized he had repeated McLaren’s question to him.
McLaren scowled. “Nothing you as a handler need to know about.”
“The entire fucking office comes to a standstill, to the point where lug-nuts over there gets in on the operation, and I don’t need to know? What am I missing here?”
“Yours is not the only unit coordinated from this office,” McLaren said carefully, after glancing at Clarke. He had to lift his voice over the background chatter coming from both the computers, hands-free phones and conference phones, and everyone else in the room.
Marcus frowned, considering the implications. There were two units that McLaren directed. Marcus’ unit had three asset coordinators, including himself. It was low maintenance – nothing happened with the assets without CIA say-so. Most of their day to day work was arranging for the assets under their control to check in regularly, to keep tabs on them.
The other unit was the one everyone called the fangs unit when they thought no one up the ladder was around to hear. It was an almost invisible operation – everyone liked to pretend it didn’t exist because the objectives of the unit were the stuff of fantasy. The Vampire Monitoring Unit was the official name.
Marcus didn’t joke about it. He didn’t think vampires were a fantasy—not if they had set up a unit to deal with them. The CIA was a consummate intelligence gathering machine. If they thought vampires were real, then Marcus believed them. But he didn’t have to like it.
He nodded toward the screens. “Some vampire stole the key to Fort Knox? Or did he just walk through the walls?”
McLaren rolled his eyes. “Vampires can’t walk through walls.”
“They’re not supposed to be able walk around in daylight, either, but we got that one wrong, didn’t we?” Marcus shot back. He was not a member of the unit – thank Christ! – but he had picked up more than a handful of snippets just standing around in the office, plus a whole lot more from Kate Lindenstream, one of the branch’s assets.
McLaren shook his head as if Marcus was beyond redemption. Then he jerked his chin toward the monitors. “The body of an American called Suresh Harris was found in a Tarlabaşı tenement, his brains blown out by a speedball.”
“I didn’t know vampires could do drugs,” Marcus replied, as the images flashing on the screens began to make sense. Then he corrected himself. “No, wait. He has to be human. Vampires do that crumbling thing when they die.” He looked at McLaren. “Who’s he linked to?”
“Harris was a known associate of a man – a vampire – called Dan Wilson. A close associate.”
“So a friend of a vampire curls up his toes in Turkey. So what? That doesn’t call for this circus.”
McLaren’s face acquired the hard look that told Marcus he’d reached the end of his free information. “I told you this much because you’ve been useful to the unit from time to time, with the data you bring back from that movie star and her friends. But that gets you only this far.”
“She’s a director, not a movie star.”
“It’s Hollywood. Who gives a bent nickel?” McLaren crossed his arms. “Now, what’s this about a shooting?”
Marcus verbally walked him through the mock attempt.
McLaren’s brows came together as Marcus finished up. “That’s what you call an emergency?”
“I didn’t say it was an emergency. You said it had better be one. Well, it’s not. Not exactly. But this is unprecedented. I haven’t been in the field for over two years. There’s no earthly reason for anyone to take a shot at me, especially this dummy shot designed to miss. I think it was a message.”
“It could have been a kid with a bb gun. Fuck, Anderson. For all I know, you could be making the entire thing up just to look like you have a role here.”
Marcus held his teeth together until he knew he could answer civilly. He opened his mouth, but McLaren held up his hand. “No,” he said. “I have higher priorities than this juvenile crap.” He turned his head. “Margo!”
Margo was the unofficial weapons expert of the branch. She was classified as an ordinary analyst, but her favorite hobby in the entire world was the study of guns – specifically rifles – along with a deep passion for ballistics and anything that rifles could do.
Margo lifted herself up from the stool on wheels she was using as a desk chair and eased herself through the shoulders of the men in the room. She was a fifty year old woman with grey and silver hair tied sensibly into a bun at the back of her head. Her figure was matronly, with soft folds and huge breasts and hips. Marcus couldn’t remember her ever wearing trousers, let alone a suit. She always wore conservative and unfashionable dresses and skirts.
She was a good analyst and even better with small arms. Marcus felt semi-happy. He was being pawned off, but Margo would sort this out for him. He had full confidence in her abilities.
“Go with Anderson here,” McLaren told her. “He thinks he’s a target. See if he’s delusional or not.”
“Thanks,” Marcus said dryly. He intentionally failed to produce the bullet still sitting in the pocket of his windbreaker. McLaren’s dismissive hand telling him to shut up had stopped him the first time. Being called delusional sealed it. He looked at Margo, who was watching him with her calm, soft brown eyes. She wouldn’t be able to cope with the two mile walk back to Pershing Square. “I’ll grab a cab and take you there. C’mon.”
He didn’t bothering saying anything else to McLaren. The man had already moved back into the middle of the room, his head questing, absorbing all the data so he could make more important decisions.
* * * * *
Pershing Square was filled with office workers enjoying the watery and fitful sunshine during their lunch breaks. The chair with the bullet hole in it was miraculously unoccupied, although there was a retiree sitting in one of the other chairs at the table, feeding seagulls morsels of his sandwich, which he’d pulled out of a brown paper bag. That explained why the other chairs were empty. No one wanted to be shat on by squawking pests.
Marcus brushed a seagull off the back of the chair he was interested in, and pulled it back into approximately the same position it had been sitting in when the shot had been fired.
Margo astonished him by crouching down behind the back of the chair to look through the hole, displaying plump knees and more than a little bit of thigh, primly covered in dark tan pantyhose. Then she looked at the hole itself, fingering it just as Marcus had done. After a minute of silent consideration, she got to her feet and stood back, moving her head as she mentally traced the line of fire.
She looked up at the City National building. “He would have had to by-pass security to get to the roof,” she said, speaking more to herself than to Marcus. “That’s not something you do with a CheyTac hanging over your shoulder.” She considered the building and the chair again and nodded. “He may have used an auto rifle that breaks down. You can stuff them into a small duffel bag or a large briefcase and no-one would know.” The last sentence was spoken directly to Marcus.
Margo patted the chair back. “It’s around four hundred yards from the roof to here, so the range is small enough for an AR. No need for the big gun, as long as they had a high-end breakable weapon. The cheap ones aren’t worth smelting.” She smiled at her own joke, then looked at the grass behind the chair, measuring.
“Here,” Marcus said, tapping with his boot, right over the divot he had replaced.
Margo moved over to look down at the grass. “Did you—?”
He held out the bullet on the palm of his hand, then closed his fingers over it, turned his hand over and dropped it into Margo’s small one. She cupped her hand so passers-by wouldn’t see what she held, and turned it over with the forefinger of her right hand. She did that for almost two minutes of contemplative silence, while seagulls squawked and flapped around them, fighting over tidbits.
Marcus waited her out, giving her the time she needed to pull together all the factors in her mind and come up with something interesting.
She hefted the bullet in her palm and handed it back to Marcus. “It’s quite the delusion you had. That’s a bullet from a three-oh-eight Winchester cartridge. Those cartridges are used for a huge number of rifles, but if you eliminate the bad ones and just look at the high end, then the number of possibilities drops. There’s only one breakdown AR that uses them.” She looked up at him, shading her eyes from the sun, which was breaking through clouds right over his shoulder. “We should head back and discuss this in a secure location.”
“Sure. You can sweet-talk Frank at the front desk for me. The SOB thinks I’m a threat to his building or something.” He turned and headed for the Second Street entrance, where there was a good chance of finding a cab.
Margo fell into step next to him. “Oh, you mustn’t mind Frank. His teenage daughter, Cassie, died when a drunk driver ran a red light. It was only last week but he’s back on the job because they’re short-staffed.”
Marcus thought about that and about Frank, as the cab whisked them across six blocks. It reminded him that everyone had a story. There was always an explanation for just about every bizarre human behavior he’d ever witnessed.
Except maybe for Clarke. He still wasn’t sure the guy wasn’t as genuinely stupid as he gave off. Time would take care of that. Stupid didn’t last long in the CIA, especially when you were out in the field. He’d seen it too many times.
 
 



Chapter Three
The brouhaha in Istanbul was over by the time they returned to the office. Agents were back at their desks and the office was humming.
Margo tapped McLaren on the shoulder. “Can we talk? In your office?”
McLaren glanced at Marcus, standing behind her. “Alright,” he said heavily and straightened up from the desk he had been leaning over to look at the monitor on it. He led them through the narrow alleys between the desks and into his glassed-in office.
The desk was a blizzard of paper. There wasn’t a single hint of organized piles or any organization at all. Marcus had always wondered if the chaos was a reflection of McLaren’s thought processes. Looking at the snowdrift always made him vaguely uneasy.
Margo shut the door and held her hand out to Marcus. “May I?”
He dug out the bullet again and dropped it onto her hand. She lifted the slug up between her forefinger and thumb. It was only slightly mangled, because the plastic chair and the soil had given way. If it had hit something solid like concrete, it would be a flattened, indecipherable lump of lead. Instead, only the nose was slightly flattened, while the rest of the long silhouette was virtually untouched.
“You mean someone was actually shooting at him?” McLaren asked, amazed.
“Not just someone,” Margo said, studying the bullet closely. She pulled a pair of glasses out of a pocket and slid them on, examining it carefully.
McLaren strode to the door and yanked it open. “Clarke, Benson, get in here.” Then he returned to his desk and sat down. McLaren didn’t keep visitor chairs in his office, so Margo and Marcus were forced to stay on their feet.
Benson was the first to arrive. He was in his forties, almost completely grey, and talking about retirement. He liked to stay behind his desk. He had an almost encyclopedic knowledge of assassinations, which were his pet expertise.
Clark sauntered in, his hands in his pockets and a scowl on his face. Marcus couldn’t figure out why McLaren had called him in, unless it was to irritate the crap out of him. Then he remembered: Clark was their official LA liaison. So he had a right to be there.
McLaren looked at Margo. “Talk to me. Who’s after him?”
“Oh, they’re not after him,” Margo said, lowering the bullet and sliding her glasses down her nose. “At least, not anymore. As Marcus told you, this was a professional hit…well, a professional shot. There was an expert behind the sights, so it’s probably someone known to us.” She held up the bullet. “This is a standard three-oh-eight Winchester, but from the scratches around the base, I would bet my monthly salary that the cartridge was a limited edition boutique manufacture.”
“You mean someone made it by hand?” McLaren qualified.
“If he left his casing behind and I could get a look at it, I would be able to confirm that. The casing will have crimping marks on it.” She gave a tiny grimace. “Although if the shooter is as good as I think he is, he would have policed his brass.”
“What makes you think he’s so good?” Clarke asked.
Margo explained the details of the shooting, using slightly more technical jargon than Marcus had used to outline it for McLaren.
Benson listened carefully, nodding, as she went through it. “Four hundred yards,” he ruminated, scratching at his hair. “Snipers don’t like three-oh-eights and will avoid them when they can because they have a greater drop off than anything else, over a long range. But four hundred yards, if he was good, wouldn’t have raised a drop of sweat. He would have compensated for that.”
“And the wind and the crowd,” Margo concluded. “Plus, his target was three inches across. It was a difficult shot for a Paratus.”
Benson raised his brow. “You figure he was covert?”
“The security in the City National building is pretty tight,” Clark pointed out. “He’d have to pass as a civilian on business to get through.”
“So, the Paratus. That fits,” Benson agreed.
“The Paratus – that’s the one that breaks down?” Marcus asked.
“The DRD Paratus modular semi-automatic carbine,” Margo told him softly. “It’s not technically a sniper rifle, although it was designed to be one. A good sniper would only use it if they needed to be subversive, which applies to your man.”
“Benson, who do you figure did it?” McLaren asked.
Benson scratched at his hair again, ruffling it. “One of maybe ten – or more. I could narrow it down except that he missed.”
“He aimed to miss,” Marcus replied. “The portion of chair back that was visible was a few inches across, which is a lot smaller than my head or chest, and he didn’t hit any civilians. He took out the bull’s-eye, first shot, and he didn’t use his spares.”
“It was technically a difficult shot, you agree?” Margo asked Benson.
“I suppose,” he said. “You know ballistics better than me. I know the shooters.”
“I believe there are only two who could have made the shot,” Margo replied, “and John Rain, one of the possibilities, is in Changi prison doing fifteen years. That leaves just one.”
Benson laughed. “You’re not serious, are you? He hasn’t stepped foot in the United States, ever, that we know of. He prefers to operate in Europe and the Middle East.”
“That doesn’t exclude him taking a job here,” Margo replied.
“Who is he?” McLaren asked.
“The Whisper,” Benson said. “He’s good. Very, very good. I’d put him in the top five snipers in the world. The other four have all been identified and their MO analyzed to death. No one knows who The Whisper is, so that makes him highly valuable to the sort of people interested in discretion. Plus, he doesn’t have a pattern. They’ve never been able to find a routine MO he uses. The kills that have been credited to him are simply amazing. It’s believed he was the one that took out the German President three years ago and that shot was unbelievable – a car on the move on the autobahn, probably going better than a hundred and twenty, and they figured The Whisper was sited across the river. He took out the side window and the President’s temple.”
There was a small silence while they absorbed the information. Marcus felt a stirring of admiration for the guy. He was a killer, but so was everyone standing in the room with him right now – including himself. The skill of the shot was astonishing. It took snipers years of practice to get good, then hours of practice to stay good.
“He does very dirty work and does it well,” Benson added. “And now this, the Paratus, a kill in the U.S., and if you’re right, he took money to miss.” Benson shook his head. “Most of the really good snipers have an ego to match. They wouldn’t want to deliberately miss because it would impact their score of perfect shots and it might get out that missing the shot was poor craftsmanship, not part of the deal.”
“So, is this a message, then?” McLaren asked.
“Why the fuck would they pick Anderson to send their message?” Clarke added.
Marcus ignored him. So did McLaren, who kept his gaze on Margo and Benson.
“It…might be,” Benson said. “There are very few possible reasons for deliberately missing and that is one. It could also be a stick in the ants’ nest.”
“Us? He’s coming after us?” Clarke asked, sounding affronted.
“There’s not enough information to speculate,” McLaren decided. “We need more. Which means you get a set of dogs, Anderson, so we can collect something more than a bullet next time he calls.”
“Like hell!” Marcus shot back. “I’m supposed to be blending in with the locals. I’m going to look real fucking obvious with two suits tailing me the length of Surfrider Beach!”
He could see McLaren was girding himself to say no, so he jumped in first to deflect. “Besides,” he added, “This isn’t our jurisdiction. We should be handing this over to the FBI.”
McLaren got to his feet. “No, this is our ball. We’ll run with it.”
“The G-Men will love that,” Marcus shot back.
“They won’t be hearing it from me,” McLaren said, “or anyone else in this room.” He’d stated it flat-out. Just like that. Marcus stared at McLaren, wondering if he was really that stupid, or if he genuinely thought he was demonstrating the power of his position. There were codes and statutes stating very clearly the CIA could not conduct intelligence operations on US soil. McLaren was walking a razor thin line.
But before he could say so, McLaren spoke. “It technically falls into Homeland Security’s area, anyway.” As if that was justification enough.
“Then who the fuck are you working for?” Marcus demanded. “Who am I working for? This isn’t the way to do business.”
McLaren glanced at the others. “Clear the room, thanks,” he said shortly. “Anderson, you stay. Everyone else, out. Shut the door behind you, thank you.”
The glass door swung shut with a pneumatic hiss, closing Marcus off from the rest of the world. He looked at McLaren expectantly, bracing himself.
McLaren rested his fingertips on the desk. Marcus was amazed he could find free desk space to do it. “Take the security, Anderson. You’ll thank me if this Whisper comes back at you.”
“He won’t. Not with his rifle. I think he’s reaching out.”
“To you?” The two words were brimming with contempt.
Marcus kept a stranglehold on his temper. He gave it a count of ten. Then: “That’s all you’re going to do? Put watch dogs on me?”
“What would you like me to do? Call out the national guard?”
“Give it to the FBI,” Marcus shot back. “Let them do their job. They’re good at it.”
“I’ve given you all the justification I’m going to on that one. Go be a beach bum and let us do our jobs.”
I’m trying to do mine, Marcus thought. He pushed his hands into his pockets where his fists didn’t show. “Okay, fine. It’s your call about the FBI.”
“I’m glad you see it that way,” McLaren said dryly.
“But forget about the goons. I don’t want protection and if you assign it I’ll ditch them the first chance I get.”
McLaren had read Marcus’ confidential file, so he would know he had the experience to shake loose even the most persistent tail. But Marcus added the kicker just to drive the point home. “Isn’t Robert Oppie running the local bureau these days?” He knew Bob Oppie well and knew damned well his current assignment was running the central L.A. FBI office.
McLaren’s expression could have melted steel. He sat down and shoved his chair violently toward the desk. “Get out. Go home. Rusticate on your precious beach. If this Whisper does come after you again, you had better by God bring him in.”
A threat for a threat. Fair enough. Marcus stepped out of the office and let the door swing shut again. He felt sweaty, sticky and in need of a shower … or to slide under some waves.
Margo was at her desk, with both Clarke and Benson standing around it. Marcus stepped up beside her and she swiveled her gaze to take him in. Then she looked back at the other two. There was a message in that direct look, but Marcus didn’t know yet what it meant.
Benson was talking. “I’ve heard and read rumors that The Whisper has taken U.S. government contracts. If he’s never worked in the States that means he got the contracts from us.” He shook his head.
“That bothers you, Peter?” Margo asked Benson. “It’s not like we’ve never contracted out work before.”
“We should be using our own resources first,” he said firmly.
Marcus felt a gentle, barely there touch on his thigh. It could only be Margo. Benson and Clarke were on the other side of the desk.
“Why use our people?” Marcus asked Benson. “So they can bungle the job in-house? You rated The Whisper in the top five best in the world. Hell, I’d blow the branch budget to secure his services if it meant I could guarantee the job gets done, and that’s what you’d get with The Whisper. A guarantee.”
Benson tilted his head a bit. “Is that the sound of adoration I hear in your voice, Marcus?”
Marcus shrugged. “Why not?” He glanced down at the desk briefly. Margo’s fingertips were resting against the bullet. “There’s artistry in any skill that has been polished to perfection and this guy has it in spades,” Marcus said.
Benson laughed. “You’re getting a boner over a man you haven’t even met yet.”
Clarke curled up the corner of his mouth in a sneer. “From what I hear, that isn’t an issue for Anderson.”
Marcus looked at Benson and grinned. “He is not speaking from experience.”
Benson laughed, throwing his head back, while Clarke walked away, disgusted. Marcus took the moment of distraction to slide the bullet off the desktop and casually drop it into his pocket. He turned to Margo. “It’s been fabulous, my dear, sweet lady. You were inspiring assistance.”
Her eyes danced and glowed with warmth. “You’re more than welcome, Marcus. Stay warm now, you hear?” Margo had been one of the few people that had spoken to him voluntarily after Tangiers. He remembered it and always would. She had a mind of her own. He smiled back. “I’m getting out before McLaren boots me out. See you in a few weeks.”
“I’ll be here as always,” she assured him.
It was the sole note of positivity in the whole wretched day and it buoyed him almost all the way home. So did the weight of the bullet in his pocket, reminding him it was there. Margo had slipped it to him so he could investigate on his own. She hadn’t liked McLaren’s lack of action, either. Allies turned up in the most unexpected places.
He stared into the sun that was low over the western horizon, finally emerging from its bank of clouds now the day was winding down, thinking heavily as he drove back to Malibu.
So where would the bullet take him? What did The Whisper want with him? The sensation of events moving around him, shaping themselves for the future, gave him a warm sense of anticipation.
Come and get me, Marcus mentally encouraged him. Bring it on.
 
 



Chapter Four
Browne & Browne Investigations took up a small suite on the third and top floor of a long, low office complex for small businesses on the north end of Bismarck, North Dakota. The single security guard had done his rounds at ten and wouldn’t get up from his chair in his warm office until just after one in the morning, relying instead on the bank of monitors to check the premises.
Shortly after midnight, the fire escape door gave out a heavy clunk as the lock was turned from the inside. Gradually the door eased open and a figure wearing a black balaclava eased head and shoulders around the doorframe, showing as little as possible of their body outside the door. The intruder lifted their arm and pointed the gun they held at the dark dome protecting the security camera attached to the ceiling of the corridor. They took careful aim and fired.
The paintball gun gave a soft chuffing sound and the black paintball splattered against the dome. The figure studied the paint for a few seconds, then aimed and shot a second paintball.
They watched the paint spread over the dome for a few more seconds, then opened the door fully, stepped out into the corridor and removed the balaclava.
Sebastian emerged from the stairwell, pushing his fingers through his hair, stuffing his own balaclava into his pants pocket. “I’ve always hated these things. It’s like breathing through cotton wool.”
Winter pushed her ponytail back over her shoulder. “I needed two shots to cover the whole camera, but it worked well.”
“You’ve forgotten your own injunction against talking on the job,” Sebastian chided her.
She grinned. “Busted,” she said. “Let’s get this done.”
“Yes, boss.”
“I like the sound of that,” she said and walked quickly up to one of the office doors lining the corridor. There was nothing identifying the door except for a number.
Plucking two probes from her thigh pocket, she dropped to one knee and inserted them in the lock, concentrating with her eyes half closed as she moved them along the tumblers.
Sebastian held out his wrist and tapped face of the big diving watch on his wrist.
She waved him away and got back to work. Five seconds later, she felt the tumblers react and stroked them into cooperating with a crank of her wrist. The door unlocked with a soft sound.
Sebastian turned the handle and slipped inside. After twenty seconds, he opened the door again and let her in. “Nothing,” he said, his mouth next to her ear. “Not so much as a single motion tracker.”
“A very professional outfit,” Winter murmured back. “Finka Zupan obviously went all out to find me.” She nodded toward the only computer on the single desk. There were no connecting rooms.
Sebastian shut the shades over the windows carefully, then turned on the computer. His fingers began to dance across the keys. This was his part of the job.
Winter looked around. The carpet was a dirty, stained muddy green and there were bare spots where feet had worn a trail around the corner of the desk and through the door.
There were two steel filing cabinets against the wall next to the door. Winter tried one of the drawers and had to tug on it to get it to open. It opened with a screech of metal on metal, making her wince.
Sorry, she mouthed to Sebastian.
She lifted the drawer up and eased it out as far as it would go, then read the tabs. She didn’t need a flashlight. Neither did Sebastian. Their symbiosis meant she could see as well in the dark as any vampire.
The files had a general sort of order to them, although beyond the first letter of the name, the filer’s grasp of the alphabet seemed to have evaporated.
“Last name is Baker,” Sebastian murmured from the desk.
Winter shut the drawer and moved to the top left hand drawer and opened that instead. She rifled through the tabs quickly and withdrew a thick folder with a hand-written tab, “Baker, Zoe.”
She flipped through the file, then snapped it shut and turned to check on Sebastian. He got to his feet as she looked, still typing. Then with a small nod of satisfaction, he shut down the desktop and looked up at her.
Winter moved to the outer door and rested her gloved hand on the handle. Sebastian pressed up behind her. She eased the door open a bare inch and monitored the corridor directly in front of the door and a foot or so to either side, then opened it a little wider and checked the length of the corridor in both directions. Satisfied, she stepped out and strode toward the fire escape.
She heard Sebastian lock and shut the door behind him and follow her.
Winter had her hand on the bar of the emergency door when an office door five yards from where she stood opened. The guard stepped out, hitching the trousers of his ill-fitting uniform higher. He was clutching a handful of magazines in his right hand. The door carried a company name formed of stick-on lettering. Beef Fest Publications.
The guard dropped the magazines, his mouth opening, as he spotted Winter and Sebastian.
Winter immediately walked toward him. “Shh… It’s alright.”
“What the fuck?” The guard reached for something on the back of his belt.
“Hey!” Sebastian called softly. Winter glanced over her shoulder and suppressed a big gale of laughter. Sebastian was undoing his black jeans, his face formed into an effeminate pouty expression.
The guard hesitated, his eyes widening even more. It was all the time Winter needed. She curled her fingers around the guard’s arm, just above the elbow, for he had frozen with his arm still cocked to reach behind him.
“I told you everything would be fine,” she told him softly. “You’re going to go to sleep now and when you wake up you won’t remember a thing. Close your eyes. Mmm… There we go.” She caught at him as he slumped. Sebastian stepped up and took the guy’s weight and lowered him to the floor for her.
“Thanks.” She smiled at him mischievously. “Having you around makes it a lot easier. I used to have a hell of a time stopping them from hitting the floor with a thump and alerting someone.”
“Including me.” He stepped back and waved her forward. “Brain wipe?” he asked.
“Memory redaction. Don’t be melodramatic. And fasten your jeans.” She bent over and rested her fingertips against the guard’s temple for a few seconds, then straightened.
“That’s it?” Sebastian asked. “You’re getting faster.”
“All that training from the Curandero is paying off.”
“Probably not in the way they thought it would be used.”
She laughed. “On the other hand, they could be robbing banks every day and no one would remember.”
Sebastian toed the pile of magazines scattered around and under the guard. “Take these?” he asked.
Winter glanced at the lurid covers, showing male couples in highly suggestive but not quite explicit poses. Most of the men were nude, but the images were cropped to hide genitalia. Winter grinned. “That’s why he hesitated when you came on to him. I was concentrating on the gun he was trying to pull.” She pursed her lips, thinking it through. “Leave them there. If someone finds him like this, he’ll be in deep shit for stealing a company’s products out of their office. If he wakes up on his own, he’ll know he’s been busted, even though he can’t remember a thing. This won’t have been the first time he’s helped himself to the gay porn. He was way too casual coming out the door.”
Sebastian laughed and glanced at his watch. “Let’s go before Sweetheart wakes up again. There was a diner we passed on the way here. I could murder a hamburger.”
“Glutton. You ate on the plane.” She walked over to the emergency door once more and pushed on the handle. “A waffle and bacon for me. I’m starving all of a sudden.”
* * * * *
It was nearly two in the morning. In a corner booth of the diner, Sebastian and Winter were lingering over a last cup of coffee with the remains of their meals in front of them.
Sebastian stretched mightily, then settled back into the corner of the booth, his arm stretched along the back of it. “Damn, that was fun. Old times, yes?”
“Sort of old times,” Winter replied with a small smile. “When we were doing it for real, after a job, you would take off for some night club or another and invariably have some guy or woman latch onto you, which you took advantage of to the hilt.”
“Literally,” Sebastian agreed, with a lusty expression. Then his smile warmed and he reached for her arm and tugged her around the cornered bench. “Come here.”
Winter allowed herself to be coaxed along the bench until she was sitting with her back against his chest. She was wearing a short skirt and silky sleeveless tee-shirt that draped gracefully at the front, revealing the tops of her breasts, and long warm boots that stopped just above her knees. Her legs were bare, but the long overcoat on the back of the bench covered her to mid-calf, when they were out in the cool North Dakota air.
They had both changed in their rented car, as soon as they had left the scene of their break-in. Sebastian wore the jeans and soft cotton collarless shirt he favored, under a navy coat. Despite his wedding ring, he was still drawing admiring glances from the staff. There was only one other customer, a teenager who looked like he was trying to drown his night of indulgence with coffee before he went home.
Sebastian tucked his arm around her waist, his fingers coming to rest on her thigh. He brushed back her loose hair from her face and kissed her temple. “So,” he said. “You’ve just successfully destroyed the last evidence linking you to Serbia. You’re Winter Manon Kennedy now and no one will ever dispute it. How do you feel?”
“I’d rather be Winter Aquila-Worthington, but as you two keep changing your identities, I’m stuck with being me. But it’s better by miles than being Morena.” She picked up his hand and kissed the back of it. “Thank you for your help on this.”
“You couldn’t have kept me out of it. It was good to be able to do something simple and with a positive outcome. We’ve been spinning our wheels for way too long now.”
“Let’s not talk about vampire stuff for right now. I want to stay mellow and happy for a bit longer.”
Sebastian’s fingers stroked her thigh, alerting her nerves and sending sizzling signals through her. Winter shivered.
“You know,” he murmured, his lips by her ear. “I might have run off to night clubs after every job, but it wasn’t the way I really wanted to celebrate another success.” His fingers pushed underneath the hem of her skirt, sliding over the curve of her thigh to caress high at the top, over the delicate inner flesh of her thighs. Winter locked her jaw tight against the moan that tried to emerge.
Sebastian’s lips trailed down the side of her neck, until he was nuzzling at the edge of her tee-shirt, his lips and tongue dipping into the hollow of her clavicle and sending a shudder through her.
Winter looked around for observers, but their booth was in a dark corner and her back and Sebastian’s was turned so that someone would have to come right up to the booth and peer over the table to see what they were doing.
She relaxed and reached for Sebastian’s other hand. She pushed it under her tee-shirt and up until his fingers curled over her breast. She sighed. “You weren’t the only one who wanted a different ending to jobs, back then.”
“I know that now. So let’s finish it properly this time. We may never get another opportunity to put things right.” He gripped the edge of her bra and curled the cup down, until her breast was resting on top of folded lace. Then he let his fingers drift gently over her breast, avoiding the nipple and making her squirm. “Keep still.” His voice was low and commanding.
“You’re kidding me!” she murmured back.
“Keep still, or I will stop.”
She drew in a breath and made herself stay perfectly still, even though she was trembling and her clit was blooming and throbbing with need.
“That’s better,” Sebastian told her. His finger and thumb tightened on her nipple and at the same time, he pushed her panties aside and thrust his fingers deep into her pussy.
Winter held back her cry, her throat tightening with the effort. As Sebastian slid his fingers in and out of her with soft, slick sounds, he rolled her nipple and tugged on it gently.
She gripped the edge of the table with iron fingers. “Pay the bill!” she whispered.
“I’m having too much fun here.” He withdrew his fingers and grabbed at her panties and tore them from her with a low ripping sound. He gave a wordless sound of satisfaction and stuffed the silky fabric into his pocket and returned his hand to between her thighs.
Winter let her head fall back and her eyes drift closed as his long fingers began to thrust into her in a steady, powerfully arousing motion. Then his thumb brushed against her clit and began to stroke in time with his thrusting.
Winter clutched at the tabletop and swallowed dryly. She was breathing in short little pants, her lips open. Her climax leapt and swept her along.
“Bastian,” she moaned, her head rolling.
He abruptly let go of her. Winter drew in a deep, unsteady breath.
“Time to pay the bill,” he said, pushing her away from him. He stood up carefully, adjusting his jeans to accommodate his hard cock, then picked up the bill and strode to the cash register, leaving Winter to pull together her scrambled senses, straighten up her clothes and grab her bag and coat. She caught up with Sebastian as he finished up at the cash register.
He held the door open for her and plucked her coat away from her just as she was shrugging into it. “You won’t need that,” he told her. “I’ll keep you more than warm enough for a while.”
She shivered, but made no protest. Sebastian’s improvisations were always worth playing along with him for a while, even if she only had a vague idea what it was he had dreamed up.
Their rented car was sitting nose-in to the restaurant, at the far end of the car park. There were no windows there to spill light upon the low-slung Thunderbird, and rain drops beaded the hood and windscreen.
“Why don’t you phone the jet and let them know we’ll be there in forty minutes? They can prep for take-off.”
“Now?” she asked.
“Now,” he confirmed, his voice low.
She shivered again and it had nothing to do with the cold. She knew that low, gravelly voice of his well. So she fished out her cellphone and dialed the number the two pilots had given her when they had left the plane around three p.m., carrying their heavy duffel bags that now sat in the trunk.
“Hi,” she said. “This is Winter K—“
“Yes, ma’am.” The pilot cut her off. “Are you calling to say you’re ready to head back?”
She reached the passenger door of the car and lifted her hand to open it, but Sebastian grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the hood. He tossed her shoulder bag on the ground at her feet.
She widened her eyes at him and he raised a finger to his lips. She was to continue the call as if nothing extraordinary was happened. Then she remembered the question she had been asked. “Um, yes, in about forty minutes,” she said into the phone. “Does that suit you?”
Sebastian bent her over the low hood, making her draw in a sharp breath.
“I’m sorry, ma’am?” the pilot asked.
“Nothing,” she said hastily as she propped herself up on the slippery, wet hood with her other hand.
Sebastian yanked her skirt up around her hips, exposing her naked ass and genitals to his view, then spread her legs wide.
Oh Lordy! Winter thought, clutching the cellphone with desperate fingers.
“We can get permission to take off inside ten minutes. It’s pretty quiet here.” She heard the pilot chuckle. “This isn’t L.A.X.”
Sebastian slid her tee-shirt up her torso and picked up the edge of her bra with it, until her breasts were exposed, with the tee-shirt and her bra tangled up together and rucked up under her arms. If anyone was to step out of the restaurant, or drive up…
“Ma’am?”
“I’m sorry. Yes, that’s fine. We’ll see you in forty minutes.”
Sebastian battered his way into her pussy, his cock hot and hard and shocking. Winter caught her breath, her hand slipping up the hood with the force of his entry.
“Thanks, ma’am. In forty.”
She managed to thumb the disconnect icon, although she was unable to keep the phone steady because of Sebastian’s hard thrusting and because her brain and muscle coordination seem to have shut down. She gripped the cellphone in her fingers and rested the knuckles against the hood for support.
“You did very well,” Sebastian said approvingly, his voice hoarse. He curled his hand over her shoulder, the other took possession of her hip. It steadied her – just a little.
Winter rolled her head back, moaning. This was beyond good. It was wicked and high risk and exactly what she needed after risking herself tonight, the way she had done years ago. Had she needed sex after all those jobs, too? Probably. She could only vaguely remember watching Sebastian leave. After that, it blurred in her memory.
Now he was fucking her hard and fast. Her climax came to life once more, stirring in the pit of her belly, making her shake and her breath shorten.
Sebastian moved his hand from her hip, under her belly, to slide into the wet channel and up against her clit. He barely had to do more than hold his fingers in place, for her body was jerking in time with his thrusts, sliding her clit against the tip of his fingers.
He dropped his other hand to cup her breast and squeeze, her nipple caught between his fingers.
Her climax whooshed through her at Mach speed, catching even her by surprise. It leapt and pummeled her nerve endings with fizzing, throbbing pleasure and she arched her back in reaction, panting heavily to ride out the need to scream.
She clamped so hard around Sebastian’s cock that for a few seconds he had to halt and wait for her to release him. Then he ground himself into her, his hips working, his breath ragged, his fingers digging into her hips to keep her still.
He came with an explosion of air from his lips. His hips jerked in little twitches. “Ah, gods,” he muttered, his Irish thick.
“Bastian…” she warned. There could be anyone hidden in the shadows around them, listening. She was fine with voyeurs, but they had to keep their human roles in place while they were in public.
Sebastian slid out of her and lifted her so she was standing up. Then he turned her around and straightened up her skirt and shirt. His cock thrust stiffly from his open jeans, gleaming with her moisture.
Winter studied his face. “You’re not done yet, are you?”
He grinned as he fastened his jeans. “I’m thinking, we have a five hour flight and a private jet all to ourselves.”
Winter picked up her coat, which Sebastian had dropped on top of her bag, and slipped it on. “Let’s go return the car. Come on.”
Sebastian kissed her. His limpid green eyes were full of heat and made her shiver yet again. “Why did we leave the business, once more?”
“We’re not those two people anymore. Next life, new page.”
He sighed and fished out the keys from his coat. “Pity. I haven’t had my adrenaline roused like this for months.”
“If Nial’s agenda goes according to his predictions, you’ll get more than your share of adrenaline spikes soon enough.” She slid into the passenger seat.
Sebastian settled behind the wheel and grinned at her. “Not exactly what I had in mind but it’s a substitute of sorts.” He gunned the engine and wheeled the car out of the car park, the tires spitting stones and dirt.
 



Chapter Five
Dan Wilson had been born the son of Wulf. His father had given him the name Danich, which he had used for nearly thirty years. For the rest of his extraordinarily long life, the name Danich Wulfson has been a secret name, known only to his most trusted associates. No one in this place held that privilege.
Dan Wilson looked out upon the sea of faces turned up toward him from his seat on the stage. The hall was a large one, yet it was quite full. His instinct had told him to wear a simple button-through shirt and undistinguished trousers, to make him look less intimidating and more like a simple man. It had been the right decision. The ranks of humans standing on the floor of the hall watching the human introducing him were less than impressive.
Given the constraints the League for Humanity had to work within these days, Danich knew he should give the overweight, perspiring human standing at the microphone credit for recruiting the numbers gathered here tonight. Danich had to stretch his memory for the man’s name. He was the most recent in a long line of successive League CEOs. The man at the top had changed so frequently lately it was sometimes difficult to recall the name of the current one. Pro Libertatus incursions had done their part – the Libertatus had killed at least three of them. Then there was Nathanial Aquila’s irritating little group of people. While Danich couldn’t say for sure that Nathanial’s people had killed everyone they had come across, the League’s human ranks had steadily depleted over the last year, to the point where active recruitment had become necessary to restore the League to its full complement of … staff.
Bryon. That was the man’s name. Danich smiled to himself as he remembered. He glanced at the long row of chairs on either side of him. His brethren sat upon the chairs, facing the humans. There was another two rows of them behind him. They were all quite still and silent, concentrating on the unusual sight of so many of their humans gathered in one location. The humans seemed to be equally as enthralled. Danich could see their gazes sweeping along the long row of vampires watching them. Fear was a common element in those gazes.
Bryon finished his indeterminably long speech on an up-note that was a deft touch: “You will not find another quite like him, for he has travelled through times and across lands that we have barely recorded properly in history books.” Bryon lifted his hand toward Danich. “I give you the President of the League for Humanity, Dan Wilson.”
The applause was not thunderous, but it had a pleasing volume that allowed Danich to smile with genuine appreciation as he stepped up to the microphone. “You have my thanks for assembling here tonight,” he told the humans when the applause had faded. “The world, and our lives where they intersect with that world, are coming into a time of great need. There are forces moving against us and developments that could prove to be our doom if we do not approach these new challenges in precisely the right way. My fellow brethren and I agreed that this time of challenge and the strategies we have built to deal with them—”
There was stirring and muttering at the back of the hall, where the big sets of exit doors led out into the foyer. Danich paused as he noticed heads moving. Turning. They were not paying attention to him.
“What is it?” he demanded. “What is happening back there?” He looked around for Bryon and covered the microphone. “Where is your security?” he asked.
Bryon swallowed and pulled a cellphone out of his pocket. “I’ll tend to it. Not to worry.”
Danich turned back to the microphone, irritated. He needed their full and undivided attention. He should have organized this himself instead of relying on a flaky human. Next time—
“Danich Wulfson!” The shout came from high above the heads of the humans, who all turned to look behind them, in the direction of the call.
Standing at the front of the narrow observation balcony stood a man. A vampire, Danich guessed. He spread his arms wide as Danich spotted him, raising the flowing arms of the full length open-fronted robe he wore. The robe was decadent, covered in embroidery and jewels. There was another full length tunic beneath it. The tunic was a simple but blinding white fabric held in at the waist with a cummerbund that competed with the robe in colors and patterns.
“This is a closed meeting!” Danich shouted into the microphone. “Security! Toss that idiot out. Now!”
Bryon’s security had already reached the top of the stairs that gave access onto the balcony. The man was standing with his legs pushed right up against the railing. He turned his head to spot the men edging out from the stairwell. It made his utterly bald head gleam as the overhead lights from the hall played upon it.
Down in the hall proper, Danich was now able to discern what the fuss and muttering was about. There were people pushing their way into the hall, spreading out amongst the humans already gathered there.
He looked up at the man standing on the gallery. Whoever he was, he had balls. He had turned to look down upon Danich once more, putting his back to the security team.
The team was efficient, for humans. They saw his back was presented to them and seized the opportunity to rush forward, lifting their guns.
The man didn’t even blink. He didn’t turn his head. He just waved them back with a lazy motion of his hand, as if they were a petty irritation that he couldn’t be bothered dealing with.
The security team didn’t just fall back, they were rammed back toward the stairs like left over bowling pins being swept into the back gutter.
Danich frowned. He had never seen that sort of ability demonstrated by either man or vampire. Never.
He stepped away from the microphone and glanced over his shoulder to stage right, where the fire exit sign gleamed in the shadows beyond the proscenium.
“Danich Wulfson!” the man cried again. He was standing up on top of the wide edge of the balcony rail, now, looking down at the stage. It was a fifty foot drop to the hall floor below, where the humans were milling and muttering. The new arrivals – this man’s cohorts, no doubt – had distributed themselves around the edges of the hall. There were three of them standing in front of the stage, looking out at the humans.
The man on the balcony lifted his arms again, bringing them parallel with the floor. Then he stepped off the railing, evicting screams and gasps from the humans.
He floated down to the stage.
The vampires on the stage were on their feet now and as the man drew closer to the stage, they pressed backwards, pushing chairs across the floor with a scraping metal sound.
The collective sour and hot smell of fear the humans had begun to emit washed over Danich just as the man’s first foot pressed upon the stage. Then his second foot came together with the first. He straightened and dropped his arms. He was barely a meter away from Danich.
Danich fought to keep his face impassive and his body loose and relaxed. There was only one type of creature who had abilities above and beyond those of ordinary vampires and that was the unspoken ones. Danich had assumed they were mostly myth, or at the very least, people who had passed beyond memory and disintegrated eons ago. Like most vampires his age, he had been taught the laws and mythos of vampires and he knew now exactly who stood before him. There had been only one Ancient One with the power of levitation.
Menes Heru. The Deadly Moon.
Heru lifted a brow – or what would have been a brow, if he had any facial hair. His flesh was smooth and virtually unlined and quite hairless. He raised a hand again and a small boy in sandals and rough tunic moved to his side. Heru rested his hand on the boy’s shoulder and spoke. The words were gibberish and sounded ancient to Danich’s well-trained linguistic ear.
“You are Danich Wulfson,” the boy said. “Born in Vinland of a clan man no longer remembers.”
The boy was Heru’s interpreter. Then it was true that the Old Ones degenerated, hidden away in their isolated paradises. Heru didn’t speak or understand English.
“I am Menes Heru Asar Iah,” the boy continued, “and you assembled here are alive despite breaking the sanctions that rule our kind.” The piping, young voice speaking such words might have sounded strange, except the words were chilling enough to overcome the odd messenger.
Now the fear and the muttering came from the vampires standing behind Danich. Cowards.
This close, Danich could see more details about Heru. The old one was surprisingly small. He stood barely five and a half feet tall. His head, though, was very large. The skull above his brows rose higher than the average man’s, curving in a sharply arched dome. His ears were formed in such a way that there was a suggestion of peaks at the top. Pointy ears.
He wore thick metal earrings that were covered in designs that looked as ancient as rumor said he was. It was his eyes that really commanded attention, though. They were quite black. Not even the dark, dark brown that people with “black” eyes really had. They were quite simply black.
The eyes narrowed and Danich knew he had been staring too long. He dropped his gaze away. “Lord, the times we move in are so much changed,” he said. “Gathering here tonight was a long-considered strategic move.”
Heru’s expression did not change despite the boy murmuring back to him in his own tongue. A language from antiquity.
“We meet on a matter of survival,” Danich added.
Heru’s eyes narrowed even more. This time, Danich had no trouble recognizing his anger. Heru lifted his arm. The fingers were all pressed together, reminding Danich insanely of a policeman directing traffic. The fingers were pointing at him.
Despite not knowing what was happening, Danich felt his heart start of its own accord.
“Come,” the child next to him said.
A great invisible force drove into Danich’s back with the energy of a pile-driver. He was lifted off his feet and rammed forward. He felt Heru’s fingers punch through his chest as he came to a halt, inches from Heru’s face.
The humans in the hall were screaming, trying to push their way out, but the guards Heru had put in place kept them corralled. Behind them, at the back of the stage, Danich could hear the other vampires whispering and calling. For the first time in long decades, they were afraid.
Danich’s chest was hot. Hot like he had not felt since the days when he was human.
Heru was studying him with those black eyes, watching as Danich tried to breathe and found there was no room in his chest for his lungs to expand.
Then Heru shift his hand inside him and pain exploded everywhere. Danich felt the fingers close around his frantically beating heart. Close and squeeze. The pain climbed higher and became a ripping, excruciating sensation. Miasmic red swam across his vision as Heru withdrew his hand. He held it up. His hand and forearm were covered in blood.
Danich’s blood.
He didn’t feel himself fall. He blinked and saw the roof of the hall above him, with the girders and steel beams with their big theatre lights and ropes and ladders hanging from them.
There was no more pain, but there was a curious draining sensation and his limbs were numb. That would be the blood leaving me, he thought.
Heru’s boy leaned over to look him in the eye. “The old ways were the ways of survival. They will be maintained.”
I understand that now, Danich thought. It was his last thought.
* * * * *
Bryon tried to edge even further away from the bloody pool around Dan Wilson’s body and the little man standing over him with his ghastly trophy in his hands, but there were too many people behind him, trying to do the same thing.
The man, Menes Heru, lifted his other hand, the clean one, and pointed at Bryon. The child stepped toward him. “You are the primary human?”
Bryon licked his lips. “Primary…? Yeah, sure,” he said. “They made me CEO.” It had not been his idea, not after the two CEOs before him had mysteriously vanished.
Heru’s hand turned over and the fingers flickered. That was a gesture Bryon understood. It meant come here.
With his heart slamming against the inside of his chest, Bryon moved closer. He stopped six paces away. It was too close by a dozen miles or more. But the dude hadn’t punched him forward onto his hand like he had with Wilson, so maybe he was going to be okay for the next few minutes.
The bloody hand with its unspeakable object now hung down by Heru’s side, dripping blood all over the sparkly coat. With the clean hand, Heru pointed to the vampires on the stage, sweeping his finger from one side to the other. “You…no?” he demanded. The accent was strange and so thick Bryon could barely understand those two words.
No? I no do what? Then he got it. “Yeah, sure, I know most of them. The ones I don’t, there’ll be someone in the hall that does.”
The boy whispered steadily and Heru nodded impassively. He lifted his hand again and waved toward the vampires. “You will tell me their names as you know them, and your association with them.”
Bryon swallowed. “But couldn’t you just ask them to introduce themselves?”
Heru drew in a slow breath and Bryon could see the big veins in his skull pulsing. He had made a mistake. He had questioned the order. The vampires, even Wilson, who had been a bit odd himself, tolerated questions asked for clarification and if they were in a good mood, they were highly cooperative, explaining exactly what they wanted, sometimes even teaching or demonstrating a skill that would help the work along. But this fellow was really, really old, Bryon guessed. He didn’t like having humans talk back, let alone ask questions. One of the very fucking old school.
“Begin!” the boy snapped.
Bryon wiped sweat from his face and neck with his hand, then dried his hand on his trousers. “Yep, sure, right away,” he said and pointed to the vampire next to him, dredging up the name he knew the vampire by. As he continued, his fear seemed to grow, not diminish. Who the fuck was this guy that had every vampire on the stage freaked out of their sweat socks?
 



Chapter Six
Marcus completed the five mile run at a leisurely pace, running barefoot at the edge of the water, where the waves smoothed out and compacted the sand. Running in sand was good exercise. Having to adjust for the unreliable footing gave him a better workout. But he didn’t push it very hard for he had done eight miles yesterday when he had got home after the shooting. Most of those eight miles had been in the soft, dry grit higher up the beach. That was even more of a pain to run in and he had felt it in his calves and quads this morning. Today’s run was just to iron out the kinks and disperse the lactic acid that was causing the aches.
He finished the run by yanking off his tee-shirt and diving in the water just in front of his house. He ducked under a few big waves and got properly wet, then forced himself to head back. Today was a work day. Time to hit the grindstone.
He carried his shirt back up to the house and washed the beach sand from his feet with the garden hose. Even from the back end of the walled-in yard, he could hear his TV droning on. “…day three and authorities still have no leads into the disappearance of House Speaker Richard Lowenstein, who was last seen—”
The TV was a problem. He hadn’t left it on when he went for his run. So…friend or foe? The windows were all open, too, and the early morning sea breeze was wafting the long white curtains out through the windows.
Friend, he decided. A foe wouldn’t make himself at home. He relaxed and pushed open the back door, which was never locked. Compared to his Malibu neighbors, his house was a modest beach shack. Potential thieves could see for themselves through the many doors and windows that there was nothing valuable worth knocking off. Just to drive the point home, he left his doors unlocked. They were welcome to toss the place if they thought he was holding out on them. If they did, they’d still find nothing. If they tried it when he was home, though….
Instead of heading directly to the bathroom off his bedroom, Marcus hooked a towel out of the guest bathroom by the back door and toweled off right there in the passageway. As he worked, he heard a voice rise over the sound of the television. “What do you mean, he’ll be fragile?...I know the fucking release date is three months away. I’m making the damn thing….No, you don’t understand. I have to have Patrick now. There is a mountain of pre-release publicity…Of course he has to do it! I’ve put it off as long as I could…Right…No, I’m not going anywhere. I’ll be right here at the end of this phone. Give me good news, huh? Please?”
Then the sound of a cellphone being tossed onto his coffee table.
Marcus knew who was waiting for him, now. Kate Lindenstream, the golden girl of Hollywood and his assignment. He blew out his breath. After a year of handling her, he still didn’t know her all that well, which was odd. He usually had a basic understanding of the inner drives of his assignees within the first meeting or two.
He pulled his shirt back on and took the towel with him into the main living room. Kate looked up as he entered. “You’re late,” she told him.
“You’re early,” he returned mildly.
“You always leave your house unlocked?”
“Yep.” He dropped the towel onto the seat of the armchair opposite her and sat in it. “In the seven years I’ve been living in Malibu, I haven’t been robbed once.” He pointed over his head. “Caspar has been hit four times.” He pointed over Kate’s head. “Jerry and Jesus have had their house trashed so many times they now use private security.”
“I didn’t realize Jerry Mancini lived out here,” Kate said. Her phone buzzed and she picked it up and turned off, then pushed it into the back pocket of her jeans. She straightened up and tossed her long golden hair back over her shoulder. She was a lovely woman, but Marcus still didn’t understand the media hysteria and hype surrounding her.
“Shall we get this over with? I’ve got a really full day of looping ahead,” she said.
“I heard,” Marcus said mildly. “Why is Patrick Sauvage still fragile? Has he been on another bender?”
She pursed her lips together for a minute, making the fullness thin. “Patrick was turned eight months ago. Normally, a freshly minted vampire is kept away from places where humans congregate until the vampire has learned how to control his impulses and can deal with humans as something other than food. Nial thinks Patrick isn’t ready yet.” She gave another small grimace. “He had addiction issues before he was turned, that he never properly learned how to control. The lack of control could be an issue now.”
Marcus felt his chest tighten.
She shrugged. “You asked the question,” she reminded him. She must have spotted his tension. Observing tiny changes in human expression was part of her day-time profession. She tilted her head. “Why did you accept the assignment as my controller, if you find the idea of vampires so disturbing? They must have warned you I was living with two of them.”
“They mentioned it,” Marcus replied.
Kate studied him a moment longer, then smiled. “You didn’t believe them, did you? You still think vampires are a myth.”
He shifted uncomfortably, then got to his feet. “I’ve never met one,” he said flatly. “But it’s hard to dismiss them as a fairytale when the CIA forms an entire fucking unit to deal with them and with this grand coming-out plan the vampires have.”
“You’re not in that unit,” Kate pointed out.
He shook his head and reached over to flip open the ceramic box sitting on the coffee table and pulled out the half-finished joint from last night and the lighter. He sat back.
“I really wish you wouldn’t,” Kate said, as he flicked the lighter on.
“You don’t strike me as the square type,” Marcus told her.
“This time last year, I might have joined you,” Kate replied. “But I have to be careful, now, what I let into my bloodstream.”
He lowered the lighter, while he struggled to identify how he felt about that. “You let them feed from you?” he asked carefully, and shook his head. “That sounds fucking surreal.”
“Feed, no. I don’t have time to recover my energy the way I would need to after a feeding. But Micheil and Roman bite me often during sex and they taste my blood that way. If I’ve had a drink, they get instantly drunk and usually sick afterwards. I have no idea what weed would do to them.”
Marcus tossed the joint and lighter back into the dish and dropped the lid with a sharp snap. He sat back and blew out his breath.
“Again…” Kate said.
“Yeah, I asked. My big mouth.”
“Perhaps you should meet them,” Kate suggested. “It might help you…relax.”
“I’m plenty relaxed. I don’t need to meet them until I have to. It’s not part of my job description.”
“Your job is to coordinate my work for the CIA,” Kate reminded him. “My work, right now, is almost all about the vampires.”
“Because you had the bad form to sleep with two of them,” Marcus pointed out. “At the same time. Now the world can’t seem to focus on anything else but your domestic arrangements.” He pointed to the TV, which was still running. The early morning entertainment section was running footage of Kate and her two partners leaving some unnamed event, probably from last night. Marcus scowled at the screen as the camera zoomed in on the happy, smiling threesome, lingering on how the two men rested both their hands on her waist. The voice-over was exclaiming in high pitched excitement that Kate was the world’s sexiest woman. But his gaze kept pulling back to the two men. The two vampires. “Calum Garrett,” he said. “I can’t believe he’s one. The world is going to go ballistic when they hear that.”
“Probably not,” Kate said. “There are bigger names than Micheil who plan on stepping out on D-Day.”
Marcus turned off the TV, using the remote. “Who?” he asked flatly.
“Obviously, Patrick is one. But do you really want to know right now?” she asked gently.
He thought about it. Garrett bothered him for reasons he still hadn’t figured out, but he knew it had something to do with the lying and deception the man’s – the vampire’s – entire life had incorporated. Marcus frowned. “Maybe you can tell me later, then.”
Kate smiled. It was a knowing expression. “Very well,” she said easily. “I don’t have much to report this week.”
“The League still notable for its absence?” he asked.
“Four weeks now and we haven’t spotted a hint of a trail for any of their known members. They’ve gone to ground. It’s worrying Nial, although he nearly always looks calm.”
“He knows you’re reporting in to us, doesn’t he?”
“He knew before I knew he knew.” Kate grinned. “There’s not much that gets by him, especially now he’s got that biological computer next to him.”
“You mean the English dude. Cyneric.” Even their names were strange. Cyneric. Micheil. Nial.
Kate’s grin broadened. “You want to be uneasy around vampires, Marcus? He’s one you’d be justified getting the jitters over. He’s freaky. When we were at Nial’s two days ago, he took one look at me. Just one. Then he said I needed to call my tailor about the dress for last night. It was going to need repairs.”
Marcus thought about it. “Thread on your clothes? But that could have been from anywhere.”
“It was thread, but it was a long length of thread that had been creased into the pattern that a commercial blind hemmer makes. The end had caught on one of the studs of my jeans and unraveled. It was apricot colored thread, and it was very fine, the sort they use on those machines. I was carrying the shoes that go with it. Apricot shoes. He put it all together and told me to call my tailor.” She smiled again. “Freaky, as I said.”
“There are really people out there that do that Sherlock Holmes shit?” Marcus asked.
“The Sherlock Holmes shit is something he does for fun. Like drinking. What Rick really does is extrapolate the future from events and occurrences that he’s seen, heard about or that someone reports back to him. He’s so good at it you’d think he was divining the future like wizards are supposed to. That’s when it goes from freaky to outright nightmare stuff.” She licked her lips, her smile fading. “When he’s relaxed, he sometimes reveals what he sees coming up…and it’s not fun stuff. It’s not happy times.”
“There’s a big surprise,” Marcus muttered and combed his fingers through his rapidly drying hair, pushing it out of his eyes. “Humanity has been circling the bowl for three generations, already. Something’s gotta give.”
“You’re as bad as he is,” she chided. “Very positive and sunny, both of you.”
He scowled. “Did you know that they moved the hand on the Doomsday Clock up another minute, last week? Those are reasonable, logical and future-oriented scientists pushing that clock around. We’re sitting at four minutes to midnight, now. I have no idea what the revelation about vampires will do to the thing, but I guarantee it won’t sit still and it won’t go backwards, either.” He blew out a breath and watched a sailboard move across the waves and disappear from his view.
“You’re not a very typical CIA operative, are you?” she asked.
“I’ve been told,” he growled. “What, you want a suit and a boy scout haircut?” He ruffled his hair again. It was shaggy and if he wore a collar he’d probably have to untuck the back of his hair out of the way of the collar. It was time to think about getting it cut. Maybe.
“My last coordinator always wore a suit. Even in summer. Tie and all.”
“Yeah, coz that would fit right in here on Surfrider Beach.”
“But you’re not wearing a disguise to assimilate. You’re living the life,” Kate pointed out. “They told me you were…well, different.”
The tension was back in his chest. “You should be fucking grateful, Lindenstream. Your last coordinator asked to have you reassigned because he couldn’t stomach your…friends.”
The faintest blush colored her high cheekbones and her eyes glittered, telling him the blush was anger, not embarrassment. “They’re my lovers, not my friends,” she snapped. “If I could figure out a way to marry both of them I would, so even ‘lover’ doesn’t do it justice. Their names are Calum and Roman and I wish the fuck you’d use their names instead of just calling them ‘them’ all the time. For a long haired, pot-smoking surfer-hippy, you aren’t nearly as laid back as you seem to think you are. You have issues you should deal with and stop venting yourself all over me.”
He leaned forward. “You’re no prize catch either, lady. Do you know how close the CIA came to doing something about you, last year?” He nodded as her eyes widened slightly. “Yeah, figured not,” he added dryly. He held up his thumb and forefinger. “You were this close to being dealt with in some way. Fifteen years were invested in you and for fifteen years you paid out squat in return. Then, you’re suddenly getting cozy with vampires.” He shook his head. “You went AWOL, and don’t give me the same line you gave the section chief about how you couldn’t untangle from the end of production while the world’s entire media corps was on your doorstep, because you grew up with a camera in your face, so you know how to handle the paparazzi just fine.” He shook his head. “You did a bunk. You were going to go native, or whatever the hell you call it when you throw your lot in with the vampires. I know you were. You know you were. McLaren suspects, too, which is why when your handler tried to scoop you off his shoe last year because he didn’t like your smell, McLaren allowed it.”
Kate swallowed. Her eyes were very big.
“You’re lucky you got me,” he told her. “I’m damned good at my job and I happen to think the length of my hair has no fucking bearing on bringing down bad guys. So you should just suck that up along with the stench of my mull, and my wariness around vampires, because I’m all you’ve got. No one else wants you.”
She sat as still as marble for nearly sixty seconds. Her gaze drilled right through him. “If I’m so radioactive, then why would McLaren give me to you, if you’re so good? It’s a waste.”
Hot words pressed against the back of his teeth, but Marcus held them back because she wasn’t looking at him yet and he wanted her undivided attention.
“I think you were good,” she added. “Maybe you still are. I don’t know. But something happened a while ago and now the CIA thinks you’re radical. A loose cannon. You’re under a black cloud. That’s why you got me, because I’m under the same black cloud.” Her gaze sharpened as she focused on him. “I bet you used to wear the suits. I bet you were as AJ squared-away as my last handler. You probably have a row of medals. Hell, you were probably the golden boy, destined to climb the corporate ladder in record speed.”
All his anger evaporated. His heart was trying to hurl itself out of his chest. Damn, she was good. “You’re too used to wrapping everything up inside fairytales,” he told her. “Not everyone has a romantic story driving them along.”
“No?” She got to her feet, her gaze sweeping around the room.
“Looking for something?”
“Medals,” she said flatly. “They’re here somewhere, but they won’t be tucked away nice and safe. You’ll have tossed them into a corner…”
She was close to the kitchen, looking around. Marcus’ throat tried to close down. “Even if there was a story, I can’t tell you. You know the drill,” he said, forcing himself to a casual, I-don’t-give-a-fuck tone.
“There’s a story,” she said as she did a lazy circuit around the living room. She wasn’t opening anything. She was taking it all in. “If I find the medals, you have to tell me the location of your last active posting.”
Just toss her out on her ass. Over and done, he told himself.
She smiled, looking at the kitchenette, then turned on her expensive heels and headed for it.
Something like panic grabbed at his chest. “You should leave,” he told her. “I have another appointment in five minutes.”
“I was early. You wouldn’t have set a time so close to when I would normally leave and risk having us meet. It’s bad security.” She opened the second drawer in the island and pushed the mess of utensils, spoons and spatulas aside. Then she smiled and reached into the back corner. She held up the flat black box. “Gotcha,” she said and opened it. Her smile faltered. “Damn, there are even more of them than I thought.”
Marcus flexed to his feet. “Okay. Show’s over. You’re in movies, you know what happens next. Find the exit and scram.”
She closed the lid on the box gently and placed it on the counter. Her hand rested on it briefly, then she headed toward the open doors on the balcony. There was a set of stairs from the balcony that climbed down to a narrow path that ended up at the public car park behind the beach-front housing. She stopped at the door, holding back the billowing curtain with one hand and brushing her hair out of her eyes as the breeze tossed it about. She was tall, slender, blonde and heart-breakingly beautiful. She was also as sharp as a tack and absolutely no one’s fool, of which Marcus had just been reminded. She was holding the attention of two males whom she had vaguely hinted had lived for centuries, so their boredom quotient would be very high. Kate was more than she appeared, in all ways.
“Where was your last assignment?” she asked. “Come on, you owe me.”
He could tell her to fuck off. He could point out that he hadn’t actually agreed to tell her anything. He could even quote the rulebook at her again. But it would kill the tiny kernel of a relationship that had just been sowed over the last few minutes.
Kate had been right on just about every point in her ”fairy tale”, but she had passed over the factor that had really got his ass kicked to Schenectady in disgrace; too much interfering empathy for his subject is what his official file said. But his ease with relationships and feelings and slippery human factors in situations where other anal agents overlooked such things had been in part what made him so good. Until it had hit the fan, his superiors had liked that he had such a way with people. It made their jobs a shit-load easier, until they suddenly disliked the results.
So Marcus knew he had to meet Kate half-way right now, or else kill off any hope of building the sort of intimacy that a handler and operative needed to get the job done. He would mutilate the skerrick of confidence in him that she had developed and she would forever keep her guard up and make decisions about what to disclose to him. She would hold back.
It took all the oxygen in his lungs to get it out. “Tangier.”
“Morocco?” She smiled a little. “I’ve only ever had shitty luck when I’m there, too. They shut down my movie, once.” She tilted her head again. It was a gentle, wise look. “You know I can get the rest from that, don’t you?”
He knew. His heart knew. His blood pressure knew. He nodded. “But I didn’t tell you, at least.”
She smiled again, a sunny, happy expression, and pulled out her cellphone. “Next week,” she said, confirming their regular meeting. Then she strode across the balcony, down the stairs and was gone.
After a while, Marcus realized his skin was dry and itching from the sea salt. He stirred and went to take a shower before his next meeting. He stopped to fire up his cellphone on the way past the kitchen counter to check who it was he was meeting with next.
He couldn’t seem to get his mind to move out of the deep track it was in. Old ghosts were circling. How had she analyzed him so accurately? Perhaps she was better at this job than he’d assumed.
 



Chapter Seven
Cyneric heard the key slotting into the lock on the front door, but didn’t get up. There were four people who had a key to the house, besides him, and three of them wouldn’t enter without knocking or ringing first. The fourth one would.
Rick stayed where he was and brought his mind back to the problem at hand.
“Rick?” Erik’s voice was moving. He was looking for him.
Rick brought his mind back to the subject once more, a small sigh escaping. Gently, he swiveled the chair, bringing a different perspective into view.
“What the hell?” Erik was standing at the door of the second bedroom, looking around. “What are you doing?”
Rick sighed again, loudly, and uncrossed his legs. He stood up. “I’m working,” he said shortly.
“This is how you work?” Erik stepped further into the room and began to edge very slowly around the path Rick had left clear, in a rough circle surrounding the chair he had been sitting on. He examined the display.
For a moment Rick saw it from Erik’s perspective. Hundreds of photos and printed-out images tacked to all four walls. Objects that represented thoughts or ideas sat beneath them. A backpack for travel, one of America’s oval footballs for sport, and more. There were pages with single words or phrases, and lists with each item separated from the other. Running between them all, connecting and interconnecting them, was lengths of yarn in symbolic colors. They led to list items, back to photos of people, on to objects on the floor. It looked crazy. It looked like he had dropped off a mental cliff.
“I don’t always work this way,” Rick explained.
“What other way, then?” Erik asked, still shuffling around and checking out every item. He was good looking in a blond, pale way and he wore suits well. The one he was wearing now was a dark blue, which made the most of his eyes. He’d loosened the tie. “You use a computer instead?”
“I just think,” Rick said flatly. “Look, I appreciate that you’re here, but I really have to finish this.”
Erik stopped at the two nearly identical pictures of Lowenstein’s apartment window, blown up to show just the window and tapped them. “Two copies of the same window? What gives?”
Irritation stirred and Rick tamped it down. “If you observe properly, it’s perfectly obvious they’re not the same.”
“Well, excuse me,” Erik said, with a grin. He took another step and pointed to another photo. “Isn’t that…Lowenstein? The guy who is missing?”
“Richard Lowenstein, your House Speaker,” Rick said flatly. “Don’t you know your own political representatives?”
Again, Erik didn’t answer. He peered closely at the print out of the grainy vintage photo Rick had found on-line. It showed a petite brunette woman, wearing stylish 1940’s street clothing, resting the butt of a machine gun on her hip. Her expression was one of anger or defensiveness. Behind her, the streets of Paris were easily identifiable, because the Eiffel Tower could be seen in the far distance. “Hard skinny bitch,” Erik said. “She looks like she ate testicles for breakfast.”
Rick suppressed yet another sigh of frustration.
Erik reached the photo of Danich Wulfson. He leaned in and whistled. “Now, that’s a babe.”
Wulfson had been caught on camera leaving a Fifth Avenue building, for Central Park was visible just over his shoulder. He wasn’t alone in the photo. The woman with him was small, with olive skin and black hair, with black eyes to match. She was proportionately sized for her height. She was wearing a strapless cocktail dress in flaming red that clung to her waist and hips and made the most of the fact that despite her tiny size, she was voluptuous, with curves in all the right places. A sparkling ruby and diamond necklace and earrings polished the effect. Her hair was loose, slightly wavy and flowing over her shoulders.
She looked bored or completely indifferent.
There was a piece of red yarn stretching from Wulfson’s photo to the Second World War photo and Erik ran his finger along it, back to the vintage image. He looked at the photo again, then at the Wulfson one. “Wait, are they the same…” He shifted back to the Wulfson photo. “They look like the same woman. But they can’t be.” He looked at Rick.
“Great grandmother and great granddaughter,” Rick lied without a quiver.
Erik leaned forward again, studying the Wulfson photo with great care. “She looks just like her grandmother. A ball-breaker of the worst sort.” He straightened up and turned to face Rick. “The heteros can have ‘er. That’s the sort of cunt that gives the double exes their deserved reputation.”
Rick suppressed his heart, which had begun to beat heavily. Then he took a step closer to Erik. “Give me the key.”
Erik snorted. “What?”
“The key to this apartment that I gave to you two weeks ago. Give it to me.”
Erik’s smile faded. “Why? Because I called her a ball-breaker? Do you know her?”
“You’re going to give me that key inside twenty seconds, or I’m going to make you give it to me.”
Erik looked at him for ten of his twenty second allotment. Then he pulled out his key chain and unthreaded a chrome key from his collection. He held it out to Rick silently.
Rick slid the key into his pocket. “Now get out.”
Erik’s face darkened with anger. “You’re a fucking freak, you know that?”
“Fifteen seconds,” Rick replied.
“I’m going. I’m fucking going. Jeez Louise.” Erik moved toward the door. “But just so you know, you idiot fucking savant, the idiot part of that applies more than the savant. You’re inhuman.”
He left and Rick listened to him hurry down the stairs, then over the tiles to the front door. The door slammed shut.
“Of course I’m inhuman, you moronic beast,” Rick murmured into the air. He settled on his chair once more, then lifted his legs up and crossed them. Something sharp dug into his hip and he reached into the pocket and pulled out the key. He flipped it over a few times then tossed it across the room in a high parabola. It landed in the rubbish bin with a satisfying loud rattle.
Rick let the silence gather around him once more, staring ahead until peace washed over him. Then he let himself absorb the details of the second collage he faced. With a shift of his hips, he swiveled the chair a few inches around and took in that section for a few minutes longer.
Gradually, the concerns of the human world and all the emotional baggage that came with it slipped away, until he was completely immersed in the problem, searching every tiny combination and possibility for connections and potential answers.
The solution was there. He just had to see it.
* * * * *
When the afternoon sea breeze arrived, whipping the curtains about the doorframes, which tended to happen close to the same time the sun dropped into the sea at this time of year, Marcus shut up the house and let the curtains drift back into place.
That was when he cracked the seal on the bottle of Jim Beam. He ate supper but it tasted like chalk. So he had another glass of Jimmy B for dessert, watching the last of the sunlight play out in red and oranges and pinks across the face of the last wisps of cloud.
The JB wasn’t doing it. He realized that after four glasses and half the bottle was gone. It wasn’t killing his thoughts, or stopping the memories, which were now all mixed up with what happened yesterday in Pershing Square.
So he grabbed the half-used joint and finished it. The stuff was stale…god knows when he had smoked the first half of it. He couldn’t even recall what he had been doing while smoking it. Probably sitting on his ass in this same chair, feeling sorry for himself.
He sat back and waited for the high to fracture his thoughts and let his mind wander across the surface of memory without dipping into the bleak shit below. Despite the buzz and the alcohol, he grew aware of his surroundings. He focused on it, on what was wrong.
It was quiet. Far too quiet. It was the sort of stillness he remembered from Karelia. The intense, thick, throbbing silence, broken only by the sound of the wind whispering of the cold in the tops of the high fir trees. The crunch of the snow when he took a step, except that he was frozen into stillness, unable to move because he didn’t know if moving would trigger them into action. He stood like a startled, wary wild thing, watching her. She was only two hundred yards away, bathed by a full moon, which showed her arms pulled behind her back. She had seen him at the edge of the clearing and she kept her eyes on him, right up until the last second. She had been crying.
Then the shot, which had shattered the silence—
Marcus staggered to his feet, sloshing JB from the glass he still held. He dropped the glass on the coffee table and bent over it, propping himself up. His arms had goose bumps....from the cold.
He waited until his breathing was normal and he wasn’t dizzy anymore. Then he moved around the two sides of the room and opened all the doors again, letting in the softly cool night air, the wind and the smell of the sea. Surf pounded in the distance.
The glass of JB beckoned. He sat on the edge of the armchair and picked it up, swirling the ice cubes. His head was pounding, with the sort of throbbing that he knew if he moved his head too swiftly, would explode and sent shooting pain through his head, his neck, his back and make his vision fade.
Marcus put the glass back on the table and wasn’t surprised to see his hand was shaking. He gripped his hands together.
He could still feel the cold. He could still hear the wind.
He pushed himself to his feet again and walked carefully over to the kitchen bar and pulled out the amber bottle of Lexapro and shook one out. He looked down at it, remembering the last time he had taken one. The sleepiness. The brain fog was the worst of it. He hadn’t been able to recall his last name or his cellphone number.
The Whisper is coming, remember. He could be bumping into furniture, or asleep at the wheel when The Whisper arrived.
With a shudder he shoved the pill back into the bottle, capped it and threw it back in the drawer and shoved it closed. He pushed his fingers through his hair and gripped his skull, squeezing.
“Ah, fuck it,” he muttered and strode over to the refrigerator. He pulled out the bowl of congealed bacon fat and dug into it and pulled out the key. He washed the key under a stream of hot water and headed for the basement.
It was cool in the basement, but not a nerve-biting cold. It was just pleasantly cool. The bank of neons overhead made the room bright and shadowless. There were no windows, so the room looked the same every time he came down here – a reliable retreat.
He ran his gaze across the two benches, butted together to form a large L shape. Everything was in order. Nothing had been shifted from where he had left it. He moved over to the end of the L, where a large steam still was set up. He checked the receiving vessel. It was half-full.
It would take hours to fill the three liter glass bowl. Tonight was a good night to finish the job.
Marcus pulled on the ragged lab coat hanging over the back of the stool and got to work, already laying out in his mind the steps necessary to start the distillation process once more.
* * * * *
Garrett tossed the stir-fry in the wok, enjoying the way it sizzled. The aroma roused memories—not of eating, because he had never eaten Asian cuisine, but of times when he had inhaled the same cooking smells. There were a few. Singapore came most sharply to mind, during the Second World War. There were dozens of times he’d pretended to eat in Chinatown in south Boston, too, for business lunches.
It was the way that cooking provoked his memories that made Garrett enjoy the activity. He couldn’t salivate and couldn’t taste the food, but the memories that cooking and food triggered were generally happy ones.
He spooned a serving of the stir-fry onto the plate he had standing by. Kate and Roman were sitting on the other side of the island, talking. Kate had a glass of red wine by her elbow that Roman had poured for her, but it was mostly untouched. The Perrier bottle next to it was empty. Garrett slid the plate onto the placemat in front of Kate and leaned on the counter. “Try that.”
Roman leaned over and checked it out. “Looks good. You’re getting better at cooking, Mikey.”
Kate picked up her fork. “I really don’t care how it tastes. It’s hot and it’s not moving. That’s good enough for me, right now.” She ate a forkful, chewing as her eyes widened. “But it’s good,” she mumbled around the mouthful, her fingers to her lips.
“It’s a better meal than you would eat if you were left to take care of it yourself,” Roman said. He looked at Garrett. “She subsists on cookies and coffee when she’s in production. I had to shove real food down her throat as she was falling asleep, when she was filming Warrior King.”
Kate shrugged, still eating. “I get distracted,” she confessed.
“We know,” Garrett said. “That’s why I learned to cook modern-style.”
Roman grinned. “Last time he cooked anything for anyone was in the highlands. He brought down a deer with his bow and cooked a chunk of it on an open fire, caveman like. I watched him hacking pieces off with his dirk and stuffing it into his mouth like someone might take it away from him at any second.”
“They might have,” Garrett replied. “The bloody English hounded us into the hills and beyond. They could have swept down on us at any time.”
Kate held her fork halfway between the plate and her mouth. “I keep thinking there’s a story there, somewhere, that should be on film. You were both there. Research would be a doddle.”
Roman pushed her hand, and the loaded fork, up toward her mouth. “Eat,” he said firmly.
Kate ate.
“You were at Nial’s this afternoon?” Garrett asked Roman, who nodded. Garrett had only just arrived back from Boston, where the chore of running his world-wide conglomerate of companies grew less attractive, each time he had to leave Los Angeles to head back east. He had been gone two weeks this time and he had been almost giddy with relief when he boarded the LA morning flight yesterday.
His bags, with all his Boston things, were still sitting at the foot of the stairs, waiting to be taken up to the bedroom. He had dropped them there yesterday before rushing upstairs to get ready for the gala Kate had insisted he return to L.A. for.
He had been on the run all day today, too – he’d spent a few hours at Nial’s house, catching up on events there, and had a series of quick meetings with business contacts here in the city. When he had got home, he’d heard Kate and Roman talking in the kitchen and come in here instead of taking his gear upstairs as he had intended. A glance at his watch and the empty place in front of Kate, plus the pristine state of the kitchen, told him she hadn’t eaten dinner yet. He’d kissed them both then stepped over to the fridge to figure out what to make.
That had been forty minutes ago and Garrett could feel peace settling into his bones. It was so damned good to be back.
Kate lifted her fork. “I had looping. All freaking day. Now, looping is one of the best ways of figuring out who is a real professional. Elizabeth had two to do, which is a lot less than some of them. She came in smiling, nailed them almost the first take and thanked me for letting her correct the errors. The others....” She rolled her eyes. Then she put her fork down and looked at Roman. “By the way, if you were at Nial’s place this afternoon, did you by chance talk to him about Patrick?”
Roman shook his head. “Winter and Sebastian were leaving on some mysterious errand. Something personal, I think. They had mounds of gear and Nial was pretending he wasn’t worried about whatever it was they were doing, but trying to talk to him was like trying to talk to a cat that’s spotted a squirrel. It just wasn’t happening.”
Garrett straightened up. “Maybe they were going to steal something.”
Roman lifted his brow while Kate smiled. “Steal something?” she repeated.
“It’s what they used to do, the pair of them.”
“Hold up 7-11’s?” Roman asked.
“Cat burglars. They were good. World-class, the sort of thieves that corporations hire to steal secrets from their competitors. Very big money stuff.”
Both of them looked at him wordlessly.
“Winter told me, last year on the set.” He shrugged. “It’s not an occupation you can put on your resume, so I didn’t tell anyone.”
“That’s how they met,” Kate murmured. “I’ve often wondered.” She sipped at the wine. “I spoke to Nial early this morning. He still thinks Patrick isn’t ready, but I don’t know how long I can schedule post-production around him. He has some looping to do as well and don’t get me started on publicity.”
Roman nodded. “Next time I’m over there, I’ll hammer the point home.” He looked at Garrett. “What do you think? Is Nial being overly cautious?”
He was asking Garrett for his opinion because he had turned Patrick. Because Garrett was such a public figure and needed to travel back to Boston regularly, Nial was supervising Patrick’s transition and adaptation. Garrett lifted his shoulders in a small shrug. “I’ve never turned anyone before. You have. How long did it take me to start behaving normally? The very beginning is still hazy to me and there were no calendars around right then.”
“You don’t remember? I thought you guys remembered everything,” Kate said.
“There’s not too many higher human functions operating when you are first turned,” Roman told her. “Mostly animal instincts and the insatiable need to feed. Once those calm down, you have to learn how to pass as human. Some find it difficult. Some find the animal instincts are very strong.”
“Pat was an addict,” Garrett said. “It is probably slowing down his adaptation.”
“Patrick is the most disciplined actor I’ve ever met,” Kate replied. “If he’s sober, he’s brilliant. I need him for the film. It’s starting to really screw things up not having him available. I’ve put stuff off as long as I can.”
“Well, he’s been sober for more than eight months now, so I’ll talk to Nial,” Roman promised, “as long as that machine god isn’t there skewing everything I say.”
“Cyneric?” Garrett clarified. “He doesn’t skew. He just...reinterprets.”
“He’s an emotionless freak,” Kate added.
“That describes me for the last three centuries,” Garrett told her, with a smile.
“You’re defending him?” Kate asked.
“Not exactly. But I think I see things from his perspective.”
“You like him.”
“I admire some of the things he says and does. He’s brilliant, Kate. He’s brilliant like Patrick is brilliant, but they’re brilliant in different ways. They’re beyond world class, except they have deep flaws. There are always reasons for the flaws.”
“Yeah, he dropped anything human from his psyche centuries ago,” Roman muttered.
Garrett caught his eye and kept his gaze, forcing Roman to reassess what he had said.
Roman grimaced. “Sorry.”
Kate had a soft expression in her eyes. “You really were that far gone, Micheil?” she asked. “You hid it well. You seemed...well, normal.”
“Up until I met Nial the year before I met you, and he suggested I join the human race again, I was a shell. Nothing got in. Nothing got out. I was going through the motions.” He saw Roman’s expression and pointed at him. “Do not start feeling guilty again. It’s done. That part of my life is over, thanks partly to you. You have nothing to feel responsible about, anymore.”
Kate rested her hand on Roman’s shoulder. Then she looked at Garrett. “Do you trust Cyneric? You say you like him, but can you trust him? He’s supposed to be Kurshid’s assistant and supposedly he’s spying on Heru for her. But why has he spent nearly a year with us? Who is he really working for? Where do his loyalties lie?”
Garrett thought about it for a long moment. Rick out-thought everyone at twice the speed. Garrett would never play chess with the man – his ego wouldn’t take the annihilation well. While Nial was a master strategist and could guess several moves beyond the present situation, Rick extrapolated from known data and came up with predictions of future events that were as good as truth. He was always calculating. Always observing. But who did he work for? He could be playing the odds – he could be deciding who was the better faction to side with. He had that ability -- his mind moved very far in the future.
“I don’t know,” Garrett said finally. “I’d like to believe he’s on our side. But with Rick...you just don’t know. He’s too smart.”
“It’s dicey,” Roman added. “If he is really Heru’s creature, then everything we’ve done and are planning to do has been piped straight back to the bastard, because Rick has done more to help streamline and lock in Nial’s plans than the computers at CERN could have managed.”
“So Nial is biased?” Kate asked.
“Unless he knows more about Cyneric than us, it’s a real possibility,” Garrett agreed.
 



Chapter Eight
Being involved with the League had increased Bryon’s revenue in ways he hadn’t expected and after a year of working with the League he had quit his basic wage job and moved into a tiny house in Baldwin village, overlooking the beach. The constant background drone of planes coming into land at LAX, half a mile away, didn’t bother him. The noise was reassuring. It told him that life went on outside his strange world.
He had grown up and had always worked in the Jungle, as the village had once been called and most locals still called it. It had been a violent place once, but in the last ten years it had been cleaned up and was usually pretty peaceful. Bryon had learned to stringently mind his own business, which kept him out of trouble.
It was a life skill that had served him well, working with the League. So when the basement door opened shortly after the sun had set and it was fully dark and Heru stepped out with his hand on the head of the pint-sized interpreter, Bryon repressed any questions he might have. He bowed low. He didn’t know if that meant anything to Heru. He had looked up the name and found it was ancient Egyptian. He had a feeling that dropping to his knees and putting his head on the ground at Heru’s feet was more what the guy was used to. But for now, Bryon just bowed, keeping his head low. The dude was safer when he was pleased.
Heru spoke. Bryon looked at the boy.
“You assembled the great ones?”
Bryon had already learned ‘great ones’ meant vampires to Heru. Vampires were great ones, humans were lesser ones. “They’re waiting for you in my lounge, um, sir.”
Heru lifted his hand in a ‘come here’ gesture.
“You will bring them to me one by one, in the old way.”
“Yes, sir.” Bryon turned, tripped and almost fell. He grabbed the counter for balance, then headed into the lounge, where the vampires had been waiting since before sunset. Heru had scared them into unnatural obedience. He had demanded they attend him after sunset and they had arrived in a silent mass, filing into the room until it seemed too full to hold any more. It was only a small room and the big screen TV and new sofa took up a lot of space.
Bryon had counted eight heads before he was forced to go wait for Heru to emerge from his basement. He turned on the overhead light as he left. They might not need the light, but having them standing there silently in the dark bothered him.
He stepped back into the room and they were still standing in exactly the same place. Byron swallowed. “He wants you one at a time. Who’s first?”
A ripple seemed to wash over the waiting vampires. One of them, Craddick, stepped forward. He had the arm of the woman Byron knew as Ilaria, no last name, in his hand. Ilaria looked bored.
“I’ll go first,” Craddick said.
Byron lifted his hand and motioned, just like Heru had done. Craddick’s expression tightened and his eyes narrowed, but he followed Byron back into the kitchen anyway, bringing the woman with him.
Heru was sitting on the table tucked into the tiny dinette area, his legs crossed. His eyes were closed, as if he were meditating.
Craddick cleared his throat. “My lord?”
The interpreter kicked at the side of Craddick’s knee, making him drop to the ground, his legs under him. “Do you not know the proper form of obeisance?” He yanked on Ilaria’s arm, bringing her down to her knees, too. Then he pushed at the back of her head, folding her over until her head touched the linoleum.
Well, I’ll be damned, Byron thought.
When she tried to lift her head after he released it, the interpreter pushed down again, keeping his hand in place until she understood she was to stay that way.
Then the interpreter stood in front of the table and just to one side of Heru. “You have not appeared before me alone as I asked.”
Craddick was apparently allowed to raise his head, for the interpreter was doing nothing to fold him over. Craddick glanced at Ilaria. “This is female. It does not count, nor does it have any impact on security.”
Ilaria remained motionless.
“My lord,” Craddick continued, “you should by now be aware that when you bested Wulfson, you inherited all his assets.”
“I am aware.”
Craddick shrugged. “Very well.” He lifted a lock of Ilaria’s hair, as a way of indicating her. “This one has returned from an assignment given her by Wulfson. She failed to report to him before he...left. I bring her to you now to tell you what took place.”
Heru turned his gaze upon Ilaria. “I am aware of the work of this one.” His gaze returned to Craddick. “You were friend to Wulfson?”
Craddick hesitated. “I helped him when he asked me to.”
“Then I ask now. The human ranks are depleted. They must be filled.”
Craddick opened his lips to speak, paused, then nodded. “Very well, my lord. But recruitment is a slow process. Humans in these modern times are not easy to persuade. They enjoy their freedom and creature comforts too much.”
“Then steal the necessary numbers. I care not how you obtain them. Human bulwarks were the way to success. The old ways are good. We need humans.”
“Steal?” Craddick repeated, puzzled.
Heru frowned and spat out a word.
“Take them,” the interpreter added.
Craddick pressed his lips together tightly. He nodded. “Very well, my lord.”
“Go. Leave the woman.”
Craddick got to his feet and left, moving fast.
“Bring the next.”
Ilaria stayed on the ground. She had not tried to look up.
Bryon hurried to the lounge room door and beckoned one of the others. Matlock stepped through.
“Get on your knees,” Bryon advised him. Matlock glanced at him with irritation, but he stopped in front of the table and got down on his knees. “Sir?” he asked.
“The one who left.”
“Craddick?” Matlock asked.
“When you leave my presence, you will see to his destruction. He waivers in his dedication to the cause.”
Jesus H. Christ! Bryon swore silently, while struggling to keep his face completely neutral.
Matlock was smart. He nodded vigorously. “Absolutely, sir. The moment I leave this room, it will be done.”
“You will see to filling the human ranks. No matter what it takes.”
“Recruitment?” Matlock replied quickly. “No problem.”
“Good. Leave me.”
Matlock scrambled backwards, then got to his feet and hurried away.
The interpreter kicked Ilaria’s arm, making her sit up. She sat, her hands in her lap, staring straight ahead rather than at Heru himself. Her face was like marble, cool, hard and unmoving.
“I know of your work for Wulfson,” Heru said. “You will continue that work. I have more work for you, though.” Heru outlined the project in frank, efficient sentences.
Ilaria did not twitch a muscle in reaction.
“Do you understand?” Heru asked.
“Yes,” she said hollowly.
* * * * *
Twenty-four hours later, Rick heard the soft click of the mail alert LED switching on, down by the front door of the apartment. It stirred his curiosity enough to uncross his legs and head down to the quiet, cool building entrance to collect the mail.
There were two letters for Adrian Xerus, which was the name Roman was using right now. Rick put those aside. He would deliver them to Roman the next time he saw him at Nial’s home. It had been ten months since the three of them had bought the big house further north of here and most of Roman’s mail went directly there.
The other letter Rick studied curiously. It was a business envelope. The letter had been redirected from England, as all his mail still was, for Rick did not consider this borrowed apartment as home, regardless of how long he lived here. The logo at the top left was familiar. Statesman Airlines.
He slit the end of the envelope open and withdrew the three sheets inside. It was a statement of bonuses and rewards earned from frequent flights. He rifled through the sheets curiously. Most of the flights were his own. The others, of course, were his. Menes would suffer through a commercial flight if he could arrange to leave and arrive while the sun was down and wanted to get somewhere in a hurry. Long haul flights were tediously long in a small private jet, which didn’t have the range of the big planes.
Rick scanned the flights that weren’t his and his eye was caught by a flight taken thirteen days ago.
Atatürk International Airport (IST)
Turkey. That had popped up far too many times, lately.
Rick rubbed absently at his temple. He checked the final sheet. The last flight was only eight days ago and it was not his.
Los Angeles International Airport (LAX)
Menes Heru was in L.A.
Rick looked up from the sheets, at the blank big screen TV mounted against the wall. His gaze was unfocused. The data he had been absorbing for the last day and a half shifted and a new pattern was revealed.
He folded the letter and placed it in his pocket, picked up the car keys from the kitchen counter where he had left them, stepped out of the apartment and shut the door.
* * * * *
The security at Julien’s Auctions wouldn’t let Marcus onto the bidding floor. He wasn’t a registered buyer. As there was already a number of heads turning to check out who it was that was getting the shaft, he sighed and reached into his jacket and produced his ID.
The guard’s brows lifted. He silently unclipped and held aside the red velvet cordon.
“Thanks heaps,” Marcus told him dryly and stepped inside. Up on the raised dais at the front of the room, there was a plain wooden table. Sitting on top of it was a half-dummy wearing a red and black patent leather jacket that looked astonishingly familiar. There were a lot of cameras flashing around it.
The room was filled with buyers, all facing the front. The auctioneer standing behind the podium just to the left of the table was extolling the virtues of the jacket, before taking opening bids.
“....an icon of a generation, and a treasure that will only rise in value, ladies and gentleman. Michael Jackson’s most revered and symbolic garment.”
“Sod me standing,” Marcus breathed. Amazing. They were selling off Michael Jackson’s clothes.
“The bidding starts at seven hundred and fifty thousand. Who will raise it to eight hundred thousand?”
Fuck! Staggered at the sum being asked, Marcus had to drag his attention back to the business that had bought him here. He scanned the backs of the heads until he thought he had spotted the one he wanted. He made his way around the sides of the rows of chairs, not willing to walk down the center aisle and draw attention to himself. He had to squeeze passed cameras of all types to do it and probably ended up drawing even more attention to himself.
Annoyed, he brushed past the three people at the end of the row and settled on the empty chair next to Roman Xerus. Roman glanced at him briefly, his brows coming together. He was a tall man of Greek heritage. He was wearing a sleeveless black tee-shirt that showed off a tattoo on his shoulder that looked like an ancient symbol of some kind. Given how old Roman was, it was probably exactly that.
“Hi, Adrian,” Marcus said quietly, using his current name, as Kate had coached him. “Kate sent me. Sort of.”
He watched Roman’s brows push together again and his eyes narrowed.
Marcus opened up his ID again. “Can we talk?” he asked, keeping his voice soft. The auctioneer was whipping up the bidding frenzy, which would hinder eavesdroppers, too.
Roman crossed his arms. “You’re Kate’s...”
“Coordinator.”
“That’s not what she calls you.”
“Handler?” Marcus suggested.
“Amongst other things,” Roman said, with a small smile. He watched the bidding for a few seconds more. “Let’s step out into the hallway where we can talk.” He got to his feet and shuffled to the left, toward the center aisle. Marcus shrugged and followed him.
Roman led him out through the velvet rope and further down the hall, where there was a small café and a handful of tables with chairs. He picked the table furthest from any of the occupied ones and sat down, crossing his arms again.
Marcus sat next to him, rather than opposite him. It would let them speak softly.
“What can I do for you, Anderson?” Roman asked.
Marcus couldn’t help staring even though he had been bracing himself for this all morning.
“What’s wrong?” Roman asked.
“Nothing,” Marcus told him. “I’ve never met a...one before.”
Roman’s eyes narrowed yet again, this time assessing him. “How would you know I’m the first?” he said, finally. “We don’t have tattoos on our forehead or pointy ears.”
“I can see that,” Marcus agreed. “You’ll have to forgive me. The reality of, well, you – it’s hard to accept emotionally. Intellectually, I get it. But up close and personal...” He grimaced. “I didn’t think I would have to do this for a long, long time.”
“What’s changed that?” Roman asked.
Marcus glanced around once more, assessing potential listeners. He did it without moving his head.
Roman lowered his arms to the table and leaned against it. It brought his head a lot closer.
“A world class sniper took a shot at me three days ago...and missed.”
“World class?” Roman looked startled. Then, “If someone that good missed, then...?”
“Why does the idea of world class bother you?” Marcus asked.
“It’s nothing. It came up in a conversation we had last night, about some people we know – the idea of world class talent. Why do you think he missed?”
“It could be a message. Or a signal. There are not a lot of options, but all of them mean that he would try to contact me soon after taking the shot and he hasn’t.”
“He wants you to go to him?”
“That’s what I’m thinking.”
“And how do I fit into this?”
“I need to track down where the cartridge was made.” He nudged Roman’s arm with his fist, the bullet enclosed inside it.
Roman turned his hand up under Marcus’ fist and closed his fingers over the bullet when he dropped it onto his palm. He straightened up and looked at the bullet with his hand held under the level of the table.
“Kate suggested I ask Sebastian to trace it, as he’s good at tracking things down. I spoke to him on the phone and he told me I needed you.”
“Why?” Roman asked bluntly.
“He said he was good at finding people. They left electronic traces for him to track. You, he said, are good at tracing the lineage of things.”
Roman relaxed. “An interesting way of putting it,” he murmured, staring down at the bullet. “So Kate told you where I was today?”
“Yes.”
“Why?” he asked flatly, once more.
Marcus looked at him, puzzled.
Roman leaned over the table once more, turning his head to look at him. The bullet had disappeared. “I mean, why ask me to track this? Your people have got miles more resources and equipment and are tapped into places Sebastian would swoon over if he had access. So why me?”
Marcus didn’t know how to phrase it without sounding melodramatic. He grimaced. “There are issues. I can’t use my people.”
Roman studied him, his head tilting. “Really,” he said flatly. He straightened up. “I don’t know how long it will take. A piece of lead isn’t much to work on.”
“It’s a boutique cartridge,” Marcus pointed out.
“So I saw from the crimping marks on the copper outer layer. Give me three days. I’ll see what I can find. If I strike out, you can always try bribing someone from your people to do the search covertly.”
“I’m a poor civil servant,” Marcus pointed out.
“You have my felicitations.” Roman stood up. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, there’s a Monroe dress coming up that I want to add to my stock.”
“Marilyn Monroe?”
“Norma Jean herself.” Roman grinned. “This business sucks, most days.”
He headed back to the auction room, turning the heads of staff and female buyers and the odd male, too. He radiated power and was filled with a quiet, deadly self-confidence that was rare, but otherwise he seemed utterly human.
Marcus shoved his hands in his jacket pockets, analyzing his first encounter with a vampire. It had been extraordinary for its ordinariness. However, Roman had shown no discomfort with a covert conversation and he had palmed the bullet like a pro. It spoke of hidden experience. Vampires would have a lot of that, Marcus realized.
After a while, he glanced at his watch, then headed for the exit and his car. He had done everything he could. He had to wait to see what Roman found, now. Surprisingly, he felt supremely confident that Roman would track down The Whisper for him. He had given off such a competent, capable air – one that usually came with a lot of experience. Centuries of it, in Roman’s case.
 



Chapter Nine
There was no one in the front office room when Rick walked in to Nial’s place, thirty minutes later. A computer screen was showing something that looked like diagnostics, being run from the command prompt.
Rick listened and heard murmurs from the big formal lounge room just down the hall. He hurried there and found Winter sitting on one square Ottoman, while a strange woman sat on another, opposite Winter. It was hard to tell if the woman was young or old. She had collar length black hair with a deep white streak running through it from her temple, but her eyes were young and unlined.
Both of them looked at Rick as he entered.
“Where is Nial?” he asked.
Winter blinked.
“He is anxious,” the woman said, apparently to Winter.
“Is that…the same shirt you were wearing three days ago?” Winter asked.
“It is. Where is Nial? This is important.”
“I figured, “ Winter replied serenely, standing up. “You look paler than usual. When did you last feed?”
“What?” Annoyance poured in and mixed with the frustration swirling through him.
“You’re experiencing the first symptoms of blood fever. Can’t you tell?”
Rick frowned. Then he registered the fact that some of his frustration was actually a building and unmet need. He was hungry. He gave a small sound of exasperation. “I don’t have time for this,” he muttered. “Where is he?”
Winter tilted her head, her eyes narrowing. “If the matter is really that urgent—”
“Damn it all, yes! You didn’t understand that the first time? I’m wearing the same clothes I was wearing three days ago, I’m clearly in a hurry and I’ve repeated my question twice and rephrased it once. If that doesn’t—”
Winter took his hand.
“What on earth…?” He tugged to remove her grip, but she held on.
“I can help,” she told him. “Shh…” She was staring at him with a peculiar intensity, made more powerful by the clear green of her eyes. They were the exact same color as Sebastian’s eyes, Rick realized. Why had he not noticed that before? Truth is, he had taken very little notice of anyone in the house unless they were an obstruction or of assistance.
Something inside him loosened and relaxed. He could take a full breath again. He gazed into her eyes. “You stopped the hunger,” he breathed. “How?”
“I’ve masked it.” She dropped his hand. “It will only last for a few hours and then the need to feed will be much stronger, so make sure you take care of it before it wears off. You’ll have little resistance when it kicks back in.”
He took another deep breath. It felt wonderful to just breathe. “I will. Thank you.”
“Nial is in the upstairs living room. You know where that is?”
“I’ll find it.” He nodded at the dark-haired woman, turned and hurried through to the winding stairs and climbed them. He took the stairs two at a time. His blood fever might have been temporarily halted, but Winter had not removed the irritation at being delayed by stupid questions.
At the top of the stairs he detected muffled noise to the right. He moved in that direction and came to a pair of doors, closed. The noise was coming from inside. It sounds a lot like rain.
Curious, he opened the door. It was very dim inside. There was a projection TV screen hanging from the ceiling, at the far end of the room. The screen was nearly ten feet in depth. Playing upon it was what looked like a movie. The sound of rain was coming from that.
“Here! Here it comes. Watch,” Sebastian said. He was sitting on a sofa that was turned to face the screen. Garrett and Nial shared another sofa, and Dominic had the third all to himself. This was a home theatre room.
The woman in the picture jumped from the ledge of a very high balcony, and dropped like a graceful stone down to the pavement, where the impact didn’t grind her into jam. She landed delicately on one foot and walked off into the rain, her long black leather coat flapping behind her.
Rick blinked, while Nial and Garret laughed aloud.
“I told you,” Sebastian. “But further on, it gets even more bizarre.”
“You’re watching movies?” Rick asked in disbelief.
Nial turned to look at him. So did Garrett. Sebastian paused the movie with a remote. He did not look pleased at the interruption.
“It’s a movie about vampires,” Garrett said, his tone friendly. “Stupid ones, so far.”
“It’s amusing,” Nial added.
Rick grimaced. “A real vampire could drop like that and survive, but the ground where he landed would be crumbled dust.” He nodded his head toward the screen. “They didn’t even try to pretend there are laws of physics they should make allowances for. That not amusing. It’s stupid.”
The room lights came on. Dominic stood at the controls, blinking. As the only human here, he wanted light to see properly.
Nial rested an arm on the back of his sofa. “You look…ruffled. What is the matter?”
Rick pushed through the sofas to the small clear area in front of the screen. They all turned to face him. Nial’s expression was subdued, while Sebastian looked irritated. Garrett wore a small smile. Of everyone in this room, he had been the friendliest and most welcoming – when he had been in Los Angeles. Dominic sat on his sofa, leaning forward, watching carefully. Rick didn’t know if he had any ability to read lips. He hoped so. He wasn’t going to write this down.
“Dominic, when I was here three days ago, you asked me who had shot Winter and Nial last year. Why did you ask that?”
Dominic frowned heavily. Garrett tapped him on the shoulder and pointed to Sebastian, who signed quickly.
Dominic shifted his gaze back to Rick. “A friend.”
Rick detected the flush of color in his cheeks. “A date?” he asked.
Reluctantly, Dominic nodded.
“What the fuck?” Sebastian asked. “No one but us knows about that!”
Nial was watching Rick. Rick could tell by his expression that he had figured this out already. “The shooter knew,” Nial said quietly. “So did the person who gave the order.”
“Dominic,” Rick began, again. “Your date. Pretty, about this tall—” He held his hand at the five foot two mark. “Black hair.”
Dominic pulled his gaze away from Sebastian’s hands and looked at Rick. He nodded.
“Okay, I’m interested. How did you know that, Rick?” Garrett asked.
“It ties in with Sushi?” Nial asked. “You’re wearing the clothes you had on when we talked about him and you left here thinking about him. Is that what this is about?”
“Sushi and much more,” Rick told him. “Dominic just confirmed it for me.”
Everyone glanced at Dominic, who lifted his hands up in an I-don’t-follow shrug.
Rick explained. “Lowenstein – Richard Lowenstein. He’s the Speaker for the House, and he’s been missing for ten days now. We all know he’s one of the primary figures in the Pro Libertatus.”
“What about him?” Sebastian asked.
“He’s dead,” Rick said flatly. “I have two pictures that show the big front window of his apartment in Washington. One was taken the day after his disappearance was reported. The other is from a tabloid piece done two months ago. The window has been replaced.”
“That doesn’t mean he’s dead,” Garrett pointed out reasonably.
“It does once everything else is added in,” Rick assured him. “Then there’s Suresh Harris – Sushi – dying in Istanbul. He was Danich Wulfson’s narish, so what was he doing in Istanbul with his brain and blood saturated by a speedball? Clearly, it was murder, but why? And why Turkey?”
“Connect the dots for us,” Nial said gently.
“Wulfson is dead. He was possibly killed in Turkey, or here, if he’s one of the leaders of the League as I have previously surmised. Which leaves a vacuum at the top of the League….and the Libertatus.”
“It might explain the silence and lack of movement from them the last few weeks,” Garrett suggested.
Rick shook his head. “Sushi was killed only seven days ago. Wulfson would have been two or three days later. He would have milked Sushi for all he knew, then hunted down Wulfson immediately after that so Sushi’s absence didn’t tip him off.”
“Who milked Sushi?” Sebastian demanded.
Rick shrugged. “Who else?”
“Heru?” Nial asked.
“He flew to Turkey ten days ago,” Rick said.
“Turkey…that’s turning up a lot in conversation,” Garrett said. “Kate found the Blood Stone there, Sushi was killed there. Lowenstein did a meet and greet in Istanbul about three months ago.”
Rick looked at him.
“I got an invitation to attend,” Garrett explained. “But I didn’t go because I didn’t want to be anywhere near Lowenstein and his cohorts and not have at least Nial standing with me. Lowenstein probably knows who I am by now.” He grimaced. “Knew who I was,” he corrected.
“What’s the connector?” Nial asked Rick.
Rick held up a finger. “Lowenstein was taken out by a sniper.”
“Bullets don’t kill vampires,” Sebastian shot back instantly.
“They halt them long enough for someone to finish the job,” Rick replied blandly. He checked off the second finger. “You and Winter were taken out by a sniper. The sniper was Pro Libertatus, because the League made their own independent move a day later, which doesn’t make sense if they had taken the shot. So, it was Pro Libertatus. But why turn that sniper around and shoot the leader of your own faction?”
“They didn’t?” Nial replied. He was letting Rick explain this how he wanted to, and feeding him the responses he needed, even though it was possible that Nial had already realized the outcomes from what Rick had said so far.
“The sniper was part of the League,” Rick said. “The Pro Libertatus ‘borrowed’ them for the desert job. But there’s no honor amongst thieves—”
Sebastian grinned.
“—so the League covered their tracks, or perhaps they simply didn’t like how powerful the Libertatus were. They took out Lowenstein – cut off the Libertatus head and brains. Then they paused to reconsider their options now that the Libertatus were weakened. But then a new factor appeared. Heru abducted Sushi and sucked out everything he needed to know about the League, then flew straight to America to deal with Wulfson.” Rick dropped his hands. “Heru has control of the League. The Libertatus are in disarray, which suits him perfectly.” He pointed at Nial. “The sniper is coming after you, next.”
There was a tight, hard silence. He had everyone’s complete attention now.
“You know who the sniper is, don’t you?” This time, it was Sebastian who asked the question. Rick had shocked him out of his negativity.
“Dominic’s date,” Nial breathed and turned his head to look at Dominic.
Dominic moved his gaze from one man to the next as he tried to fathom why the sudden interest in him. He gave a self-conscious grin.
Sebastian waved to get Dominic’s attention, then signed a short explanation.
Dominic’s grin faded. He looked at Rick. “I never saw her again. The number she gave me doesn’t work.”
“Burner phone,” Sebastian replied.
“So, who is she?” Garrett asked.
“I don’t know her name,” Rick replied. “But I know what she is. Western world law enforcement knows her as The Whisper. I’ve heard of her as The Black Breath. She is one of the top three snipers in the world.” He paused. He had their attention completely now. “She is vampire,” he added.
Nial sat back. “So, she’s a League member and rented herself out to the Libertatus.”
“That’s where it gets foggy,” Rick confessed. “I tracked her back to the Second World War and apart from time during the war as a French Resistance fighter, she has always been freelance. Being loaned out to the Libertatus doesn’t fit with being a gun for hire.”
“Maybe it wasn’t her who the Libertatus used,” Sebastian suggested.
Rick shook his head. “The shot was technically near impossible. There were people everywhere and everyone was moving. She had to have been half a mile away, for that was the nearest cover. She carefully hit her targets and didn’t hit any humans and she took one shell to do it.”
“So why would she come after Nial?” Sebastian asked. “He’s always with someone. Even if she took him out, no one would be able to get close to him after that to finish the deed. Sniper shots are only lethal for humans.”
“It fits the pattern,” Nial said. “Lowenstein and Wulfson are both gone. That leaves just me.” He looked at Rick. “Right?”
Rick nodded. “And now Heru has control of the League. If he takes you out – however he takes you out – he’s won the game. He will have control over vampire affairs and can do anything he wants.”
“Does that include using the Blood Stone?”
Rick took a deep breath. “I think that…if Heru managed to kill Nial and gather all the reins of power in his hand, then he would not find it necessary to use the Stone. It’s too powerful and too much an unknown factor. Even he does not fully understand it, but he knows that to use it would be to use an atom bomb against a mosquito. I think he’ll keep the Stone to gloat over it…and as back-up insurance to hold over everyone’s head.”
“’Behave or I’ll use it?’” Sebastian blew out a gusty sigh. “Jesus….”
“Why not?” Rick asked. “He would only use the Stone to gain world domination over vampires, the only race he considers important. If he kills Nial and thereby gains control over every vampire political faction, then he’ll have what he wants and no need to use the Stone unless his control slips. Heru won’t let it slip once he has it.”
The silence was thought-filled. Nial looked calm, but then, Rick had seen him hide the most hideous anger until it was politically safe to vent. He had superb mastery over his emotions.
“Then, I suppose I must make sure I’m not killed,” Nial said, his tone light.
“With the world’s best gunning for you?” Garrett asked, his tone just as light.
Sebastian had his hands twined together. His knuckles were white, but he didn’t say anything. He was watching Nial closely.
Nial looked at Rick. “Did you surmise anything else from this…disparate set of clues?”
Rick shook his head. “There are more questions – there always are. Why is she with the League and not out on her own as she has always worked? Why this human method of execution when vampire methods are more effective? But there is enough here for me to be ninety percent sure of my conclusions.”
Sebastian leaned forward, his hands still linked, and looked at Nial. “I’m going to nail you into a lead-lined room with a quart of blood and leave you there for the next month.”
Nial smiled at him. “I think you’ll find that the sort of cartridges this sniper uses will go straight through lead.”
Sebastian fell back against the sofa cushions and pushed a hand through his hair. “Fuck,” he said, his voice low.
For once, Rick agreed with him.
 



Chapter Ten
It was an hour after sunset when Rick slotted the key in the door of his borrowed apartment and stepped inside.
He sniffed, then grew still, the keys dangling from his fingers. His heart started beating heavily. It was quite dark in the room but he didn’t need light. In one sweeping analysis; female scent, light, spicy and enticing; the blinds have been drawn and I left them open; the neighbors’ balcony light was taken out to prevent light spilling in through the front windows; no movement in the room, but she’s here; professional level skills; he knew who was waiting for him. The secondary analysis – why him? Why not Nial?—would come later.
“You shouldn’t have worn perfume,” he said to the dark.
Silence.
“Isn’t your usual range closer to a kilometer? Five meters is extraordinarily intimate.”
He heard the faintest swish of movement in the kitchen.
Her legs thrust out from the counter next to the fridge, which was hidden from him where he stood just inside the front door. The long legs were followed by the rest of her body in a sinuous arc. She landed on one booted foot and stepped toward him.
Rick did a quick assessment, tallying her appearance with the photos he had pinned to the wall upstairs. Pitch black hair, silky, with a sheen despite the dark. It swung gently with each step, brushing her elbows.
She was wearing some sort of tight black leggings or skin-tight jeans that were tucked inside the over-the-knee boots, and a black leather jacket, zipped only a third of the way up, to give her access to the gun she would be wearing under it.
There was something lacy and black underneath the jacket. The flawless pale olive flesh rose the length of her throat to the sharply defined chin. Full lips. No lipstick that he could detect. High cheek bones.
Her jaw flexed as she came toward him and the black eyes with their thick, declarative brows were fixed on him. “Heru sends his regards,” she said.
“He actually said that?” Rick asked. He shifted his feet a few centimeters to put himself in a better position to defend or attack, when the time came.
“You and I both know he does not speak that way.” Her voice was husky and there was a hint of an Italian accent that had not yet faded altogether. From that alone, Rick judged she was young for a vampire. Barely a century.
“He speaks that way to me,” Rick told her. “But I took the time to learn his language. He finds that a valuable thing.”
She had stopped a meter away from him and now stood with her hands on her hips, her legs spread in the ready stance. The position of her hands drew attention to the curve of her hips, outlined by the unforgiving fabric of her pants. Just under her fingertips, her hip bones thrust gently against the material, lifting it in a very feminine crest. Her thighs were nicely muscled – like a dancer’s, slender, but strong.
But Rick’s gaze went back to her waist, outlined by the closely fitting leather jacket. Was her waist really that small?
“Why are you here?” he asked, then mentally berated himself. That wasn’t a question he had wanted to ask. It implied his information was deficient. It pointed to a weakness in either his information sources or his ability to interpret them. The last thing he could afford to reveal to this woman was a weakness.
“You have not arrived at the answer yet?” she asked. “That’s surprising, for you.”
Something tightened in his chest. She had pressed her finger exactly over the vulnerability he had wanted to hide. She had spotted it. Then he realized that this gave him an opening to ask questions. “Do I know you?” he asked. “Have we met in some past time and I chose to forget you?”
“You can do that? Forget?” Her pointed chin dropped a little. “I can’t.” Her voice, her whole body, spoke of barely held pain and fury.
“Then I do not know you,” he concluded. “But I know your reputation.”
Contrariwise, she did not seem pleased that he was aware of her reputation. The anger remained in place. “You applaud what I have done?” she asked. Then she smiled. “Of course. I forgot for a moment who I was speaking to. Cyneric Pæga, the Assassin. The others all think that is just a name, but it isn’t, is it?”
Rick felt a frisson of energy ripple down his spine. It was pleasure at this woman’s display of knowledge. “There is a wealth of meaning in the name that most people do not appreciate,” Rick agreed.
“You were one of the original Assassins,” she continued. “You joined the Nizari Ismailis and you lived and trained in Alamut, their central mountain fortress.” She smiled and even her smile seemed to hold a world-weary irritation. Her hand reached for the zipper on her jacket, and Rick took a step closer, his senses kicking up to high alert. He brought his hands up higher, for a quicker response.
“Relax,” she told him and unfastened the jacket. “If you know my reputation, you know I am better with a rifle in my hands. These—” and she pulled out a small revolver, “are only good for scaring people.”
She took a few steps backwards and placed the revolver on the long coffee table in front of the sofa. It gave Rick a glimpse of her in profile. She was slender, her ass tight and high.
“I prefer a blade or arrow, myself,” Rick replied, his thoughts racing. He didn’t know why she was here, so trying to kill him remained a possibility. “Or poison,” he added.
“Poison. The girl’s way.” Her mouth turned down in disapproval.
Rick smiled in genuine amusement. “It is the most discreet weapon. Knives and arrows can be traced if you are unable to retrieve them. If you create your own poison, then it is a complete cut-off.”
“A gun is quicker and more certain. If you use common bullets, it is just as discreet.”
“Not when you shoot the way you do. You brand yourself with every impossible shot.”
She cocked her head to look at him, her hair slipping to partially cover one eye. “You know more than just my reputation.”
“I’ve had reason to find out about you.”
She came closer and Rick raised his hands once more. She had laid aside one weapon but might have more and they could be more lethal for him than the gun. She stepped even closer and now her scent seemed to wash over him like the warm wave of air from a radiator.
Rick did something he hadn’t done for centuries. He shivered.
The novel sensation left his nerve ends zapped and sizzling. His heart picked up speed. This woman was affecting him – it was the almost perfect balance of lethal expertise and overwhelming femininity.
“I know all about you,” she said, her voice low. The sound of it felt like a mental caress. An invitation.
Her hand shifted, as if she was flexing it…or reaching—
Rick picked her up, his hands around the leather cinched waist, and pushed her up against the wall the big TV was mounted upon, pinning her with his body and spreading her hands out, away from any weapons. He jammed his leg between her thighs and held her there.
Her breasts were pressed against his chest, soft mounds under the leather and lace.
They remained motionless, both of them. Rick tried to backtrack through his mind. Why had he acted without thought? He had never failed to calculate the risks and consequences of possible actions and reactions before.
She was looking up at him expectantly. Her features were small but not delicate. She had strength—bushels of it. It showed in the jut of her chin and her direct gaze.
“Are you going to kiss me now?” she asked. Her voice was low, throaty. It told Rick she was reacting to him despite the bravado, and that made the press of her body against his all the more potent.
He shifted, unable to help the instinctual movement. It drove his hips hard against her. “I don’t know your name.”
“You need a name to kiss me?”
“I need…data.” He struggled to keep his thoughts clear and precise, but her body was awakening baser instincts.
“Wouldn’t you rather know why I am here? Wouldn’t that be more useful data?” She smiled and it held a hint of superiority, as if she was pleased she was disrupting his ability to think, that he was responding to her despite what rational thought he had left screaming at him to let her go and run like hell. But despite the knowing smile, there was a frantic pulse beating at the base of her throat. This wasn’t a one-way effect.
“Tell me why you’re here, then,” he said harshly, so his voice wouldn’t give him away. But even her small wrists and the touch of soft flesh under his hands was a powerful goad. He dropped his head to sniff delicately at the nape of her neck, inhaling the scent. His lips were barely an inch away from her carotid. “I could rip you apart with my teeth and let the life bleed from you.”
“You won’t do it.” She said it with utter certainty.
“You think I’m incapable of killing you?”
“Oh, I know you could kill me, but you love answers. You want my answers more than you want my blood.”
True.
“I’m here for a job,” she said, her voice very low. “Nial Aquila is my target. But you already knew that, didn’t you?”
He lifted his head to look her in the eye. “Yes.”
“Are you going to warn him, Cyneric Pæga?”
An answer wouldn’t come. Her aroma was wreathing his head, clouding his mind, keeping the good responses at bay.
How did their lips meet? He wasn’t sure. He may have dipped his head to touch his mouth against the full, soft lips. Perhaps she met him half-way. He didn’t care. Kissing her was enough. His body, already throbbing with possibilities, leapt with a rarely felt excitement. His heart was trying to beat its way out of his chest. He could hear the rush of blood through his veins, stirred by this most primal of instincts – one of the few that remained from the days of being human.
Her mouth was sweet – so sweet! Her face was soft under his fingers and small and refined. The strength came from within.
Dimly-heard, struggling to rise through the miasma of pleasure, the voice of reason touched his conscience.
Rick staggered back, fighting to make it look like he had simply stepped away from her. She dropped to the floor and thrust out her foot to keep her balance.
He saw his keys lying on the floor, close to his feet, and bent and picked them up. He strode to the apartment door and opened it. “Whatever security you breached to gain entry,” he told her, “make sure you rearm it when you leave.”
“Cyneric!”
He pushed the door open once more – just enough to look at her.
“My name is Ilaria.”
Something tightened, clenching hard inside his chest. He shut the door gently, which had not been his first intention, and walked away, fighting the insane need to go back.
* * * * *
Winter kept her eyes shut, focusing on what she could see/feel through her fingertips, while she listened to Iona’s voice.
“…make yourself smaller and go deeper. Become a particle, dwarfed by all you see, and go deeper.”
Winter observed the muscle tissue where she was currently located. She felt/saw the stringy, fuzzy fibers that made up the muscle. She got closer to them, and they grew larger in her mind, so that she could see the empty spaces in between. She slipped into one of the spaces, guided by Iona’s directions, and her universe seemed to telescope out.
“Space. So much empty space,” Winter murmured.
“Go deeper,” Iona encouraged her. “Head toward the walls in front of you, making them larger as you go. Find the empty spaces in the walls and slip through.”
Winter had attempted this exercise many times before, but penetrating inside organs and tissues had defeated her every time.
“Stay calm,” Iona reminded her. “The more tightly you hold your body and mind, the less flexibility you have to scale your perceptions up or down. Make yourself smaller and smaller until you see the spaces in the walls. Then go through.”
Winter took a deep breath, narrowing her focus down even more tightly. She tried to make herself relax, to let the impressions build on their own instead of reaching for them. Iona had said to remember a time when she had been completely relaxed and content, so she recalled the last time she and Nial and Sebastian had had sex…the dreamy, heavy-limbed, post-orgasmic peace and love that had settled over her afterwards. Maintaining that feeling, she let herself grow smaller and her perception zoom deeper.
“I see them!” she whispered.
“Go through them,” Iona encouraged. “Float through gently. There is more than enough space. You will not hurt him.”
Euphoria was layering over the sexual glow. Winter zipped through the cavernous empty spaces between the cells that made up the muscle fibers. It wasn’t a wall than had prevented her, for more cells lay ahead and all around her. It was simply where the fiber ended and the space between the fibers had begun. Now she was inside the fiber, looking around at all the cells spread about like bubbles, or balloons at a carnival.
She didn’t wait for Iona, this time. She approached the nearest cell, letting herself grow smaller and smaller, until the empty spaces in the cell wall were bigger than her. She slid through and looked around. And there…there…the double helix!
“I see DNA,” she told Iona. “I can actually see it.”
“Do not touch it!” Iona warned. “You will be tampering with something that is beyond even our skill.”
“Really?” Winter murmured, for she was floating along the incredibly long length of the chain, and the couplings and molecules spoke to her. She could see what their roles were, as clearly as if they wore color coded uniforms. “But…I understand them.”
Iona’s hand rested on her shoulder. “Enough. Pull out, Winter,” she said firmly.
Winter withdrew her presence until she was all the way back in her own mind. She opened her eyes. “What’s wrong?”
Dominic was stretching out his leg, underneath Winter’s hand. She gave him a smile and let go of his thigh. “Thank you,” she told him. Dominic was the perfect test subject for her training, for he could not hear some of the more gory discussions they had about facets of his anatomy and wouldn’t get queasy or worried about what Winter might do to him.
She glanced back at Iona. The dark haired woman’s eyes were grave.
“You could read the DNA?” Iona asked. “No one can do that.”
The front door slammed, making Winter jump and Iona to look over her shoulder. Footsteps on the tiles told her who it was. “Rick,” she murmured to Iona. They both looked toward the doorway, and Dominic, she saw, turned his head, too. He’d been cued by their glances toward the door.
Rick spun around the door, one hand on the frame. “Where is he?” he demanded. His normally glossy and groomed hair was in disarray, the locks scattered across his shoulders.
“Nial?” Winter clarified. “In the basement with two bodyguards. What did you tell him this afternoon?”
Rick pushed his long fingers through his hair, giving her the reason for its tumbled look. His eyes had a haunted expression in them. “Thank you,” he said shortly and whirled away again.
Iona glanced at Winter. “Very troubled,” she decided.
“Something has goosed him good,” Winter agreed. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen him look so disheveled and ruffled.” There was a tiny sense of satisfaction in the idea that something in this world was capable of reaching past the armor plating that Cyneric habitually wore.
* * * * *
Nial’s bodyguards were Garrett and Sebastian, who were sprawled on the circular sofa with Nial, talking.
Everyone stopped to look at Rick as he stepped around the stairwell walls and into the basement area proper. Nial’s eyes narrowed and he stood up. “What’s happened?”
“The Whisper,” Rick said. “She’s made contact.”
“Contact? With you?” Sebastian asked. “Why didn’t she just shoot you?” he muttered.
Nial rolled his eyes, then looked back at Rick. “It’s a good question.”
“I don’t know. But she confirmed you are her target.”
“She said that?” Nial asked, astonished.
Sebastian got to his feet. His feet were bare, and the sleeves of his shirt were rolled up. The shirt had no collar. “Did she get within reaching distance of you?” he asked sharply.
Rick knew exactly what he was thinking. Sebastian was the electronics expert. Electronics included bugs and spot tabs and more.
“Turn out your pockets. Check everything,” Nial told him, proving that he had jumped ahead of Sebastian’s question, too.
Garrett also got up and moved behind Rick. “I’ll check the back of your collar.”
“Unroll your sleeves,” Sebastian said.
The four of them inspected everything Rick wore and Garrett found it. “Here it is,” he said, tugging on the back of Rick’s belt. “Under your belt and attached to the reverse side.” He stepped around to face everyone and held out his hand. The miniature transmitter was half the size of a postage stamp, and was sticking to the tip of Garrett’s finger.
Sebastian peeled it off, letting it stick to the end of his thumb. Then he bent and ground it into the glass top of the coffee table.
“You didn’t want to trace it back?” Nial asked mildly.
“Not while it’s squirting out a signal saying ‘here I am, here I am!’ to whoever cares to listen.” Sebastian jerked his head at Rick. “He’s led her straight here.”
Rick sank down onto the sofa cushions. Noise was beating at him in waves, making it hard to think. Greetings from Heru. Are you going to warn Nial? “She already knew where you were,” he croaked and put his head in his hands.
“What?” Garrett asked. “Are you okay?”
Rick made himself look up. “She dangled a distraction…and I took the bait.”
Nial sat on the coffee table in front of him. “We’re not following you, Rick.”
Rick smiled bitterly. “It wasn’t you she was after. It was me. She was testing me.”
Garrett sat as well. “Testing you for what?”
“His loyalty,” Nial said. “If Heru took over the League and it seems that he did, then Heru sent The Whisper to Rick to test if he was still Heru’s man.”
“Heru would guess that I would learn about The Whisper, so when she appeared, I was braced for violence,” Rick said tiredly. “That is her standard method of operation, after all.” He grimaced. “I’ve spent years at a time away from Heru, doing different things, and he was never suspicious about me before.”
“Only now, when the stakes are considerably higher,” Nial concluded. “We’ll have to reconsider our position and future strategies – everything you predicted appears to be correct. Heru is running the League, the Libertatus is leaderless and I presume The Whisper is still coming for me.”
Rick scrubbed at his face. “This changes everything,” he concluded.
Nial smiled like the cat who’d found the cream. “It’s a whole new game.”
 
 



Chapter Eleven
Roman phoned late the next day. The quick results surprised Marcus and he said so.
“It’s a lead, not a name,” Roman told him. “You can do your own footwork tracking him down. But the lead came easy and quick because it’s local. There’s a gun range out in the hills around Lake Arrowhead. The owner is more than just a businessman. He’s a true enthusiast.”
“Who makes his own bullets and sells them,” Marcus finished. “What’s the address? It’s Saturday tomorrow, so he’ll be open for all the weekend hunter types.”
After an early morning run and a leisurely breakfast, Marcus headed out to the gun range, the engine of his old BMW purring, and the sun warming him behind the windscreen. It was a cloudless, crisp day – probably one of the last before the summer heat truly kicked in. It was a ninety minute trip out to the range, so he plugged his cellphone into the speaker system and turned up the volume. Kiss, Nirvana and Def Leopard helped drown out the rampant – and useless – speculation cycling endlessly in his brain.
Despite the cool day – or perhaps because of it – the gravel car park out the front of the range was just over half-full. Early risers and keeners, Marcus assumed. The retail store, which also acted as the gateway into the range, was a log cabin style affair with window boxes and what looked like a real bear, stuffed and standing on its hind legs with its front claws permanently raised. The bear guarded the front doors.
There was a sign hanging on the front door saying “Open,” with a printed bullet hole underneath the lettering.
From behind the long building came the intermittent crack of rifle fire, echoing sharply from the tree-covered slopes surrounding the area. Business was booming.
Marcus climbed the three broad steps to the front door, smiled at the bear, pushed the door open and stepped inside.
The store was an ode to lethal weapons. There were long glass counters around three of the walls, and behind the counters, tall glass cases were displaying a mind-boggling range of rifles, handguns, cross-bows, normal bows, knives and ammunition. There was four staff on duty, all of them behind the counters, serving customers. A fifth man sat at the counter sited next to a glass door that had “Range” written in log-cabin lettering. He wore a hunting vest and a cap made of camouflage fabric and was watching the other four assistants carefully.
Because of the way he was monitoring the others, Marcus tagged him as the owner, Cliff Washanski. He was greying at the temples and there were deep creases on the corners of his eyes.
Marcus went over to him and nodded a greeting.
“Great day, isn’t it?” Washanski offered.
“It is,” Marcus agreed. He took out his ID and flashed it. “Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?”
Washanski’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not in trouble, am I?”
“Looks like you run a tight shop. I don’t see any reason why you would be and if it were that sort of trouble, it would be the FBI standing here.”
Washanki’s wariness faded. “I guess that’d be so, wouldn’t it? What can I do for you?”
“You sell your own in-house cartridges and bullets, yes?”
“Sure. The good shooters like ‘em. They say they’re more reliable and accurate. It’s because of the flange at the base. The cases I use, the flanges interact with the rifling on the barrel with more efficiency—”
“Do you have a list of customers who buy them?” Marcus asked, overriding him.
“Of course,” he said flatly. “But most of them are good guys. Regulars. I don’t get a lot of casual drop-ins up here. They’re all weekend warriors. I can’t see any of them being mixed up in the sort of trouble that you take care of.”
“Do any of them use a breakable rifle? Something high end?”
Washanski’s eyes widened.
“What have you remembered?” Marcus asked.
“The Paratus.” His gaze started dancing around. Skittering. Fear. “It’s here right now,” he said, his voice lower.
“Here? You mean, out on the range?”
Washanski nodded, swallowing. “Bay eleven.” He reached under the counter and hit the switch that unlocked the door to the range.
“Thanks,” Marcus said and stepped through. He heard the door lock behind him and looked around. Bay number six was right in front of him, and empty. There were big signs everywhere, laying out the rules. Do not step in front of the red line, ever! You will be stepping into the live range area. A foot-wide bright red line butted up against the front of the bay, and ran around the front of all of the bays, which were laid out in a shallow curve. Sound protection must be worn while firing.
Weapons must be unloaded at all times except when firing.
Washanski ran a very tight operation. It was hardly surprising he seemed to be doing well.
The bay to the right of the number six in front of Marcus was number five, so he moved to the left, watching the numbers creep up. Most of the bays were occupied. The ones toward the center were for handguns. Then, closer to the end, he came across riflemen, most of them lying flat on their bellies and sighting their targets with careful, deliberate aim.
Eight, nine, ten. Marcus could feel the tension coiling in his belly. Without conscious decision, he unzipped his jacket, to give him better access to his gun.
Eleven. He stepped past the barricading wall that separated each bay and turned to face the shooter.
Four inch heels, leather boots...and heaven’s mercy, a pleated tartan skirt, fanned out over thighs covered by dark tights. There was a jacket, but a stream of ebony black hair covered it.
Marcus stood still, struck motionless by the sheer unexpectedness of finding a woman when he had been expecting a man.
He glanced at the rifle she was using. It was a very modern brass and steel weapon, with a powerful scope mounted. She was resting it on a backpack. There were no feet attached to give the barrel lift and steadiness.
She took her shot while Marcus stood with his jaw unhinged, railing at himself for the misogynist assumption he had made about the shooter, but at the same time admiration touched him – the same warm regard he’d felt in the office when Benson had been giving him The Whisper’s resume. No wonder no one had an image of The Whisper, or any idea what The Whisper looked like. They would all be guilty of the same sin Marcus had committed; they would have assumed The Whisper was a man. This petite woman would go completely unnoticed in a crowd of people – or she would be noticed for her womanly qualities, rather than her potential as a shooter.
She took a second shot, minutely adjusting her aim. The sound of the bullet leaving the barrel, underneath the loud clap of the shot, brought back a suddenly insistent memory. The smell of hay and explosive, contained heat jerked him back through the years and he was remembering her lying at the open doors of the hay loft with her long body spread — even her legs — for better stability, as she sighted along the barrel of the Timberwolf. Long minutes she lay there before squeezing the trigger slowly. The shot was almost anticlimactic after the long preparation to take it. She kept still, watching to see if her shot was true, then jumped up to face him, smiling.
The memory withdrew, letting Marcus draw breath. He was shaking, and pushed his hands into his pockets as he focused on the real woman in front of him instead of the memory, fighting to gain back a measure of control.
She sighted through the scope once more, checking her shot. Then she rolled onto one hip, removed the small earmuffs and rested her hand on her waist, the muffs hanging from her fingers, and looked up at him. “Hello, Marcus. You took your time.”
Marcus could find nothing to say in response. Her appearance and her words had demolished any normal, sane reaction he might have had. He reached, instead, to the rule-rich structure of his business. “You need to come with me. I’m taking you in to answer a few questions.” He lifted the front of his jacket aside just enough for her to see the butt of his gun, under his arm.
Her eyes narrowed. They were lovely eyes, almond-shaped and dark, dark brown, surrounded by thick lashes, and strong dark brows arching above. Her skin was pale olive. Anger touched her small, pointed face. “I missed you. I could have put three bullets into you while you were still trying to understand what that sound was.”
“I know the sound well enough,” Marcus told her grimly. “Are you saying you deliberately missed me?”
She got to her feet, leaving the rifle resting against her backpack. She was small, even for a woman. Marcus figured she was maybe five foot two or three, without the boot heels. A hundred and fifteen pounds, once she had a good meal or two. She was very slender. It made her cheekbones prominent and gave her a defined jaw that spoke of strength.
She dropped her chin and looked at him with a don’t-mess-with-me expression. The movement brought her hair cascading over her shoulders, the rich ebony shining in the sun peering over the top of the hills. “You already know it was a deliberate miss,” she told him. “You’ve been wondering why ever since.”
Marcus controlled his expression. He didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of knowing she was right. It was a small thing, but it was important – it helped establish the hierarchy between them. He added to that impression by scowling. “I’ve been too pissed to worry about why you missed. The relevant fact is you took a shot at me. Technically, you’re my enemy.”
He hid his confusion. Why had he said anything about enemies? It immediately created a barrier. He knew better than to pull a rookie stunt like that. So why say it?
She propped her hand on her hip once more. “Too angry to think, il mio amico? You never asked yourself why I used such an easily traceable handmade cartridge? Why I missed and didn’t take my second shot?”
The ‘my friend’ spoken in Italian confirmed for him the source of her very slight accent. Marcus gave a miniscule shrug. “You missed because you didn’t want to ruin my rugged masculinity?”
A trace of a smile touched her mouth and made her brown eyes sparkle with humor, which pleased him. He needed to put her at ease after the enemy gaff.
Her smile faded as she studied him. “You know who I am. You know I don’t miss. You knew almost immediately, once you stopped shaking and started thinking.”
The Whisper. Marcus didn’t say it aloud. He was suddenly aware of the gunman on the other side of the weatherboard barrier, and their very public position. So instead, he leaned down and picked up the rifle. It was surprisingly light. He examined it, figuring out how it worked, then ejected the cartridge box and shoved the weapon at her. “Break it down and pack it up.” He pushed the box into his pocket
She considered him for a moment. Then she silently took the rifle and crouched down by her backpack. With practiced movements of her hands and wrists, she broke the gun apart. Scope, barrel, trigger housing and stock. The barrel was the longest piece and it was just over a foot long. She pushed all of them inside the backpack, and Marcus glimpsed molded foam inside. The backpack was the gun’s official carry case. A briefcase would have looked odd put against her casual, chic appearance, but the pack was explainable. It made sense. No wonder no one had ever so much as glimpsed The Whisper, before.
She zipped the case up and stood up, slinging it over one shoulder. “What now?” she asked.
“What’s your name?”
“You know that.”
“Your real name, or whatever name is on the passport you’re currently using. I can’t keep calling you ‘you’.”
“Ilaria,” she said.
The name suited her sultry looks. He took her arm and his fingers closed around it. “We’re going out to my car. We can talk there.”
He walked her back through the store. Cliff Washanski nodded as they passed, but he didn’t speak. Marcus saw his gaze flicker over the grip he had on her arm, then he looked down at his clipboard, his attention abruptly taken by something mesmerizing on the top sheet.
The sun had punched through the light cloud cover when they stepped out of the store and down to the parking area. It warmed their backs, despite the small breeze wafting over the gravel, bringing with it the scent of pine, rain and turned earth.
Marcus unlocked his car and opened the driver’s side. “Get in,” he told her.
“I will drive?” she asked. “Fine.” She slid onto the seat behind the wheel.
“Keep moving. Onto the other seat,” he instructed, as he pressed the safety lock on the armrest of the open door. It would prevent her from unlocking her door and escaping.
She pouted prettily, her full bottom lip pushing out, then lifted herself over the gear shift and dropped down onto the passenger seat. Then she lifted both legs over, but instead of sliding them down under the dash, she crossed her ankles, her knees up against her chest, and rested her boot heels on the edge of the seat. She was small enough that there was plenty of room for her contortions.
Marcus got in and shut the door. “Get your boots off my seat,” he said shortly. “That’s leather you’re punching the heels through.”
She lifted one leg straight up in the air, showing a high degree of suppleness and agility. Then she unzipped the knee-high boot and dropped it to the floor. She returned her foot to the seat and extended the other leg and removed that boot. Then she turned herself sideways on the seat and rested her back against the door. She pressed both feet against the center console.
Marcus felt a degree of reassurance with her theatrics. She could hardly escape the car and run around in the wilderness in tights. The gravel in the parking area alone would cripple her.
“You wanted to speak, so let’s speak,” she suggested.
Marcus pulled his gaze away from the extended line of her legs, from ankle to the top of her thigh, visible under the raised hem of the skirt. For her height, her legs were proportionately long.
He pushed himself back to business. “What is it you want with me?” he asked. “You set this up so I would come to you. Why?”
She bounced her heels up and down, as if she were thinking. Then she glanced over at the store. “You know, men come in and out of this place all day long on a Saturday, and your windows are not tinted.”
“Afraid you’ll be seen with me?” he asked.
“Yes,” she said flatly.
He considered that. Was she trying to avoid witnesses who might place her with him so her hit was clean? Or was she avoiding some other sort of surveillance? The first possibility seemed far-fetched. If she was here to take him out she would have killed him in Pershing Square when she’s had a better opportunity and a clear route of retreat. Snipers specialized in long distance impersonal killing.
“So who are you hiding from?” Marcus asked her.
She gave him the briefest of smiles. There was no emotion or warmth in the expression or in her eyes. “Could we...maybe, talk somewhere more comfortable?”
“You mean more secure, don’t you?”
She shrugged. “Sure.”
He considered that. “I should take you in. To the field office. That’s the most secure location in the city.”
She shook her head as he’d known she would. “I can’t be processed,” she said.
“Can’t or won’t?” he questioned.
She put her arms around her knees, leaning forward earnestly. “It is like this, Marcus Anderson. You came here by yourself. You might have turned up with a whole posse of your coworkers, but you didn’t. You traced the bullet by yourself. You investigated independently and turned up here by yourself. That means your reputation as a wild card is true, which is what I was counting on.” She gave him another small smile and this time, he saw some warmth in it. “But if you try to take me in, if you try to do the right thing, that would be regrettable.”
Marcus stared at her. There was no amusement on her face anymore. Somehow, in the last few minutes, despite him being the only one with a loaded gun, she had turned this around on him. He could almost feel the size and depth of her power. This was The Whisper, one of the world’s best snipers, and she had earned that reputation the hard way. Despite the long legs and smoky eyes, she was a killer and couldn’t be underestimated, which was exactly what he had begun to do.
“Why would it be regrettable?” he asked curiously.
“Because I like you,” she told him, “and I really don’t want anything to happen to you.”
Despite the warmth that had built up from the car sitting in out in the sun, Marcus shivered. His gut knew what his intellect kept ignoring. She could hurt him, and with ruthless efficiency, should she decide he wasn’t useful.
He weighed his options quickly but carefully. If he didn’t take her in, he would be compounding the original sin he had committed when he’d swiped the bullet and begun investigating on his own. But McLaren had considered the whole business about The Whisper a waste of time and resources.
McLaren – that was the problem. Marcus simply didn’t trust him and hadn’t been able to since McLaren had taken over the running of the field office. His dismissal of The Whisper was one more shred of proof that Marcus couldn’t trust McLaren to make the right decisions or do the right thing.
Marcus reluctantly decided. He straightened up in the seat and turned the engine on. “Do your seatbelt up,” he told Ilaria.
“Where are we going?” she asked as she turned in the seat and strapped in.
Marcus scowled, his gut uneasy. It was difficult to speak of it. This sort of thing…it led to trouble. He didn’t like trouble. He had worked hard the last two years to eliminate the factors in his life that stirred up issues and created crises. This thing now, going behind McLaren, questioning Ilaria…it had all the hallmarks of a situation that could blow up and consume them all.
Been there, done that. He couldn’t do it again.
“Okay, then,” Ilaria said, even though he hadn’t spoken. Her accent made the words sound exotic.
All the way back, he kept his gaze on the traffic, but he could still see her slender thighs and knees from the corner of his eye.
 



Chapter Twelve
Ilaria moved directly to the big doors and looked out at the ocean, her boots gripped in one hand. She had padded from the car to the house in her stockinged feet, careless of the dirt.
Now she gave a great sigh of appreciation for the waves, sand and watery sun, then turned to examine the room, her gaze flickering across details, quartering the area like the professional she was. “This is not a safe house.”
“It isn’t,” Marcus replied and tossed his keys into the bowl on the kitchen counter where they belonged.
Ilaria dropped her boots onto the hardwood next to the loveseat, then shrugged out of her jacket and laid it over the arm of the chair. Beneath, she wore a figure-hugging tee-shirt with a V-neck that dipped low enough to show a hint of cleavage. It was a dark peach color that matched the stripes in her skirt and made her skin glow. Just under the left sleeve of the shirt, Marcus could see the bottom edge of a bracelet peeping out. It looked like it was brass or bronze.
She ran her fingers through her hair, lifting it and letting it drop, and he saw more of the bracelet. It appeared to be wide – a couple of inches at least.
“This is your home,” Ilaria decided, looking around.
Marcus’ gut clamped tightly once more as he watched her slowly turn on one foot, taking it all in. He reconsidered the wisdom of what he was doing, but it was too late. She was here.
He straightened up. Might as well get this done and get her out of here. Then he could relax. “You’re somewhere safe and secure, now,” he pointed out. “Time to talk.”
“Mmm,” she agreed, her gaze on the sideboard that stood against the one solid wall in the room. She moved over to it and bent over to study the small carriage clock whirling away the seconds under its glass dome. “London, Summer 2012,” she said, reading the inscription. She stayed bent from the hips and looked up at him. “The Olympics?” she guessed.
“So?” he asked, mildly annoyed.
“You like sports so much you braved Britain’s tourist rush to see them?”
“I like excellence in anything,” he said. “The Olympics is one big collection of the best in the world, doing their thing.”
“Ah…”
She spoke it like he had revealed a deep inner part of his soul and Marcus had the uneasy feeling he had done just that. He reminded himself to get down to business. “You’re from Italy, originally,” he said. The simple questions first. If he could get her to answer the easy ones, then the habit of responding would coax her to answer the more difficult ones.
She rolled her eyes at him. “Madre Maria, whatever gave me away?” She lifted her finger to point over her shoulder toward the room in general as she sauntered over to the kitchen counter. “There’s no computer here. No laptop. Nothing.”
“I don’t have a computer.” Well, not one that she was going to see, anyway.
“Who can survive without email, these days?”
McLaren phoned him, always. So did his assignees. Occassionally, they might email him, but his cellphone was good enough for the odd message. There was no one else he was interested in getting email from, or sending it to. Not anymore. Marcus pushed the subject back to her. “Are you still based in Italy?”
She leaned on the counter, opposite him, propping her elbows on the edge and pushing her hands together. “Isn’t it normal to offer me something to drink, or eat?”
“If you were a guest in my house, I would do both,” Marcus said evenly.
Her dark eyes assessed him. “What am I, then?”
“The subject,” he said flatly. “When did you land in the States?”
“Isn’t there a rule...the Geneva convention – doesn’t that say you have to take care of me?”
“You’re not a prisoner.”
“Shall I leave now?” she shot back, straightening up.
“You know I won’t let you.”
Her smile was infinitely wise.
Marcus pushed a hand through his hair. “Do you want something to drink?” he asked. He was conceding and it bothered him greatly. He was usually better at this.
“If I’m not a prisoner, but I cannot leave, I’m not a normal subject...am I?”
“Ilaria…” he began, then stopped. He had no idea what to say.
“You’re still wearing your jacket,” she said.
He took a deep breath, trying to center his focus. To get back to business. “I’m still wearing my jacket,” he agreed. Perhaps she was deliberately trying to unsettle him with the fast changes of subject and the peppered questions. He had to remain on track.
“You can take it off, if you want,” she added. “It’s warm in here with the sun shining on all the windows. ”
“Thanks,” he said stiffly.
She tilted her head to look at him. “Put the gun on the counter, next to your hand if you want. I don’t mind.”
“I’m fine,” he returned. “How long have you been in the States, Ilaria?”
She crossed her arms under her breasts. “Do I get a phone call? Or does my abnormal status mean I do not?”
“Will you just answer my goddamn questions?” It came out with more anger than he had realized he was feeling.
Her arms dropped, as her eyes widened …not in surprise, but empathy, which bothered him even more. He didn’t want her understanding him.
“You haven’t answered a single question directly,” he said. “I’ve already indulged your whims far too much. You’re somewhere safe and secure, and it’s not downtown. It’s not the office. You haven’t been processed. It’s time for you to cough up some information. Tit for tat, Ilaria. Why are you here?”
She looked out the window, watching the waves roll endlessly. When she spoke, her voice was soft. “You’ve been very understanding. Would you mind – would you give me some time?” She turned her head back to look at him. “It has been a long time since I could just…pause. The peace here – I would like to listen to it for a while. Do you mind?”
Her simple request jolted him into seeing things from her perspective. He didn’t know anything about her other than her status as a world class sniper, but that, combined with her request, gave him a glimpse of what her life must be like. Constant danger from world authorities trying to catch up with her. The more acute danger of completing an assignment. Her accent wasn’t strong – she probably roamed the world, never staying in one place long enough for anyone to catch up with her. Good god, her enemies would be legion – every one of her targets would have had friends, family and colleagues who would want her blood. Most targets were politically powerful, so that would add more people and institutions that wanted The Whisper taken down.
Peace and quiet in a secure location was probably as rare as white elephants for her.
Marcus let the dilemma simmer in his mind for a long minute, while Ilaria simply watched him. Her eyes seemed to grow bigger as he stared at her. Finally, he fully unzipped the jacket and yanked it off. “Go ahead,” he said. “Relax. Zen out. I can wait.”
Her smile was quick, but startling in its warmth. “Thank you.” She went back to the doors and took up a post where the frames cast shadows over her, but still let her look out. She held the pulled curtain aside to increase her view.
Marcus unclipped his gun harness and put the gun on the counter where she had suggested. She had seen weapons aplenty. A handgun wouldn’t stress her. “Don’t go outside,” he told her.
“It’s nice right here,” she assured him, without looking around.
Marcus stood behind the counter, wondering how he was to play this now. Interrogation techniques and debriefing standards didn’t cover this in any way at all.
Use your head, Marcus. The soft, feminine mental whisper was an echo from the past and he drew a deep breath, riding out the pain that it delivered. It was still good advice.
He watched Ilaria turning her head, taking in the odd beachcomber and the surfers out at the break, seagulls fighting over scraps and rubbish rolling along the sand, pushed by the breeze. The sun was still high enough that it wasn’t bouncing off the waves yet, but it was already noon. Soon the sun would lower itself down beneath the horizon and turn the sea red and purple.
Marcus never got tired of watching the waves, or the passing parade of people. He could understand Ilaria’s distraction.
Facts shifted and realigned in his mind and he realized he was going about this wrong. He couldn’t treat her like a subject to be interrogated. He wasn’t good at it, and she had too many defenses. She wasn’t a normal subject at all – she had nailed that one.
He needed to climb inside her like he did with his assignees. Get to know her and gently ease her open. A seduction of the mind. He was good at that. Happy that he had a plan of action, he turned and filled up the kettle. He would make tea, to start. The good stuff. Then, he would start the seduction.
* * * * *
Five hours later, Marcus found himself on the loveseat next to her as Ilaria watched television. The handgun was still on the counter, beside the empty teapot, the remains of his lunch, and the last dregs of coffee in the French press. Ilaria had refused everything he had offered her. She wasn’t hungry or thirsty, she assured him. She was enjoying the atmosphere.
So Marcus shrugged and let her have her way. No pressure, he reminded himself. Instead, he focused on drawing her out. But Ilaria was one of the toughest nuts he’d ever tried to crack. She had a way of deflecting his questions – gentle, but stubborn. It was passive resistance as its finest. No one got that good at it without practice, but Ilaria had spent her life hiding her real identity, he reminded himself. She wasn’t relaxed enough yet and didn’t trust him enough to open up.
So he pulled back entirely, and let her simply enjoy herself. She sat cross legged on the sofa and watched reruns of Friends and The Big Bang Theory, giggling to herself. She also spent a good two hours very slowly moving around the room, touching his possessions and asking him about them.
Each question sparked off a conversation. She was very well travelled. Up until two years ago, Marcus had built up the mileage at a sharp rate, too. As she had moved about the room, they had fallen into an exchange of reviews. The best hotels, the best cities and towns as remote and unlikely as the Old Town in Cartegena, and Interlaken in the Swiss mountains at Christmas.
Ilaria wasn’t aware of it, but she was telling Marcus as much about herself as her answers to his direct questions would have. She was a loner. None of her reviews or reminiscing mentioned friends or companions. And while she avoided the subject of her work, Marcus could fill in the blanks: She travelled alone, did her job, then travelled onwards, still alone. The picture she painted was an odd one. She didn’t do the usual tourist things in her spare time. She spoke of mountains and glens, rivers and streams, forests and hiking trails. She also spoke of the seasons. Winter in Canada, summer in Australia, fierce storms she had seen.
Ilaria sought out nature when she was free of her work. She stayed away from people, and watched the weather.
Marcus glanced at the sea through the windows. Ahh… he mentally murmured to himself. This, then, was a fundamental truth about her. She really was trying to relax. The last doubt he’d had that she might have been spinning him some sort of story disappeared.
After the sunset – which they both watched from the windows for forty quiet minutes, she had turned on the TV again and patted the cushion next to her. It seemed very natural to sit down beside her as she channel surfed until she found something interesting. “I’ve always wanted to see this,” she said, lowering the remote. “It’s 9 ½ Weeks, isn’t it?”
Marcus recalled the one time he had watched it. Kim Basinger looked lovely and innocent as she combed through an open air market in New York, her clothes screaming 1980s sophisticate. He hadn’t enjoyed the first run through, but he recognized the movie well enough. “That’s it,” he confirmed. “Although you might be disappointed.”
“Shh… Let me find out for myself.” She put the remote down.
And so he found himself next to her as she watched the movie in absorbed silence.
He studied Ilaria instead. Like Basinger, she was fresh, beautiful, young and the absolute antithesis of what he would have expected a marksman of her caliber to look like. She defied clichés.
She had the tip of her finger between her teeth as she watched. Then she licked her lips.
He focused on the tightness of his chest and the pounding of his body. His heart seemed to leap in his chest as he realized the truth. He was becoming aroused just from sitting there and watching her. He shifted very slowly, adjusting his jeans to make room for his aching, poker-hard cock and his swollen balls.
Ilaria didn’t move and he breathed a bit easier. She hadn’t been alerted by his movements. If he sat still, his arousal might pass without her noticing anything odd about him.
He glanced at her again. She had one foot on the cushion, now, her leg bent and pressed against her chest. Her breast was pushing against her knee.
Marcus tore his gaze away from her. But the thought that had flashed through his mind from that one glimpse – his hand sliding up to cup the full roundness of her bare breast as she arched back in pleasure – was like a virus. He couldn’t shake it off and it bred more heated, body-tautening ideas and images. Taking her from behind…he realized that image had been at the far back of his mind when he had first spotted her lying on the ground shooting, her legs under the short skirt very slightly spread. The images sprouted in his mind like erotic mushrooms, as her naked body arched and writhed and squirmed as he took her in a carnival of ways.
Marcus drew in a slow, deep breath, trying to banish the ideas and relax his body. But his body wasn’t obeying him. Neither were his thoughts.
Ilaria turned to look at him. Her lids were lowered, her eyes smoldering with…
Lust, god help me, Marcus thought. He swallowed.
Slowly, she untangled her legs and turned so that she was kneeling on the cushion facing him.
His heart tried to slam its way through his chest. He couldn’t breathe.
Ilaria swayed toward him. She rested her small hand against his shoulder and turned his chin so he was looking at her directly.
Her lips looked like moist, succulent pillows. He could see the edge of her teeth just behind the top one, white and small. She leaned closer.
“Ilaria, don’t,” he whispered.
Her lips pressed against his and this time his heart stopped. His thoughts turned into sparkling jelly and melted away. She’s kissing me, seemed to be the only coherent one.
The tip of her tongue swept into his mouth, touching his. She licked his lips, tasting them, then kissed him again, her mouth fitting against his lips like it was made for him.
He found himself kissing her back. Tracing her full lips with his own, and plunging his tongue deep into her mouth, which tasted sweet and cool and arousing as hell. He realized he had pressed his hands to her head, to keep it steady so he could kiss her as deeply as he needed to, and that was when he knew he was a lost cause.
Her hand pressed against his bare stomach and the fingers spread. She had pulled up his tee-shirt to explore beneath. He groaned at her touch and she pulled back from his mouth to look him in the eye.
Her silence was filled with the unspoken question.
“We shouldn’t do this,” he forced himself to say.
“You want me. I want you.” She shrugged.
“It’s not that simple.”
“Why not?”
Why not? he asked himself. He knew he wasn’t thinking straight. The throbbing ache of his body, the need to devour her, was mangling his thoughts, making it hard to focus. “Because…” he began. There were very good reasons, if he could only recall them. But all he could think about was the temptation in front of him. Who would know? Who would ever find out? We’re not in the office. We’re here, where no one knows I have her….
It was hard to dispute those alluring justifications.
Then Ilaria unzipped his jeans and pushed her hand inside. Her fingers caressed the hard length of him and Marcus let all the justifications and reasoning dissipate. He picked her up, his hands around her waist, and placed her back on the sofa. He spread her knees and kneeled between them.
“But—” she began.
“Shhh…” He kissed her, to experience more of her lips and mouth and the flicker of her tongue against his. Her hands were in his hair, then slid down his chest. She couldn’t reach any further without breaking the kiss, so she brought them back up to his neck. She moaned softly, and his gut tightened in reaction. He could happily stay here and kiss her for the next decade or two. She was pure delight.
Ilaria tore her mouth from his. She was breathing heavily and her thick lashes were half-lidded over the chocolate-colored irises.
“More,” she whispered.
Her voice was husky with need and it goaded Marcus into moving faster than he wanted to. He wanted to slow down and take his time over every inch of her. But it wasn’t just her own need pushing him onwards. His body was tightening with every passing second. The need to ram himself into her was a siren song in his mind, blotting out everything else.
He pulled her hips forward until she was sitting on the very edge of the cushion. He lifted his hands from her hips and gently nudged the hem of her tee-shirt up until a few inches of her torso were exposed. Her waist was tiny, but it suited her.
Marcus pressed his lips against her flesh. He wanted to nibble and taste all of her, but his body was driving him onward. He pushed the tee-shirt up – it was made of something silky and incredibly soft – and followed the rising hem of the shirt with his lips. Her muscles quivered as he trailed his tongue up the center of her abs and her breath caught.
When the shirt pressed up against her breasts, he lifted his head long enough to strip the shirt from her and toss it away. She wore a lace bra beneath, in a soft apricot color that matched the shirt and complimented her flesh. Her areoles were dark circles under the lace, and the nipples were sharp points, lifting the fabric as they thrust out.
Marcus stroked his thumbs over the peaks, teasing them, and Ilaria drew in a sharp breath. “Ah, Dio mi aiuti...” she murmured, clutching at his shoulders. “Please...again.”
He slipped his finger under the front clip and released the bra. It sprang open and fell away, exposing her fully-rounded breasts. There was no hint of sag in them. Marcus drew in a slow breath as he brought his hands up to cup them.
Ilaria’s head rolled back, and her eyes closed as he slid his fingers over them. Each finger caught on the hard pebbles of her nipples and she drew in a shuddering breath in reaction.
She was thrusting her chest out, arching her back like a cat, her hands falling to the cushions beside her hip, to clench and claw at the fabric.
Marcus kissed her flesh right beneath her breasts, and let his tongue slide up between the mounds. He released one breast, and traced the slope of it with his lips. Finally, fianlly, he let himself draw the tip of her breast into his mouth, and toy with the nipple with his tongue. He closed his teeth around the sides of it and drew them along the length, while rasping his tongue over the tip.
Ilaria gripped his hair, her hands clenching, as she shuddered under his ministrations. He supported her back, and pulled her closer to him, so he could feast on her breasts more effectively. Her squirming and quivering was having an effect on him. His balls were hard and aching, while his cock quivered and throbbed. His body was tight and buzzing with anticipation.
Deep in his belly, his orgasm was building.
Marcus moved his attention from the first breast to the other and Ilaria gave a deep, gutteral groan as he fed upon it. The sound stroked his spine and the back of his neck, making the small hairs there stand upright in almost painful attention.
He relinquished her breast and began to follow the trail he had set down her torso, sliding his hands down her back until they were at her hips once more. He twisted the button on her skirt undone with one quick flick and pulled the skirt away from her hips.
Her thighs were spread for him already, and with the removal of the skirt, he saw that she was wearing stockings, the kind that stayed up without need for a garter belt. They ended just beneath the junction of her thighs, showing off an inch or so of creamy, delicate flesh. His heart gave another tiny leap of pleasure.
She wore delicate lace panties that matched her bra and did nothing to hide her pussy. There was no dark triangle beneath. Instead there was the flesh-coloured tiny mound that made his heart lurch once again, and the shadow of a cleft. She was bare.
Marcus tugged at the panties with trembling hands and she lifted her hips to let him remove them properly. He guided her hips back to the cushion, his hands under her ass, which was rounded and firm.
He pressed his lips against her inner thigh, and bit gently. Her thigh quivered in reaction. Her skin tasted like some delightful bouquet...he couldn’t think of what, exactly. His thoughts were mirred by his incredible, raging need to possess her. All of her.
Ilaria’s hands in his hair were pressing him toward her pussy.
Marcus smiled and pressed her legs as wide apart as they would go, and left his hands on her knees.
He ran his tongue from the bottom of her cleft to the top, pausing for one heart-stopping moment against her swollen, throbbing clit.
Ilaria cried out in a broken, used voice and her hips jerked forward. “God above, please, please, just fuck me,” she begged.
He shook his head. “I haven’t finished with you yet.” His cock wanted nothing more than to drive into her now he was so close, but with sheer bloody-mindedness, he forced himself to stay on his knees and savour these moments.
Ilaria was panting. It was a provoking sound.
He nuzzled the velvety soft lips of her cleft, and let his tongue slide inside to thrust and explore. He also pressed his fingers against the soft opening of her pussy, feeling the slickness and the taut wall of muscle. He tested the muscle, stroking it. He felt the ripple of contractions around his fingers, and pushed them deeper inside her.
As he thrust into her, he sucked at her clit, toying with it and lapping at the stiffly erect organ with his tongue.
She bucked on the cushions, driving herself into his mouth. Her cry sounded desparate and breathless.
Her body was tightening and thrumming with a building orgasm. Marcus pushed deeper with his fingers, feeling the walls of her pussy quiver and bend around his knuckles, accepting him into her.
Her climax was powerful and long. She thrust back into a hard arc, her body jerking and spasming with the waves of the climax, her mouth open and her eyes closed.
Triumph trickled through him. He loved this power, this ability to make her forget everything in the heat of her pleasure.
Ilaria fell against the back cushions, her elbows propping her up. She was breathing hard and Marcus could see the wild beat of her heart echoed in her left breast, as it trembled in time with the beats.
Then she forced herself upright and looked at him. Her expression was difficult to decipher. There was awe and pleasure, but Marcus thought he could detect bewilderment, perhaps even surprise.
She pressed her hand against his cheek. It was an endearing and moving little gesture. “Thank you,” she told him gravely.
“Oh, I’m not done with you yet,” he assured her, standing up. He stripped quickly, finally releasing his raging cock from the confines of his jeans. He was trembling with wanting.
Ilaria was watching him, her gaze frank and focused on his crotch. She licked her lips and her gaze flickered to his face.
“Now I will fuck you as you requested,” he told her. He moved her on the sofa, rolling her onto her hip, with her back against the sofa cushion. He swivelled her around until her firm ass was facing him and at the same time brought both her knees up close to her chest. Her pussy showed, pink and inviting.
Marcus rested one knee on the sofa, and propped himself up on the back of it. He guided his cock into her, feeling the slippery moistness of her, and the muscles close around his shaft, gripping it.
He nearly came just from the sensation of sliding into her, and paused once he was fully buried, beating the climax back, girding himself.
Ilaria gripped the arm of the sofa with the hand of the arm that wore the thick armband, her fingers digging in. Her breath was shortening again.
He slid out of her slowly, feeling the stroke of her channel walls. The push back in was instinctive. He couldn’t stop himself.
“Oh...” she breathed. “Deeper.” She looked at him over her shoulder. “Harder.”
“If I do, this will all be over in seconds,” he told her.
She swallowed. “This time will be over. Next time you can take me any way you care to. I want you now. Hard, fast, as deep as you can take me.”
He gripped the cushion, fighting for control. He was too close to climaxing to have much control left. He lifted his gaze to the ceiling, breathing deeply. She was pushing him faster than any woman had done before.
So be it.
He slipped the leash on his control deliberately, his heart hammering, and began to thrust in the way his body was demanding, just as Ilaria was demanding. Deep and hard, driving himself into her. He gripped her thighs, pushing them higher, as he rammed into her. Her closed legs made her pussy a tight fit. He was gripped and stroked by her.
He came with a harsh bellow, the air forced out of him as the pleasure slammed through him in a hard wave. It fizzed and sparked in his mind, annihilating coherent thought.
The first normal thought he was able to form was one of recognition. He still wasn’t done with her. Despite the climax, his cock was still stiff and throbbing, and the heat curling and stroking the depths of his belly told him he needed more of her.
He picked her up by her hips, and put her on her feet. The stockings on her otherwise naked body were an enticement all on their own. With a growl he turned her to face the sofa and bent her over from the hips. “Hold the back of it,” he told her.
“ooohhh....” she breathed, her hands gripping the cushions.
He spread her feet and gripped her hips. “I’ve wanted to do this since I saw you,” he confessed, and pushed inside her in one long slow thrust.
“And I’ve wanted you to do this,” she said breathlessly.
His body was directing, now. Animal need had wiped out any finesse or creativity. He drove into her again and again, his climax swirling closer. He reached around her hips and found her clit, and plucked at it with his fingers, massaging it.
Ilaria gave another deep, throaty cry, her hips thrusting back at him as he thrust into her. She began to shake, her hips shifting in little movements that drove him deeper into his lust.
Her orgasm arrived seconds before his. Marcus could feel the power of the climax by the ferocious clamping of her pussy around his cock. For a second he could barely move inside her. Then he was released and his cock stroked by the ripples of pleasure she was feeling.
It was enough to bring his own climax crashing down upon him. He thrust, his jaw clamped hard against the explosion of excitement. His heart seemed to strain under the power of it. His whole body clenched.
He withdrew and let her stand upright. Ilaria turned slightly, tossed her hair over her shoulder and looked at up from under her brow. Her smile was warm and very, very wicked.
His reaction to that smile, to her, told Marcus that this was far from over – whatever ‘this’ was.
 



Chapter Thirteen
Marcus lay on his side, Ilaria tucked up against him so his body curled around hers – she was the perfect size to fit along his body.
It was pre-dawn, the few moments when the sky was lightening and the waves became visible, instead of being ghostly white combers in the dark. He liked this time of day, but often wasn’t awake to catch it. Today, he was wide awake. The worries and questions that had been circling his mind for the last two days were crowding into his conscience and driving sleep far away.
It was Tuesday morning. Yesterday, he had phoned in sick and rescheduled all his appointments while Ilaria had sat on the kitchen counter wearing one of his tee-shirts and watched him. The shirt had been ridiculously oversized on her, the neck sliding off one shoulder when she moved, enticing Marcus to explore. The entire thirty minutes he spent rescheduling, he was aware of her nipples pressing against the tee-shirt, calling to him. By the time he had finished, his body was tight with arousal and the subject of breakfast had been put off until he had carried her back to bed and made love to her all over again. Breakfast had been delayed until it was lunchtime.
Yesterday had been a cloudy day, with fitful rain. It had driven most swimmers and tourists off the beach. Only the most dedicated surfers were taking a run at the choppy soup the wind had turned the waves into. Ilaria had begged until Marcus walked her down to the beach and stood guard while she paddled at the edges of the water with the delight of a six year old.
It was the glimpses of the innocent in her that intrigued Marcus the most. Over the last two days he had seen nothing of the cold assassin. Instead, he had watched the voluptuous and sexy woman and this sweet childishness vie for his attention. The knowledgeable, sultry woman was almost enough on its own to keep Marcus fully occupied.
But there was still so much he didn’t know about her. Especially, why she was here. It became clearer and clearer to him as the days rolled on that she had almost completely let down her guard with him. She had relaxed, just as she had requested she be allowed to do.
Yet Marcus had debriefed dozens of agents in his time, and interrogated enemies. He had spent the last two years handling assets, all of whom came to the business with an agenda, and a personality that had to be unraveled before it could be directed effectively. He knew as surely as he knew his right knee ached before it rained that Ilaria was holding something back.
Then there was McLaren. Marcus couldn’t ignore the fact that for two days – three, now – he had effectively been lying through his teeth to his director. The CIA didn’t take kindly to bullshit like that. The organization’s primary business was the collecting of information. Withholding like he was – hiding Ilaria, in other words – was likely to get him into deeper crap than he had been in after Tangier.
Ilaria shifted and rolled away from him, onto her stomach and then onto her side, so that she was looking at him. She smiled.
Marcus had grown to love her quick, rare smile. Ilaria’s mood was as changeable as the weather and just as unpredictable. She had a temper that flared instantly white hot, but blew away just as quickly. In the last two days, he had been kept on his mental toes, as she had switched gears and moods on him. He found all her moods entertaining, including her temper. He’d learned that holding her and kissing her tended to make her melt into the wanton within seconds, despite her anger.
He liked to make her laugh. Her laughter was full-bodied and throaty, making her eyes dance and her smile appear.
Marcus stroked her cheek as she lay smiling at him on the other side of his bed, her back to the rolling waves beyond the big floor to ceiling window. “Il mio dolce. I must work today.”
Her smile faded. “Of course you must,” she said, but she seemed sad.
“I don’t know what to do with you,” he confessed. “I can’t take you in, now. I could let you go, but I still don’t know why you let me find you.”
Her expression grew sober, her big eyes grave. “Are you sure you want that question answered, now?”
Marcus swallowed. She had nailed the crux of his problems very neatly with a single question of her own. Guilt swirled through him and he rolled onto his back, and closed his eyes briefly. “I don’t do this,” he told her. “I bend the rules and sometimes I break them, but this, bringing you here and keeping you here....that’s off the charts.” He took a breath, trying to organize his chaotic thoughts.
Ilaria rested her hand on his chest, and he picked it up and kissed the fingers. “I wanted the question answered because that was what I’m supposed to do. Investigate, learn the truth. But that was Saturday. I don’t know what should happen now.”
“Here be dragons,” Ilaria quoted.
“The very edge of the known world,” Marcus agreed.
She pushed herself up onto one elbow, so that she was looking down at him. Her silky hair brushed his chest. “Perhaps a better question to answer would be ‘what do you want?’”
He closed his eyes again. “You,” he told her flatly. “I want you.”
She kissed him briefly. “You’ve had me,” she reminded him.
“I don’t want you to go,” he said flatly.
Her stillness made him sit up, faint alarm filtering through him. “Too frank for you, Ilaria?”
She bit the corner of her lip, contemplating him. “You’re using the truth,” she said.
Caution prickled through him, making him uneasy. “I haven’t asked you for anything,” he said carefully. “I haven’t asked you for the truth. I wanted you to trust me, first.”
“I do trust you,” she said flatly. “You, out of all of them, I can trust. I knew I would be able to, before I met you. You think for yourself. I knew if I could cut you off from your CIA people and get you to really listen, then you would hear me.”
“And I did,” Marcus agreed, but his heart was thundering unhappily. He didn’t like where this conversation was going.
Ilaria let her lip go and squared her shoulders. “I haven’t gone back to my ... superior. Not for four days.”
What had she been about to say, before she had changed it to “superior”? Then Marcus absorbed what she had really meant. “Are you, what, AWOL, or something?”
“Or something,” she said softly.
“You have a superior?” he asked, surprised.
“Of a kind.”
There was a low grade fear building in his gut. What was behind the closed door? What was she about to tell him? Everything about her – her mood, her posture – said that she was about to hit him with a truth of her own.
“I want to come in,” Ilaria said. “I want CIA protection.”
“Protection from what? From who?” But he already knew. She wanted protection from the legion of enemies she had grown through her peculiar art. She wanted protection from her boss, whoever the hell it was who had found a way to bind her to him.
She had wanted peace. She had wanted to relax. She had been saying in an obscure way that she wanted to rest, to get away from the extraordinary stresses of her life. Now she was saying it openly.
Marcus scrambled off the bed, grabbed his robe and threw it on. Ilaria followed him, pausing to pick up his discarded teeshirt from the floor and slide it on. She tossed her hair over her shoulders. “What is wrong?” she asked.
Marcus strode out into the kitchen and grabbed the coffee pot. He needed coffee goddamn it.
“Marcus, please. Talk to me,” Ilaria begged. She had one hand resting on the counter, and Marcus took in her long legs, that the teeshirt didn’t cover, and groaned.
He put the pot back down and pushed it away. “Tell me,” he asked. “Tell me this whole affair, the last three days, it wasn’t just you softening me up so I would be empathetic to your request to come in.”
She held still for several long seconds, while Marcus held his breath, waiting for the answer. Anger seemed to flicker in her eyes and her jaw was set hard. “No, I didn’t fuck you to make you agree to this,” she said flatly.
He pushed a hand through his hair, feeling cold sweat breaking out. This was a turn he had not expected and he should have at least considered the possibility. “Christ, what a mess,” he breathed, thinking through the ramifications. If he brought her in, then he would have to be debriefed about how she had made contact. That was just the first step in the process, and it was one he couldn’t afford to take.
“You should be talking to the FBI,” he croaked.
Her lips thinned as she pressed them together. “The FBI don’t want to believe we even exist, let alone do anything about it.”
For a minute, her meaning wouldn’t register. He wouldn’t let it make sense, because to do so would mean acknowledging....
He bent over, gripping the counter, as nausea swept through him, grabbing his throat, his gut and squeezing his lungs. “Oh fuck...” he breathed. Even his vision swam.
“Marcus...”
He could hear her, but her voice was distant. Then her hand rested on the back of his shoulder.
He flexed upright and backed away from her, until his ass hit the opposite counter. “You’re a vampire,” he said, his voice thick with the illness running through him. “You’re a fucking vampire!”
She stood there, looking so fresh and gorgeous in his teeshirt, her hair tumbled about her face and the dark brown eyes he had let himself drown in as he had fucked her...
He turned to face the sink, hanging over it, wondering if he really would be sick.
“We disgust you that much?” she asked softly and he could tell by her voice that she had moved to his side. But she didn’t touch him.
He couldn’t answer. He couldn’t even begin to formulate an answer. The truth was sunk deep inside the stew of emotions roiling through him.
“Ten minutes ago, you did not find me so revolting,” she said, her voice still calm and reasonable. “The only thing that has changed is that now you know this truth about me.”
Marcus focused on that unpalatable fact. He straightened up and turned to look at her once more. “You’re not revolting,” he told her. “You’re anything but disgusting. Even now.”
The corner of her mouth quirked upwards. “Thank you.”
“You don’t look like one,” he said awkwardly. “How could I have known?”
“You weren’t supposed to know,” she said simply. “We have spent a long time learning how to ensure humans do not know about us.”
“But now you want them to know,” he said flatly. “You’re all coming out at the end of the year.”
Something flickered in her eyes, and she shifted, moving away from him. She hoisted herself up onto the kitchen counter and pushed the coffee pot away from her.
“Wait,” Marcus said. “I saw you eating. I saw it.”
She grimaced. “You saw what I wanted you to see. You thought I was eating. But I was carefully cutting up my food and mashing it up on the plate. When you glanced away, I put some on your plate. When you were watching, I put food in my mouth, but I didn’t swallow it. You saw enough to tell you I was eating, but I wasn’t.”
Marcus scrubbed his face with his hands. “Is that why you cut me out from the herd? Why you made contact with the CIA instead of the FBI? Because you’re a vampire?”
“You have a vampire coordination unit in your office,” she said and gave a little shrug. “I thought...I assumed the idea of vampires would not be new to you. That you would be...” She drew a breath. “Able to cope with it.”
He could only seem to focus on the mundane. “They don’t call it a coordination unit.”
She shrugged. “I suppose I must have been wrong.”
About which fact? The name of the unit or him being able to cope?
But Ilaria wasn’t giving him time to figure that out. She straightened up and headed for the bedroom, removing his teeshirt as she went.
Her backside was the most delicious thing he had seen in years. It was an almost perfectly formed inverted heart, with her waist nipped in at the top of the graceful curve of her hips. It swayed as she walked.
Marcus found he was following her back to the bedroom. “What are you doing?” he asked.
“Getting dressed,” she said, her voice remote. She picked up her freshly laundered panties from the pile of her clothes sitting on the bureau and slid into them.
“Why?”
She looked at him over her shoulder, her hair hiding one eye from him. “You already know why.” She continued to dress, not hurriedly, but moving fast anyway.
Marcus’ heart hurt. It felt like a vice was sitting on his chest. “Because I reacted badly to the idea of you being a vampire? You could have told me on Saturday.”
“On Saturday, I didn’t know if I could trust you.” She buttoned up her skirt, her head averted. Then she speared him with a direct gaze. “You need time to think about this. So, I will give you the time. I must go back to my... boss. I must report to him and pretend nothing is wrong so that he does not become suspicious, while you take the time to think.”
She lifted a foot and rested it on the bed, then bent and rolled a stocking on, and stretched it up to her thigh. It was an ordinary, mundane action. Her jaw was set at the sharp angle he’d already come to recognize as her stubborn attitude, and she wore a tiny frown. She was preoccupied and distant.
It didn’t matter what he said now, she would still leave. Her mind was made up.
Marcus rested his hand on her knee. “Is it safe for you to return?” he asked gently.
She looked up at him, and dropped her knee down and out of his grasp. She lifted the other foot to the bed and bent and picked up the stocking and gathered it in her hands. “If I tell him what he is expecting to hear, then I will be safe enough.” She slid her foot into the stocking and pulled it up to her thigh.
Her answer wasn’t in the least reassuring. He wanted to ask more questions, to establish to his own satisfaction that she would be safe, but he didn’t know enough about the vampire culture to know what questions to ask. He stood helplessly, watching her slide into her jacket, knowing that she would be gone in the next few minutes.
She moved out to the loungeroom in search of her boots, which still huddled on the floor next to the sofa. Marcus sat on the sofa, watching her put them on. One question was overriding all the others. “Will...you come back?” he asked.
Ilaria stood up, her boots fastened. “That’s up to you, isn’t it?”
Just like everything she had said in the last five minutes, it didn’t appease his fear in the slightest.
She bent over the sideboard, writing on the notepad there. She tore the bottom off the sheet and held the scrap out to him. “That is my phone number. It’s a burner phone, so don’t lose the number. You’ll never find it again.”
He stared down at the ten digits. “You...use cellphones?”
She gave him a vexed expression that was mixed with mild amusement. Worse, the amusement seemed to be that of an adult looking down upon a child. “Yes, Marcus. We use cellphones. We also use computers and drive cars. We don’t burst into flames at the touch of the sun, or sparkle, or turn into bats at the smell of garlic.” She grinned. “I like garlic, especially in a really good minestrone.”
He felt shame for his ignorance. “I thought you couldn’t eat?” he asked diffidently.
“I like the smell,” she amended. “But I remember the taste, too.” She stepped closer to him, then reached up on the tip of her toes to kiss his cheek. “Take care, Marcus,” she murmured.
But he couldn’t let her go with just that simple kiss. He held her arms, keeping her still, then raised a hand to cup her cheek. It felt just the same as it had yesterday. He stroked it.
Then he leaned down and brought his lips up against hers. They tasted as they had before, too. Gently, moving slowly, he kissed her.
It was the same wonderful sensation and he quickly tossed aside the last few ugly minutes, and concentrated on the pleasure of kissing her, and that alone.
Ilaria wound her arms about his neck and pressed herself against him and Marcus groaned into her mouth at the sensation of her body touching his.
Then she pushed herself away from him, with a strength that made him blink. She licked her lips, studying him. There was a curious light in her eyes.
“You really don’t have to go,” Marcus told her. It was a last ditch attempt.
Her smile held no warmth at all. Sadness seemed to have settled around her like a shawl. “Tell me you were not trying to think of me as human as you kissed me, and I will stay.”
He couldn’t answer the question without lying. Marcus lowered himself to the sofa, defeated.
The front door shut softly, leaving him alone with his wretched thoughts and the hot, sour, panic-inducing guilt swirling through him.
 



* * * * *
Bryon was getting used to his imperious houseguest and the miniature translator. He’d learned not to look the guy in the eye and to jump to do what he said as soon as he said it. His fear had subsided to a gnawing at his stomach whenever Heru was up and about, which was always after sunset. Bryon had developed the habit of going to bed early – around eight p.m., which meant he only had to suffer through a handful of hours of Heru’s demands and blood-chilling habits.
The boy child that served as Heru’s translator was one of the creepy things surrounding Heru. It didn’t take long for Bryon to figure the child was a vampire. Which meant some vampire, once upon a time, turned a little boy into his creature. That gave Bryon nightmares, the night he figured it out.
But Heru ignored Bryon unless he wanted something, and that was fine by Bryon. He was looking forward to the day when the old one moved out, but he didn’t dare ask when that might be.
So he stood in his kitchen, cooking his supper. No vegetables – Heru had ordered him to remove all vegetables from the house for their stench offended Heru’s senses. Bryon flipped the lamb chops over in the fry pan, aware of the still, silent figure sitting on his dining table, cross-legged and eyes closed.
Creepy, Bryon confirmed to himself.
The back door opened and shut with a soft rattle of metal against wood – Bryon had to get the screen door fixed so it fitted properly and the hinges didn’t let it slam like that.
Heru was almost instantly standing by the mudroom door, waiting. Bryon blinked. He hadn’t seen Heru move. He had been on the table, then abruptly, standing by the door.
Footsteps, light ones. Then the woman stepped into the room and immediately reared backwards. Heru’s arm shot out and he gripped her by the throat.
Bryon remembered her name from the last time she was here. Ilaria. She was almost hanging from Heru’s grip, but she wasn’t resisting or trying to get him to remove his hands as Bryon probably would have in the same situation. She just stared at Heru.
He tossed her.
Bryon felt his jaw drop. Ilaria was small, but she would still weigh in somewhere over the hundred mark and Heru had tossed her like a baseball. She landed on top of the dining table, which tilted and fell at the sudden lopsided weight, sending her rolling across the floor, to come to a stop with her hip up against the doorway into the front room.
Bryon turned the frying pan off.
“Report!” the translator barked, standing over her as Ilaria slowly got to her feet. Well, not her feet, exactly. She tucked her feet under her and leaned forward to touch her head to the linoleum.
And where had the kid come from? He had been in the basement. Bryon didn’t remember him stepping out of the basement doorway at all.
“Did you complete the work?” Heru demanded via the boy.
Her flat “Yes” was muffled by her face planted on the floor.
“And?”
She lifted herself back upright, but kept her gaze on the floor. “He trusts me,” she said. “He believed me.”
“You did not stay with him.”
“He is a clever man. If I had stayed any longer, he would have wondered why. This way, he will miss me and by my absence, I will stay in his thoughts.”
Heru considered her, his hands on his hips. His bald, high head was shining in the overhead incandescent light. “You have done well,” he said at last.
Bryon felt his eyes bug out. Praise from this guy!
“You must complete the other work now,” Heru added. “It has been neglected too long already.”
Even though her head was bowed, Bryon could glimpse her expressions because she was facing Heru directly and Bryon was standing to one side. Ilaria’s jaw rippled as she clenched it, as Heru gave his instructions. After a moment, she leaned forward and pressed her forehead against the ground. “At once,” she replied woodenly.
 



Chapter Fourteen
The basement parking area beneath Rick’s building was a sparkling clean and freshly painted expanse of concrete walls, floor and pillars. The walls were pristine white, the overhead lights all working and there were plenty of them, so the basement was light. Even the concrete floor had been painted a light grey.
Each parking stall had a number painted on the wall in front of it in a stylish cursive script. In front of the numbers was a car-jacker’s dream collection of Ferraris, Lamborghinis, Lincolns, BMWs. There was even a Rolls Royce, sitting in isolated splendor at the far back wall.
Each bay was wide, giving the tenants lots of room to open doors without hitting their neighbor’s pricey auto.
Rick parked the Mitsubishi Eclipse in his bay. He had bought the car when Kurshid had asked him to stay in the States and help Nial. Los Angeles was a difficult city to navigate with public transport, unlike London, or even New York, which had mature networks of underground services and were so compact, everything was within a mile or two, anyway. Los Angeles sprawled.
He locked the car and paused, listening. The basement was almost silent now the outer door was closed. There was a faint susurration of air from the vent at the far end of the row, but otherwise, nothing moved…
The back of his neck prickled painfully. There was a whisper of sound. Movement.
Rick whirled, triggering the spring loaded arm sheath. His knife jumped into his hand and he kept turning, bringing the knife around, aiming for their gut. He had a good grip on it, so he would be able to rip the knife upwards once it was buried.
The blade slid through the clothes and into the flesh without resistance while Rick stared into Ilaria’s eyes, which had widened in surprise. The surprise did not linger. Her dark eyes narrowed and she gripped his wrist and pulled the knife out. “Asshole,” she said, her voice husky.
Her kick was expected. Rick saw the little sideways sway as she transferred her weight to her left leg, then she leaned back and her foot, encased in a dangerously thin and sharp stiletto heel, flashed toward his chest. She was aiming for his heart.
He shuffled backwards, out of the way, and her boot smashed into the back passenger window, making it crack and star.
Rick instantly moved forward, intending to grab her while her weight was far on her back foot and she had less maneuverability. But as he reached for her she kept leaning backwards, lifting up her arms.
She turned over in a back roll, her palms on the clean concrete floor. As she flipped, the toe of her boot kicked out and caught Rick under the chin in a vicious upward kick.
His jaw was snapped shut. Flaring pain! His teeth had caught the edge of his tongue. He staggered backwards to stay out of her range while the pain dimmed his vision. He shook his head to clear it.
Ilaria was standing three meters away, her hands on her hips. The delicate fabric of her dress was marred by a rent over her stomach, which was tinged with blood. Pale flesh peeped from behind the tear. “I’m not here to kill you, Cyneric,” she declared.
His mouth turned up in a cynical smile, all by itself.
“Think about it,” she urged him. “If I really wanted to kill you I would have shot you from a safe quarter-mile away.”
“That wouldn’t kill me,” he pointed out.
“I didn’t bring anyone else to finish off the job,” she replied. “It’s just me. Think!” Her voice was low and urgent. “Who told Dominic about the shooting in the dessert last year?”
Rick hesitated, a small sliver of doubt touching him. She had told Dominic and primed the deaf man to ask the question he had asked Rick, which had started him on the path that had brought him to this spot. “Why?” he demanded of her. “What do you want?”
She let her hands drop, and spread them a little. “I want you. D’uh.”
The rattle of the street door starting to roll itself up out of the way for another resident’s car to enter was startling, as it broke the thick silence surrounding them. Rick frowned as sunlight spilled into the garage. “We can’t talk here.”
“Take me to your apartment,” she said.
“No.” He said it flatly and instantly. He picked up the keys he had dropped. “Somewhere neutral and public.”
“No,” she said, her tone as firm as his. “It has to be your place, Rick. I will explain, I promise.” She stepped closer to him, out of the way of the approaching Mercedes. Then closer still, to the point where the silky hem of her dress brushed his knee. She looked up at him. She was such a small thing! Her eyes were black in the dim light. “Kiss me,” she said, her voice low.
Rick stared. Of all the many things he might have predicted she would say right now, that was not one of them. He was good at guessing what someone would say in any situation, if he’d had time to study their personalities and how their minds worked. Ilaria had defied every expectation he had of her.
He had made a fundamental mistake with her. Well, two, if he counted the bug she had slipped onto his belt, but that was a product of the same basic error he had made. He had made the mistake of presuming too much about her. A vampire assassin, he had assumed, would think clearly, slicing through emotions and discarding them. Their behavior would be even more predictable because they were making choices based in logic, with nary a skerrick of emotion to spoil the clean, utilitarian thinking that drove their decisions.
Ilaria’s words, her reactions, her decisions…all of it went against his extrapolations.
“Please,” she coaxed. Her small fist scrunched the front of his shirt in its grip. She was trying to tug him toward her. To kiss her.
Worse, Rick could feel his response to her curling through him like sinuous smoke tendrils, rousing him. The idea of kissing her was a pleasure-filled one.
Then he realized where his thoughts were heading and grimaced. He shoved her from him. Hard.
Ilaria tripped and would have fallen on her ass, except that at the last minute she grabbed the handle of the car door next to her and managed to keep on her feet.
“Give me one reason why I should listen to you at all?” Rick ground out, reaching for reason, for logic. For answers.
“I have already given you two reasons,” she said, straightening up slowly.
The dress was some sort of wrap thing, and had fallen open to reveal most of her thigh and lower hip. Rick tore his gaze away from the creamy flesh. “Give me another reason,” he growled.
“Because you want answers,” she shot back.
Bugger it, Rick mentally swore. He did want answers – some of them only she could give him. He twirled the keys around on his forefinger. He wouldn’t take her to Nial’s place – that would be delivering the fox to the hen and could possibly be what she wanted all along. She might be playing it this way in order to locate Nial and deal with him.
Except Rick couldn’t dispute that she had set this up in the first place by priming Dominic. That left the all-inclusive ‘Why?’ to be answered.
She gave him a small smile. “You’re the one person in this entire country that I can talk to,” she said.
“Why is that?” he asked.
“You don’t discount the truth when it stares you in the face, no matter how much you dislike it.”
“I’m going to dislike your answers?” he asked, then realized he had virtually committed himself to giving her the audience she had requested.
“They’re not the answers you want,” she said.
“How do you know what I want?” he asked cautiously, although her assurance that he wouldn’t like her answers made him relax just a little. If she was playing out an agenda, then she would have given him exactly the answers he did want in order to keep him cooperative. He studied her. “Truth is a dangerous tool to use,” he warned her. “It can slip and cut you to the bone.”
“I’ll heal,” she replied lightly. “Just as you will.” She glanced around the garage. “We should leave here soon.” Again, the urgent tone was back.
He was about to ask “why?” again, but stopped himself. She would undoubtedly tell him she would explain why once they were back in his apartment, using his need to know as leverage to get what she wanted.
But then she did the unexpected again. She picked up his hand. “Come. The longer we stay here, the more dangerous it becomes.”
Everything she said, everything she did, generated more and more questions. She was a riddle in size five shoes. Still puzzling over her vast array of baffling inconsistencies, it took Rick a moment to realize that she was leading him toward the elevator.
He picked up his pace and stepped ahead of her. On the outside chance that she did intend grievous bodily harm, he refused to meekly follow her to his doom.
* * * * *
Stone Canyon Road in Bel Air was an ode to stratosphere level spending. The opulence seemed to scream at Marcus as he drove around the gentle curves, trying to spot house numbers and not run into any pedestrians or cars. His attention kept being snagged by yet another spectacular residence, or limited edition car, or simply the view down the hill that he could glimpse between houses.
Finally, he saw a plain brick fence on the right, with big brass numbers telling him he’d found the address. The fence was high and so were the gates blocking the drive. He could barely see the house beyond the fence, except for a brown tiled roof. It was very low key and private.
He locked the car, although his old BMW looked less than enticing sitting on this street of all streets, and walked over to the gates. There was an intercom, which he had guessed would be there. He pressed the button and waited.
“Yo,” came the short response, thirty seconds later. A male voice, but there hadn’t been enough syllables in the response to identify the speaker.
“Hi. Um. Is Kate home? I need to talk to her. This is Marcus Anderson.”
“Marcus?” There was a pause. “Kate’s coordinator? Don’t you meet at your place?”
It had to be Garrett he was talking to, for the speaker clearly didn’t recognize him.
“It’s complicated,” Marcus said, suppressing the need to sigh.
“Is it anything to do with what you spoke to Roman about last week?” That proved it was Garrett.
“Indirectly.”
Again, the silence. Then, “You’d better come in.”
The gate gave a low buzz and there was the sound of something metallic and heavy sliding. The left side of the gate swung open a few inches. Marcus opened it up enough to step through, then swung it closed behind him. There was a solid thud of metal that told him it had relocked itself.
The drive swept past the side of the house, but a secondary drive branched off from it and curved in front of the house. Marcus followed that curve to the steps that climbed to the porch.
The front door opened as he stepped up to it. Kate stood there in slender trousers and a fine sweater than clung to every curve. She was barefoot and her hair was caught up in a rough ponytail, like she had pulled it up and away from her face absent-mindedly. “This is unexpected,” she observed, with a small smile. “It couldn’t wait until tomorrow?”
Tomorrow, he realized, was Thursday. Kate had been one of those he had rescheduled for later in the week. She thought this was about normal business.
He pushed his hand through his hair, reaching for a sane way to tell her why he was here. Then he blew out his breath as no words came to him. “It’s…this is….” He shook his head. “I’m breaking about a dozen different codes and laws just standing here, and I’m probably about to break a few more in the next while, but that doesn’t add up to half of what I’ve already done the last week.”
Her eyes narrowed, the green glittering. “Come in,” she said, standing aside. “It sounds like you need to talk.”
He stepped past her, into the house. Warmth fanned his face, telling him how cool the late afternoon had grown. Kate shut the door and led him across the elegant foyer, past carpeted stairs, and into a kitchen/family/casual dining area. The roof soared twenty feet, and was vaulted with dark heavy beams. Black marble covered the counters and the big island in the kitchen area, while the same dark wood made up the cabinetry. Lights shone pools of light onto the marble counters, from under the overhead cabinets.
There were a pair of sofas pulled up in front of a Craftsman style fireplace made of stone. A large flat screen TV was mounted over the top of it. The dining area had no lights turned on, but there was a large table and Windsor chairs surrounding it.
It was a cozy and welcoming place, despite the tall ceiling and big glass windows.
Calum Garrett sat at one end of the big island, paperwork spread out in front of him, a cellphone weighing down one pile, and a tablet computer sitting near his left hand. Marcus recognized Garrett from television and magazine coverage. He seemed taller than Marcus had taken him for, although he was sitting on a high stool, so the height might be deceiving. The man’s hair glowed a burnished red under the lights, glinting gold as he lifted his head.
Kate held out her hand toward Garrett. “This is Calum Garrett, Marcus. Micheil, meet Marcus Anderson.”
Garrett raised a brow. He didn’t put out his hand in the normal knee-jerk reaction to being introduced to someone. Kate had told him, then, of Marcus’ uneasiness around vampires.
Marcus drew in a hard breath, walked over to the man and stuck out his hand. “It’s good to meet you,” he said, sincerely.
Garrett gripped his hand. Not too hard, not lightly. He shook it briefly while he studied Marcus. “Is that right?” he asked, then glanced at Kate. From the corner of his eye, Marcus caught Kate’s tiny shrug.
“You have no idea,” Marcus replied to Garrett. “I’ve had a very interesting week.”
“Speaking of which,” Kate said. “Marcus, why don’t we step into my study? It’s private there.”
Marcus pressed his hand against the counter. He was tired. He hadn’t slept much since Ilaria had left, and it was catching up with him. “Do you mind if we talk here?” he asked.
Garrett glanced at Kate again. Then he started collecting his paperwork together. “No problems—”
“Please, stay,” Marcus told him. “I think you’d better hear this, too.”
Garrett lowered himself back onto the stool, studying him, while Kate pulled up another stool and settled on it. She patted the stool that sat between her and Garrett, who sat around the corner. “Talk,” she said.
Marcus sat on the stool, which was just the right height to put his feet on the ground if he wanted to, or he could bend his knees and rest his feet on the bronze foot rail running around the front of the island.
Kate had her toes on the cross bar of the stool itself, which was a little higher than the foot rail. She reached for a half full coffee cup that sat in front of Marcus.
Marcus pressed his hands flat on the cool marble. “I don’t know where to start,” he confessed.
“You were fine when I saw you last Tuesday,” Kate said. “What happened since then?”
He shook his head. “It started before then. It started Tuesday morning.”
“What happened Tuesday morning?” Garrett asked.
“One of the best snipers in the world took a shot at me.”
Garrett grew very still. It was a highly controlled reaction that Marcus recognized. “They missed?” he asked after a distinct pause.
That punched his buttons for some reason. Marcus drew in a breath, marshalling his thoughts. “Your reaction says you’re the right people to tell this to.”
Kate pressed her lips together. There was a tiny furrow between her brows. “So tell us,” she said.
Marcus told them. He held nothing back. Handing over information that belonged to the state was a small transgression, compared to the various misdeeds he had already committed. He felt no shame about what had happened, or embarrassment. Both of those emotions had been wiped away by stronger emotions, which he still wasn’t sure he could name. His compound and puzzling reaction to Ilaria had kept him awake these past two nights.
There was another thought-filled silence when Marcus ran out of things to say. Kate was looking at Garrett. “You know something about this, Micheil?”
“I might,” Garrett said. His gaze was on Marcus. “What do you want to do about it?” he asked.
“Honestly, I have no fucking clue,” Marcus confessed. “Because she is a vampire, it puts this into a realm I don’t know. That’s why I’m here. I need options.”
Kate shrugged. “That’s easy. Hand her over to your boss and walk away.”
“That’s what I should do,” Marcus agreed.
“You could bring her in to us,” Garrett suggested. “She’s either League or Libertatus, and Nial will want to speak to her.”
“If I could find her again. If she comes back.” That thought added stress to his already laboring heart. He swallowed, trying to damn all the uneasiness and guilt back where he didn’t have to deal with it. “She cut me out of the pack. She made sure I was independent before she told me anything important. Why would she do that? It can only be because she doesn’t trust the CIA. That means I can’t trust them, either.” He looked directly at Garrett. “Do you have people on the inside there?”
Garrett’s face didn’t move so much as a millimeter. He stared back. “We don’t have people in there, that I know about. I can’t speak for the League, but the Libertatus seems to be made up of power holders – politicians, senior government officials in all the departments, in all countries. It seems reasonable to assume that they probably have someone in the CIA. Several someones, most likely.”
“Why do you care about who is who in the CIA, anyway?” Kate asked with a reasonable tone. “It isn’t your business and you want no part of it. You owe Ilaria no loyalty at all. If she comes back, then hand her over to the vampire unit and your part is done.”
Marcus pushed his hands through his hair, as his skin prickled painfully hot and his gut cramped. “Would it be possible…could I have some coffee?” he asked her.
There was another small silence while Kate’s brow lifted in surprise.
Then Garrett blew out his breath heavily and loudly. “Jesus and all his merry saints preserve us.” His accent was pure Scots.
“What is it?” Kate asked sharply.
Garrett stood up. “I’ll put coffee together.” He really was as tall as he had first appeared. He probably stood three inches higher than Marcus, which put him well over six feet.
“Micheil?” Kate queried, her tone still sharp.
Garrett turned back to the counter. “Remember the Fettercairn, Kate? Remember why I drank it?”
Kate’s eyes grew large and she glanced at Marcus. Marcus was completely lost. It was an intimate reference to their shared past that he didn’t know.
Garrett shocked Marcus by resting his hand on his shoulder. The long fingers squeezed. “Marcus is here for the same reason I drank the scotch.”
Marcus stared down at the glittering facets in the marble, his heart thundering as he put it together and recognized how accurately Garrett had nailed the thing that had been haunting him for two days.
Ilaria. He wanted her. He wanted her back.
Unexpectedly, his mind flashed upon a moment – her body pressed up against his in the bed. It wasn’t just the sensation of her soft flesh against his that he recalled. He could almost taste her scent, the subtle aroma of her shampoo, the silky glide of her hair over his arm as she shifted her head to a more comfortable position. The touch of her fingers on his face.
Marcus gripped the edges of the counter, trying to disguise his reaction to the memory. His body was throbbing with need.
Kate’s fingers circled his wrist and squeezed. “Relax, Marcus,” she said softly. “We understand.”
“You do?” he asked, his voice hoarse.
“More than you know.” She gave him a small smile. “We’ve both been where you are right now.” Her gaze flickered toward Garrett and her expression softened and became warmer, just for a moment. It gave Marcus a glimpse into a possible reason why Kate Lindenstream had captured the hearts and minds of two of the most powerful vampires in the country.
He sheered away from that line of reasoning. He wasn’t falling in love with Ilaria. That was ridiculous. He’d known her three days and besides, she was a vampire… He tried hard to recall why he had found the idea of vampires so distasteful. Ilaria was a delight. Roman had impressed him and Garrett’s quiet air of authority and experience was strangely reassuring.
Marcus looked at Kate, as Garrett set about making two cups of espresso with a competent air. Kate wore a small smile.
“I’m being sucked into this, aren’t I?” Marcus said.
“Sucked into what?”
“This. Your world. Vampires. Your little civil war.”
“There’s nothing little about it,” Garrett said, speaking with his back turned.
“There’s not much that is civil about it, either,” Kate added. “But why does that idea bother you? It’s not vampires, exactly, unless you are a hypocrite enough to bed one and still hate the rest?”
Marcus shook his head. “I’m full of flaws, Kate. But hypocrisy is one I hope I don’t have. It’s not that.”
Her eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “Is it what happened in Tangier?” she asked.
Marcus glanced away, down at the marble again. Her question tripped off a cascade of the old memories. Tangier and the smell of spices and dirty harbor water. France, and a barn roasting in a hot August sun. Karelia and the cold. Above all, the cold, and the high whistling note of the wind among the tree tops in the darkest hour of the night. He shivered, his arms breaking out in goose bumps, as the smell of the snow, the crisp sharp air bathing his face and the horrible, death-filled silence….
“Marcus?”
He blinked and looked at Kate. “I’m sorry. You were saying?”
Her head tilted to one side as she watched him. “You just answered my question, anyway. How long have you been fighting the memories?”
“Excuse me?” His heart was thudding. Hurting. It was always like this after the memories swamped him, but there was an added dollop of ache in there because of her question.
“Your mind went somewhere else for nearly thirty seconds. I watched you. I’m assuming it was Tangier and whatever happened there. I could have picked your wallet and you wouldn’t have noticed.”
“I would have noticed that,” he assured her.
“When were you in Tangiers?” she asked.
He drew in a breath, trying to corral his runaway pulse. “I can’t,” he told her. “Even if it wasn’t classified, I couldn’t tell you, anyway.”
“Leave it, Kate,” Garrett said, sitting back on his stool. “Marcus… Can I call you that?”
“Everyone does except my supervisor.”
“Thank you.” He threaded his fingers together in a loose knot, resting his hands on the pile of paperwork in front of him. “Ilaria is known to us.”
Marcus nodded slowly, considering it. “That makes sense,” he said. “She’s known to intelligence groups around the world, she has a global reputation. But no one knows she is a woman. They don’t have any pictures of her. They don’t have anything but her alias and a growing list of achievements.”
“The Whisper,” Garrett added. “We have reason to believe she’s targeting Nial Aquila, who leads the revolutionaries. Us.” He flexed his fingers and closed the fists again. “That technically makes her an enemy.”
Marcus’ chest tightened. He knew what Garrett was leading up to. “No,” he said flatly.
“You’re already a part of this,” Garrett pointed out. “All that is left is for you to pick the right side. Help us neutralize her.”
“No,” he said again. The mass in his chest was expanding. His stomach stirred and sweat prickled under his arms and at his temples.
“You really don’t want us to consider you a problem, do you?” Garrett asked. His tone was reasonable and quiet. Polite, even.
Marcus stared at him, formless noise battering his ears, stealing his hearing. But in his head, he heard the midnight wind…and Carlson’s drawl. “Time to choose, Anderson. Choose well. I don’t want to have to clean up what is left of you if you don’t….” His stomach cramped hard and he lurched to his feet, stumbling. “Bathroom,” he whispered.
Kate pointed.
Marcus hurried across the room to the door next to the fireplace and let himself into the half-bath and locked the door. That was all he had time for. He staggered to the toilet and fell to his knees in front of it, and vomited until his eyes ached.
Ilaria. He had sent her back to the wolves. Was he creating Karelia all over again?
 



Chapter Fifteen
Rick dropped his keys onto the sideboard and shut the door, while Ilaria circled the room, examining it.
“You’ve been here before,” Rick reminded her. “You didn’t take the opportunity to pry into every corner while you were unobserved?”
“That would have been rude,” she replied.
“Where have you been for the last week?” Rick asked. Information. He might die with it, but then again, maybe not. The urge to know everything about this woman was goading him into frank questions.
She rolled her eyes at him. “Personal business.”
Well, he hadn’t expected a straight answer. Not from her.
Ilaria turned on her heel decisively and strode to where he stood just inside the door. There was no predatory prowl in her step, like the last time she had been here, but the dress flowed away from her hips, revealing their sway, despite her stride. She stopped in front of him and looked up, craning her neck. “You should kiss me,” she declared.
“Such an offer,” Rick replied dryly. “However will I contain myself?” Yet despite her peremptory demand, his body was reacting to the idea of kissing her once more.
Rick moved away from her, deliberately putting space between them. “You have some explaining to do,” he told her. “Principally, what do you want? And why was it so imperative we come to this apartment?”
She licked her lips and glanced to her left, quickly. The shift of her gaze was instantaneous, but Rick spotted it and looked to where she had. There was a bookcase against the wall, there, under the high window. It was mostly empty for Roman had taken his library with him. But there were a few of Rick’s possessions sitting on the shelves, including a digital clock.
“You have somewhere else to be?” he asked her.
She shook her head, the long black locks of her hair shifting across her chest. “Why don’t you relax? Sit down?” There was an underlying note of urgency in her voice.
He crossed his arms again. “I am not moving from this spot until you’ve told me everything. It’s time to sing, Ilaria. You may have wanted me placed inside this apartment, but that works for me, too. I can deal with you in any way I want and no one will be the wiser. So unless you want me to start pulling you apart limb by limb, I suggest you start talking.”
She bit her lip. “My life is not my own, Pæga. I must be able to account for myself.”
“Obscure enough,” he replied. “Everyone, human and vampire, generally owes someone in their life an explanation for their actions. So tell me about your week, Ilaria. What have you been doing that was of higher importance than completing your assignment to take out Nathanial Aquila?”
But instead of answering, the focus in Ilaria’s eyes turned inwards. Her lips parted. “No,” she breathed.
“No?” he queried, half-amused that once more she had done the unexpected. He would have thought that pointing out her flaw as a professional sniper who had failed to take out her subject would have brought hot words tumbling from her lips.
Ilaria clutched at her head. “No, please….”
Doubt touched him. Doubt, and the cold fingers of dread. “Ilaria?” he asked, not sure she was even listening to him.
Her fingers clenched even harder, the tips driving into her skull. She screamed, and it was an agony-drenched sound that made the skin over Rick’s spine crawl. He leapt toward her and slapped his hand over her mouth. One scream might just be ignored, but the neighbors would quickly call the police if there was another. “Shh…” he urged her.
She was screaming into his hand. Worse, she was sinking down to the tiles, the strength leaving her legs. Rick followed her down, trying to support her fall while keeping his hand in place.
Then she began to jerk, her torso convulsing while her limbs flailed about. Horrified, Rick hung on to her as best he could, riding out the spasms. It was a long minute before she collapsed in his arms, her head against his shoulder. He could feel her trembling, which was astonishing for a vampire. It touched a chord of memory in him.
Slowly, he lifted her chin until he could look into her eyes. “Tell me,” he whispered.
Pain etched her brow and shadowed her eyes. “That was him,” she said. “He is displeased. I took too long to seduce you.” She looked away from him, down at her hand that lay uselessly against the floor, her fingers curled over her palm.
Cold fingers rippled down his back. “He?” he repeated.
“My meden,” she whispered, keeping her gaze from his.
Meden. The word came out of antiquity, but Rick knew it, nevertheless. It meant “master”. Sick horror touched him. “You are a slave?” he asked, his voice as low as hers had been. “Insculpium,” he said, dredging up the old words. “You are his zelpha. His slave.”
She brought her hand up to her temple. “He won’t wait much longer,” she murmured.
Rick caught her wrist and held her arm still. He slid his fingers up the length of her arm to the high biceps, but he didn’t find what he expected to find. Of course, he mentally chided himself. She defies expectations, always. What his fingertips found, instead, was the hard edge of a metal band. He curled his fingers around the band and drew it down her arm from under the sleeve of the dress. It took effort for the band clung tightly to her arm.
Then he lifted the sleeve and bent to peer at the flesh of her arm.
The scar was white with age, but the edges still looked bubbly, like they would have been when the brand formed. An inverted “V”, with the dot within, to represent a drop of blood.
“Who is your meden, your master?” Rick asked. His voice was hoarse. Pity and fury were fighting for supremacy in his system.
“We share the same master, you and I.”
Heru.
“He isn’t my master,” Rick countered instantly. “But I would have known if he had inscribed someone. You and I have never met. How did he hide it from me?”
“I was Wulfson’s.” She looked up at him and he thought he saw shame in her glance. “You know the old words,” she added. “Do you know how it goes if your master dies?”
A fresh burst of horror spread through him, chilling him. “Heru killed Danich Wulfson. He inherited you as a prize of battle.” The sick feeling drove him to his feet. He began to pace.
Ilaria remained on the floor, her legs bent, one arm propping her up. The bronzed band circled her wrist. It was covered in minute carvings that gave it a filigree look. The sleeve of her dress had fallen back over the brand. “I used to believe that Danich was an unfeeling monster. I know better, now.” Bitterness dripped from every word she spoke.
Rick swallowed. His heart had escaped his control and was running heavily and hard. His breathing picked up to compensate. He pressed his fingers against his temple, much as Ilaria had just done. He wasn’t sure if he was imagining it, but it seemed that his head was beginning to ache. It had been centuries since the last one, so surely he was talking himself into it. “How did Danich inscribe you? When?”
Ilaria’s head still hung, her hair falling about her face. Shame? Sadness? Both, most likely.
“I was a civilian resistance sharp shooter, during the Great War,” she said, her voice weak. “I was good at it and the cadre would send me across the country, for the difficult assignments.”
“Across Italy,” Rick clarified.
“They sent me to northern Italy, to Piave in the mountains where the fighting was the worst. It was 1918 and the war was nearly at an end, but the Germans were still entrenched. There was a German officer they wanted me to kill. He was a privileged blond brute of a man, who tortured Italians in the most vicious ways. Few survived his interrogations. So they wanted me to deal with him.”
“Danich,” Rick concluded. “Passing as Aryan.”
She pressed both hands against her face briefly. “It was a long shot. A very hard shot, but I knew I had hit him. He went down. I saw it.”
“They caught you,” Rick guessed. He could already figure the rest of it. “They brought you before Danich.”
“He was alive. Completely uninjured. It scared me. But he was impressed by the shot I had taken. He said he would not discard such a useful tool.” She hesitated and Rick saw her lick her lips. “He turned me. Four of his officers held me down and he made me drink from him. As soon as the turning was complete, he performed the insculpium. The inscription. I had no idea what he was doing. The words were strange.” She gave the smallest of shrugs. “After that night, I understood exactly what he had done.” And with a convulsive jerk, she pushed the band up her arm and slid it back into place, hiding the brand. “I had to test you, to see where your loyalty lay.” She sat up and brushed off her hands. Now she was able to look him in the eye. “Heru sent me to you, but I have not told him you are not his. I needed to know if I could trust you.”
Rick didn’t ask why. He knew why. He knew without a shred of doubt that since she had become Wulfson’s zelpha, she had spent every moment searching for her escape.
Ilaria seemed to sense that he understood, for she gave a small smile, barely a lift of her full lips. “You have given me my first hope that there is a way to find my freedom.”
“You overestimate my abilities,” Rick replied.
But she had stopped listening again. Her hand thrust out, propping her up, as the other clutched at her head. “Please…!” she cried.
Rick crouched down in front of her. “What does he want?”
But she did not hear him. Her eyelids were almost closed, the sliver of pupil beneath muddy with pain.
Rick took her face in his hands. “Hold on, Ilaria. Just hold on. There’s something I have to do, but I’ll be back.” He had no idea if she heard him or not. He flexed to his feet and grabbed his keys. As he shut the apartment door, he looked at her once more. She was sprawled on the tiles, just barely holding herself up. Her body began to shake as he looked back.
Rick shut the door and leaned his forehead against the frame. His head was pounding now – there was no mistaking the pain. It brought back all the fear and hatred that had been his life back then.
With a growl, he shoved himself away from the door and hurried to the elevator. Miring himself in a wash of self-pity wouldn’t help Ilaria.
If she could be helped.
* * * * *
Winter took a bowlful of the chili and a spoon through to the front office, where Sebastian was hunched over the innards of something digital, a soldering iron in one hand and solder in the other. There were widgets and gizmos spread all over the table next to his elbow. Dominic had gone for the day so Sebastian had the room to himself. There was a Mozart symphony playing softly in the background, and one of Sebastian’s favorite TV shows running on the monitor to his right, the volume just a little bit higher than Mozart’s “Jupiter.”
“I don’t know how you can split your attention three ways like that,” Winter confessed, putting the bowl on the table in front of him.
Sebastian straightened up with a grimace, pushing his hand against the small of his back. “I don’t, really. I focus on just one, but I switch between them a lot.” He glanced at the bowl. “What time is it?”
“Nearly seven. I ate an hour ago.” She nudged the bowl. “You must be hungry.”
“Starving!” Sebastian confessed, sounding surprised.
He reached for the bowl, and Winter grabbed his hand. “Wait,” she murmured, sliding her awareness into his body. She found the stressed and inflamed tendons and muscles in his back and soothed the irritation away. She converted the lactic acid into harmless chemicals and dispersed them.
“God, that’s good,” Sebastian murmured, with a muffled groan. “Better than massage. Your abilities have become awe-inspiring, my wonderful one.”
“Thank you.” She let his wrist go, so that he could pick up the bowl.
The front door opened and closed with a jarring thud and footsteps sounded on the tiles in the passageway. Sebastian lowered the bowl and raise a single brow.
Winter shook her head. She didn’t know who it was, either.
Cyneric strode into the room and stopped, three feet inside the door, taking them in. “I need help,” he said flatly.
Winter had never seen him looking so disheveled…and ill. His eyes were bloodshot, and his normally sleek hair was in disarray. It looked like he had been running his fingers through it. But the bloodshot eyes concerned Winter. Vampires normally had no blood or bodily fluids to spare to create swelling or bruises or other normal human reactions to injuries and irritations. “Are you…alright?” she asked.
“You look like you have the world’s best hangover,” Sebastian observed.
Cyneric swallowed, his jaw rippling. “I am fine,” he said flatly. “Where is Nial?”
“Behind you,” Nial said, stepping into the room. “I heard the front door close. What’s happening?”
Cyneric raked his fingers through his hair, impatiently shoving it out of the way. Then he pressed his fingertips against his temple. It was a quick, tiny movement, and Winter suspected he was not aware of the telling gesture. She moved toward him. “You’re in pain,” she said.
His gaze flickered toward her, then he focused on Nial. “I have Ilaria Scavo in my apartment. She’s Heru’s slave, Nathanial. His zelpha. She’s inscribed.”
Nial seemed to freeze. His motionlessness was his way of hiding his shock. Fear made Winter change directions. She stepped over to Nial’s side and took his hand, looking up at him.
“Gods above…” he breathed. “Insculpium. I thought that evil was long gone.”
“What is a zelpha and what is insculpium?” Sebastian demanded.
Winter could see and feel Nial’s horror and a growing anger. She looked to Cyneric. “What is this thing you’re talking about?”
“Slavery,” Nial said, his voice thick with loathing. “But vampires have stepped up the game compared to human slavery – and that was bad enough. It’s called Insculpium – Latin for ‘inscription’. The practice of insculpium died out centuries ago, or so I thought.”
“You thought the practice of keeping a narish was extinct, too,” Winter reminded him.
“Apparently, my confidence was based on wishful thinking,” Nial said, his tone infinitely bitter.
“If it uses Latin nomenclature, does that mean it goes back to Rome, Nial?” Sebastian asked. He moved around the table he had been working on, and sat on the edge, his arms crossed. Winter recognized the deceptively casual stance. Sebastian wanted to comfort Nial – he’d recognized his distress. But he wouldn’t do it in front of Cyneric, because he didn’t like him and only trusted him because Nial did.
“Back to Rome and further back than that. It was one of the original vampire customs,” Nial responded.
“Zelpha,” Winter said. “That’s Turkish, but I don’t remember what it means.”
“It means,” Cyneric replied, “that to be a zelpha is to suffer the most ignoble and pointless existence to which a sentient being could be subjected. You are made to do the most unspeakable acts, at the behest of your meden – your master. There is no relief. No sleep. No escape. Your meden knows exactly where you are at all times. Their mind and yours are linked, but it is a one-way link. You have no idea when your meden will choose to invade your mind.” His tone was scathing, filled with an emotion that Winter thought might be fury. He shifted on his feet as if his words were stirring up even more emotions that he wasn’t showing. And again, he touched his temple.
“Your meden can sense where you are, and he can feel what you’re feeling, when he wants to,” Rick continued. “If he doesn’t like what he thinks you’re doing, he can deliver pain. It is a pain you will never forget. It sears your mind like blistering steam and radiates out into your body along nerves you didn’t know you had. You will writhe with it. Rather than suffer that excruciating agony, you will do anything your meden demands of you. They will use you in every imaginable way and some you cannot imagine.” He drew in a breath, his gaze skittering around the room. “To be a zelpha is to lose your pride, your self-respect, your confidence and every value you hold dear. It is misery personified.”
Winter stared at him. The emotions rolled off Rick in waves. It was the first time she had ever seen him moved beyond mild frustration.
Again, he pressed the tips of his fingers against his temple. Hard. But that didn’t disguise the tiny tremor in his hand.
“I can help you,” Winter told him. She moved closer to him. “You’re in pain. I can help, if you’ll let me.”
His dark eyes skewered her. “It is not the pain I need your assistance with.”
“Whatever,” she said. She waved toward the door. “Let’s go into the lounge, where you can sit.”
“Very well.” Moving stiffly, he turned and left the room.
“Íosa agus Mhuire, máthair
Dé!” Sebastian whispered almost before Rick was out of sight. “Did you see him? Did you see how angry he was?” He stood up from his lean on the table. “That’s a first. I didn’t think he had the capacity to feel anything.”
Nial’s smile was warm and reminiscent. “You thought that about Garrett, once, too.”
Winter looked through the empty doorway into the passage beyond. “What I’d like to know is where he got all that from, about what a slave experiences. If – what did you call it? Inscription?”
“Insculpium,” Nial replied. “It means the same thing.”
Winter nodded. “If it really did die out thousands of years ago, then how does Rick know about it?”
“The twenty thousand dollar question,” Nial said. He nodded toward the door. “Go and help him, coniunx. The answers will come eventually.”
Winter walked out of the office area and into the lounge, on the other side of the passage. Rick was sitting on the Ottoman, his elbows on his knees. He was massaging his temples and the area around them with stiff fingers, kneading hard, but dropped his hands and sat up as soon as she stepped into view.
“Headache?” Winter asked.
“I need you to help me provoke a memory,” he said.
“You need help to remember something? You?”
He scowled. “It is a memory I was more than happy to lose, but now I have need of it, and I cannot recall it fully.”
“And you need this memory to help Ilaria?”
“If I could remember fully, I would know if it will help her. I only have the vaguest sense that this is the information I need.” He seemed annoyed.
“You mean,” Winter replied, hiding her smile, “that you are guessing?”
His scowl grew deeper. He reached for her hand and pressed it against his head. “I will recall what I can. I want you to help me remember all of it – in the way that you have. Can you do that?”
If he could remember anything at all, then while he was recalling it, the recall would act as a beacon for her to find the location of the memory in his brain. “I can only promise to look, for now,” she hedged. “I’m better at erasing memories than provoking them.”
“You are, at least, used to handling them. That will do for now. Ready?”
She nodded, feeling a little winded. It was usually her who got to dictate how therapy sessions proceeded. Rick was directing this with an iron fist.
He closed his eyes and drew in a breath. Winter heard it shudder.
She probed his mind with her awareness. The first thing she noticed was the richness of the information there. There were hundreds more ridges and synapses, more than any mind she had ever scanned, except perhaps for Nial’s. It made her wonder for the first time exactly how old Rick was.
Winter encompassed the whole brain, looking for firing synapses, hot spots and the frantic activity pattern that she saw as a memory recall. She found it in a deep ridge, but that wasn’t all she found. She probed carefully, exploring the area, then withdrew her presence.
“I can’t help you, not with this,” she told Rick.
His fingers loosened from around her wrist. “I see,” he said heavily.
“No, it’s not my abilities that are lacking. You have scar tissue right over the memory.” She kept her hand against his head, using his distraction over her failure as an opportunity to explore his headache. This time last year, she had been unable to treat headaches, but she knew a lot more, now, thanks to the Curandero training she had received. “I’ve never seen a vampire with a scar, before. Any human scars usually disappear when they’re made.”
He drew in a slow, deep breath. “I’ve seen vampires with scars. They’re rare.” Then he frowned. “Are you…doing something?”
“I’m getting rid of your headache. It’s a stress headache, so your brain is dehydrated. I’m funneling more blood into the brain stem to compensate as you can’t drink water. You’ll have to feed sooner than you usually do, but the headache will be gone.” She stepped back, dropping her hand from his head. “You’re not going to be able to access that memory unless something extraordinary happens.”
“Such as?” He stood up and reached into his pocket and withdrew car keys.
“I’ve seen some amazing things happen with the brain,” Winter told him. “I’ve heard even more astonishing things about people recovering full body functions after losing half their brain. The brain can learn things and make new connections. Different parts of the brain will learn the functions of damaged areas and take over for them.” She shrugged. “I don’t know what the memory was that you were trying to recall, but from everything I’ve ever heard, about the only thing I can suggest is to keep trying. Something might happen.”
“Or it might not,” he said dryly. “At least you tried. You have my thanks for that.” The corner of his mouth turned up in a miniscule smile. “And for curing the headache. Relief from pain is such a pleasant thing, isn’t it?” He nodded at her, stepped around her and left the room.
Winter stayed flat footed and slack jawed, while she heard the front door open and close.
“Winter?” Sebastian asked from the doorway.
“He thanked me,” she said, recalling Rick’s words. She turned to face Sebastian. “He thanked me and he actually smiled.”
Sebastian glanced toward the front door. “Freak,” he muttered. “Come and keep us company. Nial is opening a ten year old Napa.”
Winter’s mouth watered. “Great idea,” she said and went with him.
But for the rest of the evening, as she and Sebastian drank the bottle and Nial sniffed their glasses and the cork appreciatively, her mind kept turning back to the crowded, busy map of Cyneric’s mind.
How old was he? Was his age the reason why he knew so much about inscription? Who was Rick, beyond the appearance he kept up for everyone, including his enemies?
 



Chapter Sixteen
After nearly an hour of his mental talons tearing through her mind, he left her, with a lingering impression of anger for her laggard-like efforts and an imperative that she work faster.
Ilaria was too weak to move from the cold tiles where she lay. Danich’s touch in her mind had always been hard and painful, but this one…even his most ordinary contact hurt. As for his punishments….
She shuddered and rolled onto her back and wrapped her arms around her as far as she could reach. It didn’t warm her for her arms were as chilled as the rest of her. She thought about getting up, but it seemed like far too much effort. It was better to rest here.
Time passed. Ilaria was aware of the passing of minutes, but it was a remote knowledge. For this brief time she let her thoughts drift without touching on anything with great impact.
She heard the door open and close. The sound of keys rattling against wood. Then his hands were lifting her. She was carried over to one of the big sofas and lowered onto the cushions. Gently.
“Look at me,” he said, his voice soft.
Ilaria had to work to will her eyes to open. When she did, she saw Rick was sitting next to her, turned so that he was facing her.
She had lost a boot, somewhere, in the last little while. She kicked off the other and brought her feet up onto the edge of the cushion and wrapped her arms around her knees. Then she looked back at him. “Where did you go?”
“It doesn’t matter. It was a waste of time, anyway.” His gaze was steady upon her face.
Ilaria wanted to look away. There was such knowing in his eyes! “Now you know,” she told him.
“Yes, I know,” he agreed, his voice grave. He reached for the top button on his shirt and slipped it undone. His fingers dropped to the next while she watched, then the next…
Ilaria tried not to think about what he might be planning. She had learned long ago it was better to starve the imagination and simply accept everything that happened, so long as it followed his directions.
Cyneric pulled the open shirt out of his trousers and shrugged it off his shoulders. He tossed it onto the sofa behind him. Ilaria couldn’t help but notice that he carried a surprising amount of muscle under the lean flesh. It didn’t show under his clothing. He looked lean and very tall, and very dark with the long black hair, even though his skin was very pale.
She looked up at his face. “What is this?” She had been goaded into asking what was happening anyway.
Rick shifted on the sofa, turning his shoulders so that the left one faced her. “I know,” he repeated, his voice very low.
On his arm, just above the dip where the biceps began, was an old, faded scar. A brand. It was pale, almost invisible, but the shape was distinct. Ilaria lifted her finger and traced the invert “V” and pressed the tip of her finger against the blood spot beneath. Wonder grew, giving blossom to dozens – no, hundreds – of questions. But the mark told her that Rick did know. He understood.
The brand was almost gone. There were no raised edges like her ugly mark. No pink skin.
“Two hundred and twenty-three years ago, I was freed from the inscription,” he said. “I have vowed never to waste a day of the freedom I have enjoyed since then.”
She looked up at him. “Who…? How…?”
“I don’t know,” he said. “I can’t remember. Not how it happened.” He turned and caught her face in his hands. There was a hard, determined light in his eyes. “But I will find the answer, Ilaria. I promise you, I will not rest until I have it.”
She gasped out her surprise. He was an ally. He would fight for her. Finally, after lonely decades of searching for aid, for anyone who had the potential to free her of the inscription, it was Cyneric Pæga, assassin and cynic, who believed her. Rick who sat in front of her, his thumb stroking her jaw, was the one who held the answers she craved.
He was lifting her head, tilting it. He was going to kiss her.
Ilaria let him touch his lips to hers. He pressed gently, parting her lips. She felt the brush of his tongue. Then he retreated. His hands fell away from her face. He was shifting back along the sofa, putting distance between them.
“What are you doing?” she asked, truly puzzled now.
“I know what Heru wants,” he said. “I know what he intended you do, when he sent you back here.”
“You don’t know all of it,” she whispered. Even the speaking of his name made her shudder.
“This part, I know,” Rick said flatly. “What I want to know is what you want.”
Ilaria worked to understand his meaning, but it evaded her. “I?” she asked, puzzled.
“You.” He lifted his hand a little, indicating her clothes, her body. “You have spent nearly a hundred years doing what you were told, when you were told. You don’t remember what it was like to have choices and to do what you want. You most likely have forgotten what you like and don’t like, for that option has not been available to you for a century. But now, you must start to choose again.”
“While he…?” She couldn’t even speak the words. To rebel while he could still scan her mind and body? He would truly kill her, as she had watched him kill Danich from where she had been waiting backstage for more orders. He would rip out her heart while it was still beating and toss it over his shoulder and walk away.
Rick toyed with a fold in the leather, up on the top of the sofa, his long fingers working ceaselessly. It seemed like a nervous mannerism, which was astonishing in a man like him. He brought his gaze back to her face. “You have spent every thought that was yours alone scheming to be free of this. When Danich did not have orders for you to carry out, when you were not thinking about how to complete your tasks in a way that would please him, you thought about escape. Nothing else has drawn your attention in a very long time. You dress to please him, or in a way appropriate for your current mission. You feed when he gives you permission. You have killed dozens of people to order.”
She shuddered. “Escape was not my only focus,” she whispered.
He nodded. “Anger,” he said simply. “You’ve held onto your fury as well. That’s a good thing.”
“It is?” she asked, astonished.
Rick plucked at the pleat once more. “You need to find yourself again. You have a mind and thoughts that are your own. You have tastes and opinions. You’ve just forgotten them.”
“If I recall them, he will know.”
“Small things,” Rick qualified. “Tiny decisions, for now. You no longer have to search for your way out. I will find that. You should use what little freedom you have to learn about yourself once more. You should do it now, because once you are free, it will be overwhelming.”
An invisible hand seemed to squeeze her throat, making it difficult to speak, or even breathe. Ilaria tucked her hot face against her knees, blocking out the light, giving herself time to absorb the truth. Freedom was coming. It was close by. Rick would guide her through this, because he knew exactly what it was like.
“When does he want you to return, Ilaria?” Rick asked.
“In a few days. He wanted me to….” She lifted her head to look at him. He was still sitting patiently at the other end of the sofa. “He wants me to seduce you, to gain your trust.”
Rick gave a small smile. “I don’t trust anyone. Ever. You would have failed.” He raised his knee, and rested his hand on it, his shoe digging into the leather.
Ilaria flashed on Marcus’ rich tones. She could hear his voice in her head, telling her to get her feet off his seat, before she ruined the leather. She clamped down on the memory, pushing it away. She re-sealed that aspect of her life…for now. It took effort to disengage from the flood of warmth and good feelings the memory generated. Only after the feelings had evaporated did she dare look Rick in the eye. “I have become very good at this,” she said dryly. “Even you I would have won over.”
“That is no longer a consideration,” he said, his voice sharp. “That is what Heru wanted. What do you want, Ilaria? You have a few days. Use them. Find out what you want.”
“What will you be doing for these days while I explore?”
“I will be trying to remember,” he answered. “The answer lies in my memory. I just need to find it.”
“You have forgotten?” she asked, astonished.
He shook his head. “The memory is barred to me. Physically. I need to find a way around that bar.”
Ilaria stared at him in awe. Cyneric Pæga showing a flaw. A weakness. It was amazing. She had heard much about Pæga the Assassin, long before Heru had told her to make contact with him. Others spoke about his relentless discipline, his mental prowess and above all, that he never made mistakes. He was a powerful enemy that most vampires went out of their way to avoid unless they could deal with him openly and without an agenda, for they knew he would detect their duplicity.
When she had finally confronted him, last week, she had been forced to mentally adjust, for he did not look like the great, all powerful machine that had been described to her.
She still remembered the kiss they had shared. It puzzled her. She had done everything she could to encourage the kiss, to coax him into thinking of her as a sex partner. She had been assured he would find her attractive and if she did the right things and said everything just so, he would respond. Just like his work habits, it was also well known that Cyneric Pæga devoured sexual partners systematically and ruthlessly.
But her own reaction to the kiss was a question she had tabled for further thought.
“Where does your mind wander now?” Rick asked. “Give me the truth, for I cannot help you if you hide away from me.”
She rocked on her heels. “Truth…is difficult.”
He gave a small smile. “Truth is a commodity that has been absent from your life. But try it, just this once. You’ll be surprised how pleasant it feels.”
Ilaria rolled her eyes. “You speak of truth, yet your own life has been one great lie for decades. You deceived…Heru.” It took enormous effort to speak his name aloud.
“I use the truth whenever I can,” he shot back. “That’s a choice you will get to enjoy soon, too.”
“You’re an accomplished liar,”” she pointed out. “How can I believe you?”
He leaned forward, his fingers fitting under her chin and turning her head until she was forced to look at him. “Hear me now, Ilaria. For you, to you, I will only ever use the truth. You have my promise.”
A ripple ran down her back, making her shiver. His gaze would not let her go.
“What were you thinking about, just then, when your mind wandered?” he asked. His voice seemed to be nearly all rumble. He was leaning close to her. Close enough that he only had to dip his head to take a kiss, like the one she had been thinking about.
She considered him for a moment. “I was wondering how much Heru can actually see.”
He looked down into her eyes for what seemed like an age. Then he swiveled his legs around, planted his feet on the floor and stood up. “Keep your secret, then.”
“Where are you going?” she asked as he bent and picked up his discarded shirt from the end of the sofa.
“I’m taking a shower.” He waved toward the extra-large television screen mounted on the wall opposite the sofa. “The remote is in the coffee table drawer. Help yourself.”
“You’re not going to lock me in?”
A furrow appeared between his brows. “You’re a slave, not a prisoner. We aren’t all like Danich and Heru. Leave, if you really want to. I won’t stop you.”
She watched him climb the stairs, then turn at the landing and disappear from her view. Then she sat a bit longer, considering her options and all the novel ideas Rick had given her.
Did she dare do this?
* * * * *
Ilaria would never have guessed that spending time in Cyneric’s company would be relaxing. He was filled with secrets and hidden agendas. Others had spoken of having to work to keep up with him in conversation because he made intuitive and logical leaps that left them floundering, or simply feeling as ignorant as a child.
Then there was Heru’s simmering impatience and his deadline, which loomed ever larger whenever she thought about it.
But for the next two days, she found the emotion that dominated was one of relaxed pleasantness. Rick made no demands. He didn’t force conversation, or tell her what to do, beyond suggesting every now and again that she think about her own wants and needs.
She tried. For twenty-four hours, it felt like she was trying to open a metal door that had rusted shut. She sat on the sofa, trying to answer the simplest question. What did she want?
Rick moved about the apartment, busy with his own affairs. Sometimes he sat next to her and used the keyboard and mouse to access the internet via the television screen.
It was during one of these moments that he had looked sideways at her. “What is your favorite color?”
Ilaria blinked. Automatically, her mind dropped into the path of thought that questions like these always prompted. What color would Rick like? What color choice she made would please him the most?
“Stop overthinking it,” Rick told her. His fingers danced across the keyboard then stabbed the enter key. He nodded toward the screen. “Look and pick a color. Don’t think. Just pick the one that leaps out at you.”
She looked up at the screen. It was a color wheel, with the colors circling around the spectrum. She let her gaze travel around the wheel, just looking at the colors. “That one,” she said, pointing. “Purple.”
“That’s a good color,” Rick said, his tone approving. “But it’s not a color you can wear well, with your hair and eyes and skin.”
Color she could wear? She looked at him. “What colors can I wear?”
“I imagine brown and gold would look delicious on you.” He stood up and held out his hand. “Come with me.”
She grasped it and he hauled her to her feet. “Where are we going?”
“Shopping.” He picked up his keys from the shelf next to the door. “I suspect you’ll find Rodeo Drive utterly fascinating, if you let it.”
He drove her to a street in Beverley Hills that was lined with shops, and led her into one of them. He stopped just inside the door and waved his hand to encompass the mannequins wearing dresses and separates and rails of hanging clothes. There were displays of jewelry, handbags, and shoes at the far end of the store.
“What catches your eye?” Rick asked.
At the end of the store, where all the shoes were on display, Ilaria saw a pair of flesh colored pumps. They had very high, very thin heels. Stilettos. “Those,” she murmured, pointing. They had such a graceful arch. The heels were something she rarely wore, for on most occasions, she needed to be able to run, kick and fight, or else walk quickly to evade detection. High heels didn’t help with any of those functions.
“Shoes. Why didn’t I think of that?” Rick muttered. He led her through the store to the table holding the shoe and picked it up. “Interesting choice,” he said. “What size do you take?”
“Five.”
He waved over an assistant, who beamed as she approached. He held up the shoe. “Could we please get a size five to try on?”
The assistant hurried away. Rick turned back to Ilaria. “What else speaks to you, here?”
But Ilaria already had that answer. She found her gaze held by one of the mannequins. It wore an oversized shawl that looked more like a cape or poncho. It was made of what looked like butter soft suede, and the edges were trimmed in a thick, luxurious fur. The inside of the wrap could be glimpsed where it hung longer behind the dummy. The inside was lined in a purple paisley silk.
It was glorious.
Rick moved to the mannequin and picked up the edge of the wrap. “This?” he asked.
She nodded.
He pulled the wrap off the mannequin, which caused two of the sales assistants hovering nearby to draw in their breath and hurry over.
“Can I help you?” one of them asked, almost but not quite reaching for the wrap to take it back.
Ilaria saw irritation flicker across his face. It was a split-second change in his expression. He was looking at her so the sales assistant didn’t see it. But Ilaria did. Then he turned to face the assistant with a warm, charming smile. “I’m quite sure you can help us. My friend wishes to try this on.”
His smile and soothing tones calmed the assistant, but she was still looking at the wrap, her gaze moving from the wrap to the denuded mannequin.
“We’ll be buying it, of course,” Rick said, hefting the wrap in his hands.
Ilaria drew in her own shocked breath.
The assistant beamed, her perfectly made-up face lighting up. “There is a suede skirt that matches the wrap, too,” she offered. She glanced at Ilaria. “Shall I bring you the right size to try on?” Her gaze settled back on Rick, the money-man and final word in her eyes.
Ilaria could feel her temper rise at being dismissed that way.
Rick looked at her. “Would you like to try the skirt?”
She nodded, a smile tugging at her mouth.
The assistant was smart. She immediately turned to Ilaria. “I have a shirt that goes with the lining, too. Would you like to see it?”
“Yes, please,” Ilaria told her and watched the assistant hurry away, feeling winded.
In the next four hours, Ilaria acquired a wardrobe made up of clothing, shoes and accessories that she liked. The pants, skirts and tops were all of colors she liked, that she had chosen for herself, using the lesson the first sales assistant had unwittingly taught her about matching garments to each other by color or texture or both. Her confidence grew as she and Rick moved from store to store, and she took in the various displays.
It helped that every time she emerged from a dressing room to show Rick what she was trying on, there was a glitter in his eyes that she knew from long experience. He liked what she was wearing. He liked what it did to her figure. He would not say so because he wanted her to choose for herself, not to please him. But pleasing him was a very nice side benefit, anyway.
The clothes were all highly impractical and the shoes matched, but they made her image in the mirror look oddly different. She puzzled over the difference as they moved from shop to shop, until Rick commented on her preoccupation. “Is shopping for clothes not to your taste?” he asked.
“I could do this forever,” she confessed. “I am trying to classify what type of clothing it is that you’re buying.”
Rick had insisted on paying for everything. “You still have to justify what you spend your money upon, even if you could afford it. I answer to no one. Consider these a gift.”
He had looked at her over the coat he was holding up for her inspection. “Sophisticated, is the word you’re looking for. You have a surprisingly sophisticated natural style.”
“Why surprising?”
“It usually takes time and a lot of experience to develop a mature taste like yours. You haven’t been given that option.”
She remembered something from the dim past. “I used to love buying clothes when I was—” She caught herself, remembering the sales assistant a few feet away. “From before,” she added. Before she became a vampire and a slave in one horrible day. She lifted up the sleeve of the leather and brocade coat he held. “But fashion was nothing like this.”
Rick smiled, and it was the same rich, joyful smile he had been using to bring the sales assistants to their knees. “I’ve seen far more bizarre fashions than this. I’ve worn them, too. Worse, I wore them in public.” He smiled. “Ignorance is bliss.”
She gave a short laugh and tugged the coat toward her. “Let me try this one. It looks nice.”
She puzzled over the change in Rick’s demeanor. He was much more like a man that one might call Rick because the name suited him, rather than what it had been: A shorthand way around a cumbersome first name. She had heard tales on and off over the decades about how he was a machine. That his brain was bigger than his body and his ego was bigger. Cyneric Pæga was a cold man, they said. Ruthless, and without friends.
But this charming man who was turning sales assistant into warmed putty was nothing like what she had expected to meet. He had changed since that first meeting, when he had been maneuvering always to keep her within reach in case she tried to make a move against him. Why had he changed? It was a puzzle for another time. For now, she was having too much fun shopping.
They arrived back at Rick’s apartment with a dozen bags each, hanging over their arms in four big bunches.
Everything had changed from then on. Instead of sitting on the sofa and worrying about what she wanted, Rick had insisted she train with him. He had cleared the center of the main room of furniture, pushing it up against the walls and out of the way. Then he had rolled up the rug and dumped in on one of the sofas.
After that, he had taken her through a hand-to-hand combat session, testing her and making her practice skills she had mastered long ago. Ilaria had gone along with his direction, still puzzled by him, but willing to find out what he intended. The shopping bags sat on the kitchen counter, silently calling her name.
When it came to combat, it seemed they were evenly matched, so long as Ilaria compensated for her weight and height disadvantage. They grappled and twisted, looking for weaknesses in each other’s stance, in their posture, in the grip they had on each other.
“You’re weak,” Ilaria told him, feeling the shifts and tremors transmitted through her grip on his arms that told her he was just barely maintaining his balance. “You would let a woman best you?”
“You’re strong,” he countered. “But then, you knew that. You’re very good at this, but you’ve forgotten something.”
“What?” she asked, curious.
Instead of fighting her, he unexpectedly flowed forward, inside her grip. His mouth pressed against hers, shocking and firm. Her surprise was just dawning when he picked her up by the waist and dropped her to the tiles on her back.
She lay recovering, breathing hard.
“What is it you want most, right now?” he demanded in a whisper.
“A shower and a mirror,” she said, without thinking.
“Very good,” he told her approvingly. “You are starting to get a feel for it.”
“For what?”
“For what you really want.” He tilted his head to look at her properly. “You do seem to have a fondness for Italian marble. That’s twice I’ve seen you sprawled upon it.”
“That was unfair,” she declared.
“So is life,” he told her and held out his hand to boost her back onto her feet. “Do you intend to quote the rules of Queensbury the next time you’re attacked? Or are you going to react?”
She rolled her eyes as he hoisted her up. “I usually just shoot them from a quarter mile away. It’s easier.”
“It earns you enemies, too, and they don’t know how to shoot straight, so they’ll come at you with fists and teeth and bad attitude.”
She grimaced, knowing he was right. “I just want a shower. I think I’ve earned it.”
After her shower, and after she had donned and discarded a dozen outfits from the bags, and once she had settled on skinny jeans and a cashmere sweater that had cost a casual five hundred dollars, Rick had sat her down on the sofa once more. The room had been restored to order while she was in the shower, and now the television had been set up for internet access once more. Rick picked up the wireless keyboard and put it on her knees.
“Now what?” she asked curiously.
“More shopping.” He moved the wireless mouse and pulled up the Google homepage. “What is the one thing that is missing in your life? Ignore the lack of freedom for the moment. What thing or event or person do you most want?”
Like before, she didn’t let herself think. She let the words tumble out unedited. “My own home.” Then she felt her jaw drop as she considered what she had just said. “Yes,” she added, agreeing with herself. “A tiny house. Very old, with lots of trees and an old fashioned garden out the front. Those windows with the little diamonds in them, you know?”
“Mullions,” Rick told her. He tapped the edge of the keyboard. “Go shopping for your house. You’ve got the greater part of all the world’s knowledge at your fingertips. You just have to narrow down your choice.”
“I thought I was very specific,” she pointed out.
“You’re not thinking big enough,” Rick told her. “You need to think globally and universally. In which country do you want this house? What part of that country? Is there a town or village that you would prefer? What elevation? Do you want the house to face north or south?” He tapped the keyboard with his fingertip once more. “You get to choose.”
“I choose a house and…what? You buy it for me?” She said it dryly. It wouldn’t be her house if he did that.
“You find the perfect house, wherever it is. Or a handful of them.” He gave her a small smile. “One day, not long from now, we’ll go and inspect them, and then you can really decide.”
One day, she realized, when Heru can no longer eavesdrop on my feelings and location, or tell me what I will do each day. She licked her lips. “Very well,” she said and settled the keyboard in a more comfortable position on her lap. “How do I do this?”
Rick moved the mouse, then clicked. A cursor flashed slowly inside the search term box. “Type in your question.” His brow lifted. “Do you know what your first question will be?”
She thought about it. “’What are the best countries to live in?’”
Rick stood up. “That’s a good place to start. You’ve been to more than a few countries on assignment. Think about which of those were appealing, when you weren’t looking at them through a sniper scope. That will give you more options.”
“Where are you going?” she asked as he stepped around the coffee table.
“I’m going to do my work.”
“Your work?”
“I have things to think about.” He gave a small shrug. “The pattern has shifted in the last few hours. I need to realign my thoughts.”
 
 



Chapter Seventeen
Four hours later, her mind reeling with exciting possibilities and endless details, Ilaria climbed the stairs, in search of paper.
It was quite dark in the apartment. Her time sense told her it was near three a.m., and the human cycle was on the furthest ebb. Humans would start to stir, soon, another day begun.
She didn’t bother putting on lights. Neither of them really needed them, and she liked to use her night vision regularly, as practice in case she needed it in an emergency.
Rick had said he was working. He would most certainly have paper and a pen or pencil to spare. She didn’t have his phenomenal memory. Hers was just average vampire perfect, and she didn’t want to work to memorize long lists that would be eventually discarded and useless.
There were three rooms on the second floor. One was the bathroom that she had used earlier. The door on the right, when she peered in, showed an elegant bedroom, elaborately decorated with rich brocades, bead, trims, tassels and more. It reminded her that this apartment was not Rick’s. He was renting it from a friend, he had said. Given the décor, Ilaria guessed it was Roman Adrian Xerus’ apartment. The decorating had a touch of the East that made her think of Constantinople.
Rick had to be in the other room. The door was almost fully shut. She pushed it open, looking inside.
Rick sat upon an armless chair, an office chair with wheels and a single post. He swiveled it slightly sideways as she looked, turning to face another part of the wall. The whole room, all four walls, was covered in a mass of documentation, photos, even small objects. Fine nylon cord in different colors arrowed from dozens of different places to dozens of other places. Mental connections, she guessed. Some of the cord ran down to objects on the floor and she knew that they were symbols for intangible ideas. This, then, was Rick’s version of pen and paper.
Rick was sitting in profile to her, his gaze on the wall ahead of him. It was a very different Rick than the one who had taken her shopping. His expression was grim. His jaw under the closely shaved edge of beard was hard, as if he had it clamped. His whole body was upright and tensed.
She must have made a whisper of sound, for he turned the chair to face her and just for a moment she saw him the way she and the world had expected him to be. The ruthless mind turning over minutiae, with no room in his heart for leniency, for forgiveness. There was no room for flexibility. If he judged you an enemy he would hunt you down and slaughter you without mercy.
Then he smiled and the coldness fled. “Hello there. Have you already spent all your money on a quaint English cottage?”
She felt her jaw sag. “How did you know that Britain was where I had decided I want my house?”
“Simple extrapolation. You wanted a small house and Britain excels in cramped accommodations. You wanted something old, with a little garden out the front. Again, Britain to the rescue. The mullion windows sealed the deal. You don’t find them anywhere but Britain, anymore, especially on old, small cottages.”
“You mean, I could have saved myself four hours of searching and just asked you?”
His smile grew brighter. “You had to figure it out for yourself.”
Ilaria moved into the room, letting herself come very close to him. “You’re different, with me,” she whispered. “I saw you just then, when you were thinking. That’s the Cyneric everyone else sees. But you’re not like that with me. Why not?”
The question didn’t seem to bother him. He remained still on the chair, with no awkward movements of his body or hands that would indicate he was uncomfortable. “Yes, I’m different with you,” he agreed.
“Why?” she insisted.
“I promised I would only tell you the truth.”
She puzzled through the many meanings that might apply to that. “Telling the truth changes one’s behavior?”
“Only if that one normally wears masks and is forced to put them aside to remain truthful.”
She stepped even closer. “Then this is the real you?” she asked.
His chest lifted as he took in a long breath. For courage? “Yes,” he said, his voice as soft as hers.
Ilaria didn’t know where the impulse came from. Perhaps it was because she was looking into his eyes. Perhaps it was the microscopic touch of his knee against her leg. Or perhaps it was the new wants and desires that had been bubbling up inside her ever since the shopping expedition had turned them on? Whatever the source, it prompted her to lean down the scant inch or two she needed to bring her lips against his.
He grew still and silent, as she kissed him. Uneasy that she had stepped over some invisible line, she straightened, ready to make light of the kiss and leave, if necessary.
But Rick caught her face with his hand, keeping her standing where she was. “Why did you do that?” he asked, his thumb stroking her cheekbone with featherweight touches.
“I…because…I suppose I wanted to,” she said.
“Were you following your own wants, Ilaria?” he asked, “or were you following orders?”
Her thoughts were scrambled by the surprise that hit her. It was a cold shock to realize that she hadn’t thought about Danich or Heru, or escape, for several hours. Instead, her mind had been filled with thoughts and ideas that were new and fresh and exciting in a way that bubbled her blood and gave her a boost of energy that made her want to dance.
“This is me,” she told Rick. “The new me,” she added.
“Good.” He drew her face to his once more. “This time,” he added, “enjoy the kiss. Think about how it’s making you feel. Do not think about pleasing me.”
It was another startling idea. As he kissed her, she tried to obey his suggestion by concentrating on the kiss itself. How was it making her feel? Normally, she worried about how the man or woman was reacting. Did they like it? Were they pleased? Were they excited? How could she make the experience more pleasurable for them, so that she could capture their sympathy and attention?
Sex had always been a tool she had been directed to use in order to further an agenda. Any pleasure she experienced was a rare bonus.
Unbidden, Marcus and her four days with him entered her thoughts and she roughly pushed the guilt-inducing images away from her. Why did he keep straying into her thoughts like that?
She turned her attention back to Rick and his mouth against hers. His lips were surprisingly soft, but there was a firmness just beneath that. He tasted…how did he taste? Spicy, she decided. The sort of spice that was subtle, with an effect that lingered. Nutmeg, perhaps.
His tongue thrust into her mouth and she stroked it with her own. With a frisson of shock, she realized that she was responding to the kiss. There was a tingling between her thighs and a growing ache centered on her pussy.
Her thoughts leapt ahead to what would happen next. An image of Rick’s mouth on her nipples made her groan under his lips.
He broke the kiss, pulling her head far enough away from his to look her in the eye. “You liked that.” His voice was hoarse.
“Mmm. Why did you stop?”
He smiled. “You can do whatever you want. Whatever you like. You want to kiss me again, Ilaria?”
She stood, breathing hard, trying to sort out her jumbled feelings. Her mind was sluggish. It was hard to think beyond the need… That was it, she realized. “Take off my clothes,” she told him. “Take off my sweater.”
His smile grew hot and heat glowed in his eyes, too. He pushed the hem of her sweater up, revealing the fastenings of her jeans. With a flick of his fingers, he slipped the button undone. Then he picked up the tab on the zipper, and slid it down in infinitesimal increments, a tooth at a time. The anticipation whooshed through her, making her want to grab his wrist and yank the zipper down for him. But he stopped halfway, just where her panties peeped out.
She heard his breath being expelled heavily. Startled, she realized that Rick was highly aroused, and she had done nothing to induce that state. They had only kissed, but he was reacting like a man might if she applied all her skills to bring him to a desperate state of need.
Her jeans sagged open, revealing her lower abdomen. Rick pushed the sweater up higher, until the band was around her ribs, holding it there. He was studying her torso. His hands settled around her waist, and he pressed his thumbs together. The touch of his hands on her flesh made her shiver in delight. But as soon as that first sensation passed she wanted him to slide his hands lower…or higher.
“I love this curve on a woman,” Rick said, sliding his hands down, over the swell of her hips. “But yours is the most intoxicating I have ever seen.” His thumbs stroked the flesh just next to her hipbones, and pleasure rippled through her in hot, sparkling waves. She swallowed.
He pulled her closer and at the same time, bent and pressed his lips to her skin, where it was exposed between the open zipper, just above her panties. His tongue slid across it and her nerves all shifted and fizzled, making her hips jerk forward. A gasp pushed out of her and she found her hands were in his hair, clenching, encouraging him.
She was reacting without thought. Without directing herself to choose the most effective techniques. All she could think about was the excitement building in her.
Rick pulled the sweater over her head and threw it behind him. She heard something fall underneath it. He didn’t blink. Instead, he ran one long finger from her navel up the center of her torso to snag on the center part of her bra, where the little bow was. Then his finger moved upward and began to circle around on her flesh, over the upper slopes of her breasts.
It was excruciatingly delicious, a slow tease that made her shudder and her pussy to squeeze. She knew what she wanted with absolute certainty. She wanted him to fuck her, hard and fast. She needed him inside her, filling her, and thrusting deep.
“Rick…” she whispered.
“You didn’t buy this bra today.” It wasn’t a question, but she shook her head anyway.
His strong finger curled over the center, sliding between the lace and her chest. “Then it can be discarded,” he declared and pulled.
The bra separated with a low ripping sound as the lace tore. He reached behind her and pulled it from her shoulders. The ruined bra landed on top of her sweater, but Ilaria hardly cared. The idea of his mouth on her nipples was taking all her attention. She shivered at the idea.
For a moment his hands glided up her torso to settle under her breasts. He didn’t touch them. Instead he reached down and lowered the zipper on her jeans to its full extent. The jeans settled lower around her hips. Only because they were close fitting stretch denim did they cling to her thighs.
He pushed his thumbs inside the waistband and slid her jeans down to her ankles. “Kick them aside,” he told her.
She stepped out of them with one foot and with the other, threw the jeans toward the pile of discarded clothing.
“Leave the stilettos on,” Rick said. “I like them.”
She smiled. In this, Rick was a typical man.
“The panties match the bra,” Rick observed, his finger sliding under the rim of them, and tickling her mons.
“Yes.”
He tore them from her and dropped them over his shoulder. “We’ll buy lingerie of your own choosing,” he said, his voice hard. Then he curved his hands over her hips. “You’re beautiful.” This time his voice was low and hard with pleasure, not anger. He picked her up and settled her on his lap, her thighs spread and pressing against his hips. He cupped her ass, his fingers moving restlessly, stroking in little movements that made her clench and her hips to thrust forward.
“Mmm…,” he murmured appreciatively. Without warning, his mouth fastened around her nipple, his teeth nipping at the tip.
Ilaria cried out and clutched at his shoulders as excitement flared and arrowed toward her clit, making it bloom and glow with arousal. She felt his heavy muscles working under her fingers, beneath the silky fabric of his shirt, but she only noticed it dimly. Most of her attention was upon her breasts and the gorgeous thing he was doing to her nipple, making her shudder and moan. Her whole body rippled as he scraped his teeth the length of her nipple.
He moved to her other breast and Ilaria let her head fall back. This was so good. She could stay here in this moment forever, accepting any pleasure he gave her. Her arousal was so much more powerful because she was not directing anything. She didn’t have to think about what she was doing. She could let her mind idle in neutral and just enjoy herself.
Like Marcus had made her do.
She tried to bleach the thought before it stole her attention, but instead, she recalled that first explosive climax Marcus had given her. It had made her dizzy and faint. Just remembering it seemed to hike her arousal up to a fever pitch. She could feel her orgasm building swiftly in the inner core of her body, and pummeled her fist against Rick’s shoulder. “Fuck me,” she begged in a voice not her own.
“Not yet,” he replied, lifting his lips from her breast just enough to speak. Then he sucked the tip back into his mouth. At the same time, he slid his fingers over her bare mound, the long middle finger pressing her nether lips apart, and rubbing against her clit.
She sucked in a harsh breath in reaction, starting to shake with the power of the coming climax. “Please….” She begged.
He thrust his fingers inside her, twisting and turning them, pushing deeper with each movement. Then his thumb pressed against her clit and stroked hard.
Her climax exploded through her, stealing her breath, her vision. Her hearing dimmed, but she could hear her own voice, giving vent to a wailing, hoarse scream. It seemed like the climax gripped her for eons, making her shudder and her hips to thrust hard and convulsively. Waves of pleasure swept through her, pulsing one after another.
She blinked, clearing her vision as the orgasm eased its hold on her. Her head was against Rick’s shoulder. He was stroking her back in gentle movements.
Ilaria drew in a deep breath, recovering. Her body tingled in a way it never had.
Except with Marcus.
She thrust the voice aside and turned her head to press her lips against Rick’s neck, right over the carotid. The animal in her shifted, but did not rouse. She did not need to feed just yet, but another climax like this one, and she just might.
Rick stood up, bringing her with him. Ilaria wrapped her legs around his hips, encouraged by his hands. “Where are you going?” she asked.
“I’m taking you to the bedroom, where I am going to finish what you started.”
“The bedroom?” She smiled. “From what I’ve heard about you, Cyneric, the bedroom is just a little bit mundane for you, isn’t it?”
He stopped in front of the doorway to the elaborately decorated room. “Do you want to be like the rest of them, Ilaria?” he asked softly, his gaze steady.
It occurred to her that when Rick had been inscribed he, too, would have been required to use his body in similar ways to her assignments. Was that why it was rumored he took partners so liberally, now that he was free to choose?
“No, I do not want to be like the others,” she told him and pressed her cheek against his. His hand tangled in her hair, cradling her head, as he carried her into the room, and laid her upon the big bed. Then he stripped, moving quickly, and laid down next to her, on his side. His long leg rested over her knee. His cock was pleasing – nicely thick and long enough.
Ilaria reached for him, but he held her hand away. “Relax,” he told her. “For now, I don’t want you doing anything you’re used to doing.”
“But what if I want to?”
“Not yet,” he murmured, and kissed her. It was an astonishing kiss. There was fervor and emotion in it that she didn’t have the skill to read. It left her mind reeling, her limbs heavy like she was drunk.
Because he was pressing up against her, his hip against hers, and his chest pressing against her shoulder, as well as his heavy thigh resting over hers, she quickly noticed something else. “You’re hot!” she whispered, when he released her mouth. “Your heart—”
“I’m letting it run as it wants,” he murmured back. “I want to enjoy this. I want to extract every last dollop of pleasure from it.”
The implied compliment made her smile. “I thought that was my assignment?”
His smile matched hers. “Then let your heart beat as it will. Join me.”
It took an extra degree of effort to release the practiced and automatic control she and all vampires exerted over their hearts in order to conserve energy and stretch out their feedings.
Rick rested his fingertips over her heart. “I can hear you,” he said, and kissed her again.
Wow! Ilaria thought. I have been depriving myself. The kiss was so much more powerful, with her heart thundering in her chest this way. Every limb seemed to throb with the power of the blood flowing through her, spreading the pleasure. Her clit throbbed hard, pulsing with an overwhelming demand for attention.
Almost as if he had heard the demand, Rick pushed her thighs apart and settled between them. She could feel his cock pressing against her pussy. “Hard,” she begged.
He spread her fingers and entwined his in them. “As you wish,” he told her and rammed his cock into her in a single thrust, burying himself to the hips.
Ah, it was so good! Ilaria stretched, her hips lifting, her mons and her throbbing clit pressing against his pelvis as he held himself still. She squeezed around his shaft, shifting.
“Gods,” he muttered. “You’ll make me come, doing that.”
“I can’t help it,” she admitted. “I like you inside me.”
His smile was warm and there was merriment in his eyes. “So do I.” He thrust, just once, and she caught her breath. Her heart was like a wild thing caged, beating against the inside of her chest.
Rick gritted his teeth, hissing through them. “Ah,” he groaned and muttered something in a language she did not know. “Mia Bella,” he added in Italian.
My beautiful one.
He thrust hard and deep, just as she had wanted. It was perfect. She clung to him as his hips worked against her, his cock pushing deeper and deeper inside her. The heat generated between them was enormous.
Ilaria realized she was on the brink of another orgasm. She had no room for surprise, for the peak of pleasure hit her even as she was marveling over the sensations flooding her body. She clawed at Rick’s shoulders, unable to vent her pleasure in any other way. Her voice was gone, along with her breath. She arched again, her head thrown back, as the climax ripped through her, snatching the rest of her senses.
Rick held her hips steady with one hand, ramming into her in ever more swifter thrusts, his muscles in the arm he was using to prop himself up over her flexing as it worked. As her climax ebbed and she could finally draw breath, he thrust one last time and groaned as he came. She could feel his cum spilling in her for it was hot, just as his body was hot against hers. Ilaria closed her eyes and savored the sensation.
Rick was still, above her, except for his breathing, which was harsh and fast. Ilaria opened her eyes to find him studying her. He wore a tiny smile, merely a lifting of one corner of his mouth.
“More,” Ilaria said, her voice hoarse.
His smile grew. “If you wish,” he said, picking her up, turning her and putting her on her hands and knees.
Excitement spilled through her as he gripped her hips from behind. “Oh, I do wish!” she breathed.
 



Chapter Eighteen
They made love while the night waned and the sun rose in the sky. Ilaria couldn’t bring herself to calling it just sex, or worse, fucking. There was too much kindness, too much emotion boiling between them to do that. The self-centered act of sex that she was used to, where each partner worked to achieve their own pleasure as swiftly as possible, was missing here.
The world woke up around them. Humans went about their daily routines, oblivious, as they pleasured each other endlessly, over and over again. Each time Ilaria climaxed, she could feel the delight stirring her hunger, which was huge. “Again,” she would beg and Rick would comply with a hungry growl of his own.
Occasionally, one or both of them paused long enough to take a cold shower, to bring their internal body temperatures down. It was another reason vampires tended to choke their hearts to stillness most of the time. Vampires couldn’t sweat, which cooled a heated human body. Too much heat, with no cooling mechanism, could fry the brain inside the skull, causing damage that not even the self-healing abilities of vampires could overcome.
But Rick did not seem to mind the risk and Ilaria loved how sensitive she was while her heart was free to react to touch and taste and more. She was happy to live with the compromise to enjoy the sensations it provided.
As the day grew longer and the shadows stretched across the room, Ilaria could feel the tightness in her chest and the ache in her face bones that warned she was close to blood hunger.
Rick brushed her hair from her face, leaning over her once more. “You’re very white. You need to feed.”
She nodded.
“So do I. The price you pay for enjoying yourself.” He grinned. “Would you like to hunt together?”
She drew in a slow breath, stilling her first reaction, which was surprise. Only vampires who had known each other for centuries ever offered to hunt together. The predatory hunter’s instincts made having another vampire nearby sometimes risky. “I’m only a century old,” she said. “I’ll kill you, or something.”
“I’ll chance it,” Rick told her, sitting up. “I’m not a century old, mia bella. You will not be a risk for me.”
So, as the sun disappeared and the night shadows spilled across the cityscape, they flitted through the crisp night air, passing by human enclaves unnoticed, for they were hiding their presence with hunter skills. Rick knew of an area nearby that was usually good for hunting. It was further north, moving away from the more populated areas and into the heavily wooded hills.
It was euphoric, running silently along the roads and through the trails, with Rick by her side. He kept pace with her, but even so, their speed was such that they would be a blur to human eyes. The crisp air bathed her face and the silence of the wooded terrain was soothing.
There was an upscale lounge bar deep in the rolling crevassed hills, a good thirty minutes away from the outskirts of L.A. for humans. Nevertheless, the parking lot was full and cars were circling, looking for spaces. They had arrived at the back of the bar, where the Dumpsters sat. There was very little light there, compared to the front end of the bar. Despite the dark and the narrow area of graveled parking available between the bar and where Ilaria and Rick stood at the edge of the woods, patrons’ cars sat in a row, nose out and facing them. Another car rounded the corner and eased along the row, clearly looking for space.
“They’ll take that piece of verge on the end,” Rick predicted.
Ilaria could feel the trembling, hot blood lust rising in her, anticipating the feast. Her teeth were trying to descend. She swallowed.
The car eased onto the scrap of verge as he had predicted, very close to the car that had been on the end of the row. They were squeezing into the tiny patch of weeds that was left.
“There’s two of them,” she whispered.
“Man and woman. Which do you want?”
She lifted her chin, breathing in the rich scents of humans with their endless supply of blood, mingled with the odors of the living – sweat, perfume, cosmetics…she wrinkled her nose. “The man,” she decided.
“Good choice. He’ll be slow getting out, that close to the next car.”
The driver’s door opened. Ilaria leapt into a full-speed sprint, down the short slope to the parking area, her gaze fixed upon her prey.
She felt Rick behind her. He would have been startled by her quick take off, but she suddenly couldn’t wait. He didn’t stay behind her. With his long legs, he quickly out-paced her. It didn’t matter, she decided, the animal part of her mind dismissing him. He wasn’t after her prize.
She leapt upon the man who smelled of Old Spice and cigarettes with a growl of delight, as the woman on the other side of the car took in a gasping breath, then fell silent.
* * * * *
The wild rapture that seemed to bubble through her veins after feeding, the warmth and glow of contentment, apparently also affected Rick. After they had fed and carefully quartered the site, removing signs of their presence, they had headed back into the disguising bush land, moving silently and swiftly. But after two miles of running, Rick caught at her arm, bringing her to a halt.
“What is it?” she asked, wanting to keep running, to keep bounding across the face of the earth forever. The night was hers.
“There are better ways to use up your excess energy,” he said and pulled her up against him. His mouth pressed against the nape of her neck, his dark hair tickling her cheek. His tongue, hot with fresh blood, swiped against her neck, right over the carotid. He was tasting her.
Here? She thought. Then as pleasure gripped her, mixing with the heady elation of a successful feed, she mentally nodded. Here was perfect. Among the trees and the air, with no humans around….
Rick took her fast and rough, just the way her body was aching for. With the smell of eucalyptus and walnut bushes surrounding them and the sound of night creatures calling, this time he did not make love. Instead he fucked her in raw, animal overdrive.
It was glorious.
Afterwards, they moved through the dark, back to his apartment. The air inside the apartment was warm, still and used. Ilaria pulled off her moto jacket and thought about simply removing all her clothes. It felt stifling inside.
She plucked at her shirt restlessly, moving around the front room, circling the coffee table in loose loops.
“Something’s wrong,” Rick said, standing with his hips resting against the kitchen counter, his arms crossed, watching her. There was blood on the front of his shirt, but the smell of it didn’t rouse her anymore.
She rubbed at her neck. “Why do you say that?”
“You’re not relaxed and you should be.”
She halted as she realized that he was right. “He’s scanning me. He’s looking for me.” She closed her eyes. “No, not yet,” she whispered, feeling the painful mental prickle that meant Heru was reaching out for her. He was about to communicate. This was him opening up the channel between them.
Rick stayed where he was, but his jaw flexed. “Shall I leave?” he asked.
She shook her head, misery welling up inside her. “Not yet.” She could barely bring herself to speak above a whisper.
Then Heru spoke.
It wasn’t speaking in the normal sense of the word. Concepts, images and feelings occurred to her, much like recalling a memory of some older time or place or person. The images were rough, barely filled in. Faces were almost blank. There was only just enough detail there for her to understand who he was referring to, or which place he meant. It had been hard for her to follow, at first, for Danich’s communications had always been crisp, crystal clear and filled with illuminating detail. But Danich had lived and moved amongst humans for centuries, while Heru kept himself apart.
Heru’s thoughts were alien – there was no mistaking who was speaking to her. His mind worked a very different way from Danich’s. If what she had heard about the unspoken ones was true, then it explained the difference: Heru could barely encompass modern concepts. They didn’t make sense to him. Therefore, passing them on to her was an act of transfer, with little understanding involved. He didn’t bother with the details because he didn’t grasp their significance.
But this time, there was no mistaking his meaning. She closed her eyes again, sickness and sadness swirling uneasily within. Heru’s presence left her mind.
“Ilaria.” Rick’s hand gripped hers and pulled it away from her chest. She realized she had curled her hand into a fist and had been beating at her chest. “Shhh….” he crooned, and pressed her against him.
Ilaria threw her arms around his neck and turned her face against his throat, cutting out the light. “I have to go,” she said, speaking with her lips brushing his flesh.
His hands tightened against her back for a second. Then they relaxed. “Do you want to tell me what he said, mia bella? Do you want to talk about it?”
The need to spill it all, to spread it out on display so that she wasn’t holding this anger and misery inside her, was almost overwhelming. But she finally shook her head, her cheek rubbing against his shoulder. “I don’t want you to think badly of me.”
He lifted her chin, making her look at him. “You forget. I have stood on the spot upon which you now stand. I know how wretched it is to be told to do something that leaves you cold and sick, yet know you have no choice but to obey. You and I, Ilaria, are the only two people in the world that truly understand each other.”
She was trembling. “I’m afraid,” she whispered.
“Why?”
“I don’t know if I can do that anymore. Before, I would use my anger to push me through it. But you’ve taken that away.”
His lips touched hers. “You have hope, instead,” he reminded her. “This isn’t over, Ilaria. You must do what you’ve been told, but there is an end to your purgatory in sight now. Remember that. Remember I have promised you I will find your way out, then do what you must to survive until I do.”
Ilaria reached up on her toes to kiss him, a silent wail starting up inside her. She couldn’t do this, could she? But the punishment for disobedience…. Yet to leave him and go do what she had been told….
“I can’t,” she said, stepping away from Rick, tearing her lips from his. She pressed her hands over her galloping heart. She couldn’t seem to rein it in, now. “I can’t leave. It hurts too much.”
Rick closed his eyes for a moment, his chin dropping. Then he drew in a deep breath. “You must leave before he becomes suspicious. You must do what he tells you, whatever it is. I don’t care what it is. I only care that you do anything you must to thrive until I have remembered what I need to remember.”
“You’re speaking of your own inscription, aren’t you?” she asked softly.
“My inscription and the breaking of it, and most of what lay in between those two moments. I can’t remember, for there is a scar there, where the memory resides.”
She touched his left arm, high up on the biceps where his brand was. “Like this one?” she asked.
His eyes widened a little. “Perhaps,” he said slowly. He caught her face in his hands, and they were still warm against her skin. “Be safe, Ilaria. Whatever it takes. And when the time comes, I’ll find you again.”
“You promise, yes?”
He nodded. “I promise.”
A knot inside her loosened. The tightness in her chest relaxed a little. “Alright,” she said listlessly.
His last kiss was hot and deep enough to sear the memory of it on her soul.
 



Chapter Nineteen
Ilaria slid around the side of the house, to the wooden steps that led up to the big deck outside the multiple French doors that made up most of the living room walls in Marcus’ house. She moved silently, but it wasn’t deliberate. She was simply better at not betraying her presence than most humans.
The sound of the ocean pounding the sand, a hundred meters away, was heavenly. There was a stiff breeze blowing in from the sea that lifted her hair and bathed her face. She liked the briny smell underneath the slightly stronger stench of seaweed. It reminded her of Napoli and the harbor there.
In two days, memories of her human life had been unlocked from their dormant hiding places, where fear and anger had kept them. Perhaps that was why she failed to detect him. She was distracted by all the memories as they played.
She climbed the wooden steps onto the deck itself and the cold barrel of a small handgun pressed against her neck. She held up her hands. “I carry nothing,” she promised him. Not even the blade she sometimes wore in one of her boots.
Marcus moved out of the dark shadow at the corner of the house where the spotlights that bathed the deck did not reach. He had been so still! Normally, humans were unable to freeze the way animals did when a predator was in the area. But he was trained.
“Why are you here, Ilaria?” His voice was flat. Hard.
She deserved his contempt, and his anger. Both. She would have to work past them. Lowering her hands, she turned to face him. The words were on her lips. I missed you. I wanted to see you. I wanted to kiss you one more time. They were the practiced words she had used many times in the past. Said just the right way, with just the right touch of emotion, they swayed almost everyone.
They were the words that would put her on the path that Heru wanted her to take. She looked at Marcus, putting the sentences together, taking in his unkempt, shaggy blond hair, the touch of growth about his chin, and the shadows under his eyes. He had not been sleeping well. Again.
She had spent three nights soothing him gently from his nightmares into peaceful sleep, while he had tossed and muttered. The pain and fear in his voice as he had dreamed and whispered had been disturbing. Had he turned back to those dark dreams once more?
Then there was the lovemaking. Now she had a bench mark to compare it with, she knew that Marcus had been no closer to simply fucking her than Rick had. The knowledge made her guilt swirl, as she remembered how she had left him.
All these thoughts slipped through her mind like playing cards being rifled through a dealer’s hands. Blink, blink, blink.
She opened her mouth again, to speak the words she had composed, but they would not emerge. But she must say something, or Marcus would grow even more impatient and less likely to listen to her sympathetically.
She took a breath. “He sent me back, Marcus. He wants me to seduce you again, to ensure you trust me, then I’m to give you a message.” Shock made her clap her hand over her mouth. She had really said that aloud?
Marcus lowered the gun. It seemed like he dropped his arm, as surprised as she. Then he stirred himself, and glanced around for witnesses. He took her arm. “Come inside,” he said bruskly, tucking the gun into his jacket pocket.
He pulled her into the house, then moved around the room shutting the doors and closing the billowing curtains. He kept hold of her arm the whole time, as if he were afraid she would bolt if he let go.
Then, finally, he pushed her onto the sofa. Gently. He sat on the coffee table, his hands linked loosely between his knees. The denim of his jeans stretched over the powerful thighs.
Ilaria swallowed, averting her gaze as she realized where her thoughts were leading. She lifted her gaze to his face, instead, and studied it. This was the man who had defied the codes of his profession to give her time and space to relax, just because she had asked for it. He had made love in a way that had made her happy, even while she had been working to please him.
She was glad to see him. The thought was an oddity. She couldn’t remember the last time she had been pleased to see someone after an absence. But she was pleased and happy. She let her gaze drift over his face, with the stubble, down to the wide shoulders. She remembered them naked, the soft suntan making them glow while the muscles had rippled under the skin. He had lots of muscle and was very strong for a human. He had lean hips, too, and a tight ass.
Just like that, she was becoming aroused, thinking about him. I want him, she thought, with growing wonder and confusion. As much as I wanted Rick. How can this be?
She bit her lip, unsure how to proceed.
“Where have you been, since Tuesday?” he asked. “Your...boss – clearly, he believed your story.”
Ilaria swallowed. The cover story was an old one that she was so practiced at delivering, it rose to her lips without conscious effort. But she held it back and thought, instead, of the relief that had touched her when she had blurted out the truth. The relief had eased her guilt, just a little. Would more truth do the same?
“He believed me,” she told Marcus. “Then he sent me on another assignment.”
“You’ve shot someone?” he asked cautiously.
“No, not that sort of assignment.”
“What, then?”
She hesitated again. Would a truthful answer to this question really help? Marcus may be hurt by it. She knew she had hurt him by leaving the first time around. It hadn’t been her choice, though she didn’t know if he would believe that.
But her hesitation gave Marcus the truth anyway. His face hardened. “You seduced someone else, didn’t you?” He pushed himself to his feet and strode three paces away, then whirled to face her. “Tell me, when you laid that trail for me to find – when you shot at me to make me search for you – was that at his orders? Or were you honestly trying to contact me to come in, like you said?”
Ilaria jumped to her feet, too. “It wasn’t either-or, Marcus. You don’t understand how it is for me.”
“Then you did find me under orders,” he said, his tone withering.
“Yes! He told me to find you. But I researched you, Marcus – I found out about you and I thought that with you, for the first time ever, I might have found my way out. I thought you might be able to help me.”
His expression was stony. He had crossed his arms again. Marcus didn’t believe her.
Ilaria threw out her hands. “I have no choice! Do you not understand that much? If he tells me to do something, I must do it.”
“No one has that sort of control over another person,” Marcus said slowly. His arms dropped to his sides. “Unless...is it....?”
“Magic?” she asked, dryly.
He grimaced. “Something to do with vampires?”
She nodded. “Yes, it’s something to do with vampires.”
He didn’t recoil. He didn’t wince, or look angry or uncomfortable. Amazingly, he seemed to be thinking. Hard. “You had no choice but to find me,” he said softly, voicing his thoughts aloud. “So you used the opportunity to further your own search for freedom.”
Ilaria took a deep breath, feeling almost giddy with relief. He had understood.
“And now he has sent you back here again. With a message.” Marcus finished. He focused on her face once more. “Why are you here?”
“He wants me—”
“I don’t care what he wants,” Marcus interrupted. “Nial can sort that out. I want to know why you are here.”
The mention of Nial’s name made her jump. “You know Nathaniel Aquila?” she asked.
“Indirectly. I’ve never met him, but I’ve met his...associates.”
“I thought you couldn’t bear the company of vampires?” she asked softly.
Marcus’ gaze was direct and steady. “That was a long week ago and a whole other world away from now.”
Of course, he would not have sat idly at home, waiting for possible contact from her. His reputation had warned her that he was a man who went after what he wanted with a degree of ruthlessness that had got him into trouble with his own people and earned him an international reputation for roughshod effectiveness – particularly in Europe, where everyone seemed to know a little something about him.
“That was my message. That was what I was supposed to tell you,” Ilaria said. “He wanted me to let it slip accidentally, once I felt I had your empathy or trust. I was to let you know that my next assignment was Nathanial.”
“To seduce him?”
“No,” she said flatly.
“And is he your next target?” he asked bluntly.
“I don’t know. I never know ahead of time what I am to do next. I am told what to do at the moment I must do it.”
“What, he just appears magically wherever you are, and hands over a sheet with your orders?”
She smiled. Marcus’ indignation was mildly amusing. “He tells me in my head,” she said.
Marcus drew in a long breath, considering her. “He can speak in your head?”
“Yes.”
“Can he read your thoughts? Does he know you are betraying him right now?”
“No. He can sense emotion and he knows where I am, physically. He will know that I have obeyed his orders and come to see you. Soon, he will want to feel...” She swallowed. “He expects me to seduce you. He will know if I do not.”
Marcus’ eyes grew a little larger. “He can sense your arousal?” He rubbed the back of his neck with his big hand. “Fuck!” he muttered. “What the hell happened to your right to liberty, freedom and personal choice?”
“That is a political construct that modern humans enjoy,” she replied stiffly. “I have been looking for my liberty for nearly a century. You were my first hope in all that time.”
Marcus shot a glance at her. “I was, past tense. Has something else happened?”
Ilaria’s heart was beating frantically, beyond her control. Truth-telling was a raw, rough exercise that was taking most of her courage to continue. Fear was settling around her shoulders. Rick had done all the strategizing up until now. Without him, she was not sure how to navigate past Marcus’ anger.
“Ilaria?” Marcus demanded, his frustration starting to show in the tight, hard quality of his voice.
“I may have found another way to escape,” she said.
His eyes narrowed and his shoulders stiffened. “This other guy you fucked. He’s your patsy now?”
“No! Madre Maria
aiutami!” She lifted her hands to the sky, her own frustration building. “It was an assignment. One I could not refuse.”
“But you told him the truth, too, didn’t you? And he is helping you.”
She crossed her arms. “Yes,” she said flatly.
“What made you think he could be trusted?” Marcus asked tightly. “Fuck, Ilaria, you have no idea who he is. He’s just some joker your boss thinks will help him promote his agenda, once he’s made pliable with sex and sympathy.”
“No, it’s not like that,” she countered weakly. This truth-telling was getting her into deeper and deeper waters. “Why do you even care?”
“Because I fucking well care what happens to you!” he shouted, anger narrowing his eyes. “Christ, Ilaria, don’t you get it? I can’t switch my feelings on and off like a tap to suit the occassion like you can.”
“I can’t,” she whispered, shocked at his abrupt fury.
“You can’t what?” he demanded.
“I can’t switch them off either.”
He stared at her, baffled. “That makes no sense at all,” he muttered.
“Gesù
e dei suoi santi
mi
conservano!” she cried, goaded into an anger that came out of nowhere. “I fucking missed you! È
grande e grosso
uomo bello! I have been trying with what is left of my soul to not think about you!”
He grew still – almost vampire still. He stared at her. Then he dropped his chin, his gaze piercing her. “I’m beautiful?” he asked, sounding winded.
“Handsome,” she corrected, her anger leaving her in a rush. “Just how good is your Italian, anyway?”
“I get by,” he said, moving closer to her. “I thought...I assumed,” he corrected himself, “that you had fucked me to order, just like the rest.”
“I was supposed to.” She sat back down on the sofa heavily, her breath escaping. “I should have. But I didn’t.” She put her face in her hands. “I’m confused,” she whispered.
“What?” he asked sharply.
She lifted her head from her hands. “I don’t know what to do anymore, Marcus. I’ve always just followed orders. Now...with escape so close...now, I must think for myself and I don’t know how anymore. Anger and escape, that was all I thought about when I wasn’t following orders.”
He sank down onto the sofa next to her. “This is Karelia all over again,” he whispered. His face was pale.
Karelia. That was a name he had muttered into the dark, while he slept.
Fear touch her. “What...who...is Karelia?”
“It’s a Russian Federation province,” he said stiffly. “North of St. Petersburg. There’s a forest there, the Krasny Bor Forest. It’s huge.” His gaze turned inwards for a second, then he focused on her. “Krasny is where...” He swallowed. “It’s where Katya died.”
Katya. Another name out of the dark. “You loved her,” Ilaria guessed, although it wasns’t really a guess. The torment in his voice as he had uttered her name now gave Ilaria the truth.
Marcus closed his eyes. “Yes,” he said softly. He pushed the heels of his hands against his eye sockets, grinding them in. He took a deep breath and let his hands drop, opening his eyes again. “Ekaterina Alexandrovna Alkaeva,” he said. “She was Russian intelligence. GRU. Or so I thought. She was posted to Tangier.”
“Where you were posted?” Ilaria asked. CIA operatives always worked outside their country, she had learned, and sometimes within, when they thought they could get away with it. “But she was not Intelligence?”
“She was a sniper,” Marcus said, looking at her. “Just like you.”
Ilaria shivered. She had not heard of another woman shooter, but the Russians were very good at keeping secrets. Then she replayed what he had said, growing uneasy. She could already see where this was going. “You met because of your work?”
“We all had her tagged as GRU. Russia isn’t officially an enemy of the U.S., but the relationship is strained. We tiptoe around each other most times. Tangier is a hotbed for espionage and political activity by every power and nation you can think of. Agents are as thick as bees around a honey pot. We had nearly everyone tagged, and those nations that were “friendly” sometimes cooperated on joint projects that were mutually beneficial. That’s how I finally met Katya face to face, although I had known about her almost as soon as I was assigned to Morocco.”
“You worked together?”
“Just one assignement. It was a bust, the assignment. Everyone was paranoid, withholding vital information from each other, so nothing moved forward. It was whitewashed and disappeared from records because it was such a miserable failure. Three days after the project had been finished, Katya broke into my apartment.”
Ilaria shivered again and rubbed her arms. She had broken in Rick’s apartment.
“We started seeing each other secretly,” Marcus said. He licked his lips, swallowing.
“You don’t have to tell me this,” Ilaria murmured, resting her hand on his knee. “You don’t have to speak of this old pain.”
He picked up her hand. “Yes, I do,” he said firmly. “You have to know.”
“Very well,” she conceded. “You and Katya became lovers.”
He drew a breath. “For over a year. We were incredibly cautious. I thought no one suspected anything. Katya...she...told me everything about herself. Her life, her real status in the GRU. She even took me on one of her assignments in southern France. She used a barn as her hide, and laid out flat on the floor of the hayloft. She said she wanted me to know everything about her. I was convinced she loved me without qualification. She hid nothing from me.” He pushed his spare hand through his shaggy hair. “It put our situation into sharp perspective. What the hell could we do? I couldn’t simply marry her and set up house. That would leave two countries with way too much power totally pissed at both of us. Then Katya said she wanted to come in. She wanted to defect.”
His hand was starting to tighten around her fingers, but Ilaria remained silent. The minor pain was nothing. He could break her fingers if he needed to – she would heal, and nothing would make her break silence while he spoke about his dark past.
“It was too risky. I didn’t want to start the process,” Marcus confessed. “I tried to talk her out of it. As soon as I started anything official, the risk to her would escalate into the stratosphere. Katya cried.” He swallowed hard. “She cried and said she didn’t know what to do if we did not do this. She was lost and scared. She left it up to me.”
Ilaria pressed her fingertips against her lips as Marcus turned his head to look at her. His expression was bleak. He didn’t need to speak of what he was thinking, for Ilaria was thinking it, too. Katya had said almost exactly what she had said only a few short moments ago.
Marcus spared her from having to respond. He turned his head away, as if it were easier to speak that way. “So we circled around our helplessness for months, meeting in secret, and desparately trying to be happy. Then Katya told me she was pregnant.”
His fist squeezed around Ilaria’s fingers, crushing them. She held still, holding her heart and breath just as motionless. Marcus was staring into the air, his eyes focused on memories.
“The baby made it imperative that Katya come to the west and so I had the first conversation with the CIA about bringing her in. That’s how these things work. It can take months, but I wasn’t going to let it drag out like that. I pushed hard and that was my mistake.”
“Her people found out?” Ilaria murmured.
“Someone told them,” Marcus said harshly. “I still don’t know who, and I will never find out because all the records surrounding the affair were destroyed, mostly to cover my ass, but also because no one wanted to admit that someone was playing for the other side. It was a magnificent cover up.” He sounded infinitely bitter.
“Why was your ass in trouble?” Ilaria asked, puzzled. “You were bringing her in.”
“They’re not stupid,” Marcus replied. “As soon as I made it official, then what they had been turning a blind eye to for nearly two years became an official fact that they had to act on. I had broken a dozen different laws and codes just by speaking to Katya unofficially. As for sleeping with her, that was an unspeakable offence. Falling in love with her and fathering a child didn’t even enter their computations. I was a disgraced agent. My only redeeming factor was that I could bring Katya in – and she was considered to be a top agent – a real coup for the States.”
He drew in another deep breath. “Then she didn’t show up at our next meeting.”
Ilaria gasped. “They took her,” she whispered appalled.
Marcus nodded. He leaned back against the sofa, letting his head fall back and his eyes close. “The CIA just shrugged and washed their hands of the matter. It was a non-starter as far as they were concerned. I took a leave of absence and started digging. I used every contact and favour I had and a month later, I got a location. Karelia. She was being held and debriefed in a dachua on the outskirts of the forest.” He fell silent, but his grip on her hand tightened a little bit more. He was remembering.
“What happened?” Ilaria asked, although she already knew. She knew from his silence and the grip on her hand.
“I went there,” he said tonelessly. “I hiked through the forest, coming at the dachua from the unexpected angle, and in the middle of the night. It was early winter, and the snow was knee deep – it was brutally cold, but I didn’t care. It took me three days to work my way through the forest. Then I found her.” He blew out his breath.
Ilaria didn’t prompt him this time.
“It was so cold,” he whispered. “Silent, except for the wind in the trees. Something made my gut unhappy, so I crept up to the edge of the clearing I’d found, a mile from the dachua. Moonlight was making the snow glow, but then the spotlights were thrown on, showing Katya standing in the middle of the clearing, her arms tied behind her back. I could see through my rifle scope that she was crying.” He swallowed.
“They had known all along I was coming. Vasalich – head of the GRU– called out on a bullhorn that if I gave myself up, Katya would be preserved. So I threw my rifle out onto the snow, and stepped out myself. Six of them pinned me down in the snow.”
He fell silent again.
Ilaria lifted herself up onto her knees and cupped his cheek. Marcus turned his head to look at her. His eyes were very blue. Glittering with tears that had not yet formed. “They killed her,” he whispered. “Right there, while I watched. They gunned her down.”
Ilaria threw her arms around his neck. She was trembling with the horror of the scene he had painted for her. “Oh, Marcus,” she whispered, unable to find any words of comfort. “What did they do to you?”
“Interrogation,” he said flatly. “Three weeks in that dachua while they tried to milk me of everything I had. When it was clear I wasn’t going to give up anything, they let me limp across the border into Norway, while the CIA pushed one of the GRU’s back into Russia. I was home safe, but the CIA will never trust me with real field work again. So I was brought back to the States and I’ve been coordinating local assets ever since.”
The silence this time was total. It seemed even the waves had died. It was simply her and Marcus, pressed together.
His hands tugged at her shoulders, drawing her around until she was sitting in his lap. He seemed calm. Mellow, as if telling her the story had drained him of all emotion, including the anger he had been holding onto since she had returned. He picked up her hand and spread her fingers across her own thigh, just above the knee. His fingers stroked hers, sliding between them. “Ilaria....”
She waited.
“This other man...are you sure you can trust him? You’re putting your life in his hands. If he has any connection at all with your boss, even an indirect one, the risk that what you’re trying to do leaking back to him is incredibly high.”
Ilaria sat up and pushed her left sleeve up her arm, uncovering the bronzed band. Moving slowly, for she rarely removed the band, she forced it down her arm to her elbow and turned her shoulders so that Marcus could see it. “This mark tells the vampire world that I am owned by another. I have been inscribed by another.”
Marcus raised his hand to her arm, but didn’t quite touch the brand. “He owns you?” The outrage in his voice was like the call of trumpets.
“This man who helps me,” Ilaria told him. “He has one of these, too, but his is no longer active. He was once like me.”
Marcus was breathing heavily, clearly struggling with his fury over her enslaved state. After a moment he pushed his hand through his hair. “I don’t know enough about this,” he muttered. “My ignorance won’t help you. Tell me what to do, Ilaria. Tell me how I can help.”
She touched his face. “Nothing. I want you to do nothing.”
He took a breath to speak and she pressed her finger against his partly open lips. “No,” she insisted. “I won’t have you relive your past again. Not because of me. I will find my own way out. I will figure it out.”
He tore her fingers away from his mouth. “Hells bells, Ilaria. Why did you think I told you all that? To unburden my soul?” His eyes were glittering this time, but not with tears. It was his will giving them life.
She stared at him, flummoxed. There was only one answer she could think of that would give him a good reason to insist like this, but it was incredible. Far too lofty to be considered seriously.
“Yes, Ilaria,” he said softly. “I love you.”
Her heart struggled and she let it free to beat frantically in her chest. “You cannot possibly—”
“It took me a day without you, a full bottle of scotch and the worst hangover of my life. It took some advice from another vampire and his mate, but I finally saw what I had been trying to hide from since you left. I love you.”
She closed her eyes as her heart shifted and lurched. Happiness was rising like a tide inside her. She couldn’t think around the stark fact that he loved her. She pressed her hand against his chest, feeling the fullness of the muscles there. “I don’t think anyone as ever loved me. Not since I became a vampire.”
“I know,” he said gently. “You told me that, the last time you were here.”
“I did?”
He nodded. “Not in so many words, but every story you told about your travels painted it for me in Technicolour. I’m good at analysing people, Ilaria. You told me nothing with your lips, but everything about yourself from what you didn’t say.”
She pressed her lips together to stop herself from smiling. Giddy joy was all she could feel. “You didn’t analyse that I was a vampire,” she pointed out.
“I might have if I hadn’t been so bent on not acknowledging vampires in the first place. But that’s done with now.” He resettled her on his lap, and his fingers stroked over her thigh. “I like what you’re wearing, by the way. Are these stockings real silk?”
Before she could draw breath to answer him, he kissed her.
Ilaria gave herself over to the kiss. It was so very different from Rick’s kisses. It was warm and rich and deep.
He loved her.
The thought warmed her as much as his kiss did. Ilaria felt her body respond and knew what she wanted. She pressed herself against him. “Make love to me, Marcus.”
In answer, he lifted her up in his arms, and carried her into the bedroom. This time, Ilaria let Marcus drive their actions. She let him stroke and taste her flesh, until her climax quivered on the brink of becoming, then coaxed him over her body, and accepted him into her.
It only took a bare minimum of thrusts for her climax to shatter her thoughts and steal her senses. It was the animal in her that reared up and sank her fangs into his neck, injecting straight into his carotid. Marcus groaned, his body growing rigid with the power of the aphrodisiac, his climax slamming through him with a force he would never have experienced before.
Finally spent, he rested limply beside her and Ilaria basked in the contented glow filling her. “That is the first time I have made love to a human who knows what I am,” she whispered.
“Knows and loves you,” he added, kissing her.
 



Chapter Twenty
Hunger drove Marcus out into the kitchen in search of food. He pulled Ilaria off the bed and made her come with him, unwilling to let her leave his sight even for a little while. He made a corned beef sandwich and wolfed it down while standing at the counter. Ilaria sat cross-legged on the island, watching him. She was wearing his Harley Davidson tee-shirt, and it was so big it was a sack on her. The sleeves came down almost to her elbows, hiding the bronze band she had pushed back into place over the brand on her arm.
“What I don’t understand,” she said, frowning, “Is why he would tell me to tell you I am to kill Nial Aquila, if I really am to kill him.”
“I don’t suppose you want to tell me who he is, do you?” Marcus asked, after swallowing.
She appeared to weigh his question seriously, her gaze steady on his face. Then she shook her head. “There is so much yet for you to learn about us. He is part of that learning.”
He didn’t feel a huge disappointment. The vampire culture was as old, if not older, than human culture – there would be layers a mile deep that he would need to educate himself on before much of what she said would make sense.
For a moment, her slavery – her inscription, she had called it, came to mind. He pushed the thought away deliberately. He didn’t want to be angry right now and that had roused such a fury in him, he had yearned for violence.
“What is his agenda, then?” he asked, and took another bite of the sandwich.
“I don’t know.”
He raised his brows in disbelief as his mouth was full of beef and bread.
“I don’t,” she insisted. “He tells me what to do. I do it. He does not explain himself to me.”
He swallowed. “Okay,” he said evenly and took the last bite while he considered the problem from other angles. When he could speak again, he cleared his throat as he brushed bread crumbs from his chest and his jeans. “Why would he tell me, of all people, about his intended target?”
“How do you know you are the only one he has told?” she asked.
That was a poser. He didn’t know. “Have you conned anyone else into believing he’s going after the leader of the vampire revolution?”
She stuck her tongue out at him. “No,” she calmly. Then, “I do not believe he really means to kill Nial Aquila, though.”
“A distraction?” he asked. “While he goes after what he really wants?” He scowled. “It would be useful to know what he really wanted....” Then a thought struck him with such blinding obviousness he almost groaned with the irony of it. “Wait, wait. Your boss...he’s a leader of one of the vampire groups, isn’t he?” He grimaced. “I can’t remember the names exactly. Pro Liberty...”
“Pro Libertatus,” she amended.
“And a League.”
“The League for Humanity.”
“Then there’s Nial’s revolutionaries.”
“They don’t call themselves that,” she replied.
Marcus nodded, for that confirmed what he had just figured out. “Your boss is the leader of either the League or the Libertatus guys. There’s no other reason why he would think that a threat against Aquila would be taken seriously.” He considered what he had just said, as an even more obvious connection made itself. “That’s what he’s trying to do. Make me take it seriously. But why me?”
“Why not you?” Ilaria asked.
“I’m a nobody. The CIA have washed their hands of me and shuffled me off to this coordinator job as a way of keeping me safe and contained.”
“Do you not work in the office where their vampire coordination unit is located?” she asked.
“Yes, but I’m not a part of that unit. They’re tight mouthed, that lot. There’s no exchange of information.” He grimaced. “I was happy to have it stay that way, too....” He trailed off, staring at the tiles on the floor. The grout between two of them had soaked up a coffee stain in some long ago time, and the breadcrumbs he had just shook off lay scattered at his feet. He lifted his head. “I don’t like vampires,” he said, repeating it to himself.
“But...” Ilaria began, looking very confused and just a little afraid.
He held up his hand, straightening up from his lean against the counter. “Your boss thinks I don’t like vampires. He hasn’t caught up with latest developments. That’s why he pushed you at me. You soften me up, then murmur about how you’re going to take out Nial Aquila and under normal circumstances, as soon as your back was turned, I would report in to my office.”
Ilaria pressed her hands together, twining the fingers. “But you have a reputation for being a renegade,” she pointed out.
“I have a reputation for being soft,” he said flatly. “They don’t like that I haven’t forgotten how to feel empathy or emo....” He stopped again, as ideas ricocheted off each other faster and faster. “I was the soft touch. The one most likely to respond to you. Plus, I didn’t like vampires, so when I reported into the office, they would know it had to be taken seriously because I wouldn’t fuck around about something like the undead.”
She winced.
“What?” he asked.
“Calling us the undead is kind of like calling a Jew a Kike.”
He shook his head. “I’m on a learning curve so steep that Everest looks like a stroll in the park in comparison. Give me leeway, Ilaria.”
She smiled. “Of course. So your office would take you seriously because you don’t mix with vampires and are such an unlikely source of information, it would have to be looked into. What then? What happens next? Is that not what he is aiming for?”
“Mobilization,” he said flatly. “The vampire unit in particular would start milking its contacts...”
“That’s what he wants,” she said softly. “The contacts.”
“Not just contacts,” he added. “As soon as they start reaching out, they will be identifiable, if someone is watching closely enough, and he will be, I guarantee it. But why would he want to know who in the CIA is working with vampires?”
Ilaria flexed her fingers. “I have one other skill besides following his orders,” she said gently.
Marcus blew out his breath. “Fuck,” he said in disbelief. “He’s going to pick them off one by one.” He pushed his hand through his hair. “They have to be warned.”
“That’s exactly what he wants,” she said, sitting upright. “He wants you to go in there and prod them into action. That’s how he will find them. It doesn’t matter what story you tell them – Nial is a target, or that they’re the real target, it will still achieve his aims.”
Marcus hung his head. “You’re right,” he agreed. “Plus, we’re working on pure conjecture. There’s not a scrap of proof.”
“There is one person who might believe you,” she said.
“Who?”
“Nial Aquila.”
“Aren’t you on the opposite side from him?” he asked curiously.
“I am on no one’s side. I go where I am told.” She pressed her hands against the counter, and thrust her legs out almost horizontally, pushing herself off the counter. She landed on the floor neatly and lightly with her feet together.
“You don’t have any feelings about this revolution of yours?”
“I have not been asked.”
“I’m asking.”
Ilaria crossed her arms, bringing the tee-shirt in tight over her breasts. It was distracting. Marcus could feel his body stir at the sight, so he dragged his gaze back to her face.
Ilaria was frowning, her full lips drawn into a pout that was nearly as enticing as her breasts squashed by his tee-shirt.
He drew in a breath and waited for her answers.
“I have not ever thought about this,” she confessed. “But I suppose I must, for I will have to choose a side for myself soon.” She gave a shrug. “I do not like the ‘side’ I am on now. They cling to the old ways without regard for feelings or the rights of humans.”
“Which side is that?” he asked.
She gave another shrug. “If you speak to Nial Aquila, you will learn soon enough. The League for Humanity.”
“Which despite their name, does not care about humans?” he questioned.
“They care that humans remain in their subservient positions. Menials and drudges, used as vampires see fit. I have had enough of that sort of internment to last the rest of my life.” She shuddered. “The League is not for me.”
“Pro Libertatus?” he asked.
“Hypocrites, one and all,” she said flatly. “They pose as humans and suck up every ounce of power the human system provides them, then use it for their own ends. They care nothing for humans, either. ‘Liberty’ is only for the vampires.”
“You’ve picked by default,” he pointed out.
She drew a breath. “Yes,” she agreed. “Nial’s people at least acknowledge humans as equals and from what I have observed, they actually do treat them that way.”
“They do,” Marcus confirmed, thinking of Kate Lindenstream’s relationship with two of them. There had been no superiority in Garrett’s attitude or reactions to her...or toward him, either, he realized in hindsight.
Ilaria stepped across the tiles and pushed her hands into his pockets. She leaned in and planted her lips against his bare chest. It was a gentle touch. A loving one.
“You’re going, aren’t you?” he asked.
“It would be normal for me to find an excuse and leave at this time,” she said gently, “having done what I was told to do.”
“Will you be safe, Ilaria?”
“Safe enough.” She pulled a hand out of his pocket and rested it against his cheek. Her hand was tiny. “I must be away from you, so that I can think. I must decide what I want.”
There was nothing threatening in her words. It was a reasonable proposition, so why did his heart squeeze with fear? “I don’t like the idea of you being out there alone, between three armies and humans, too.”
Her smile was small. “It has not occurred to you yet that I could pick you up and toss you across the room?”
“That doesn’t make a bit of fucking difference,” he growled.
“Bullets do nothing but tickle,” she added.
“But you’re scared of your boss. Don’t tell me you’re not. That means he has some way of keeping you in line, and whatever that is, you’re trapped by it. You keep talking about finding a way out.”
Her smile faded. “And that is what I will go and do. I want to be free of it, Marcus. Free and able to make decisions of my own. Until then, I cannot make a single decision – not even to stay a day longer, no matter how much I wish to.” She rested her hands on his chest. They were cool, but not cold. “Do you understand?” she pressed.
“Sure, but I don’t have to like it,” he growled.
Her smile this time was ironic. “Neither do I,” she assured him.
* * * * *
This time, Ilaria’s departure did not deliver the same kick to his guts that her last leaving had. She used his bathroom to shower and welcomed him with a warm smile when he stepped into the shower behind her.
He took her by pressing her up against the tiles, the hot water beating down on his shoulder and her nails dug into his flesh as she squirmed against him, panting and moaning through her climax.
As she dressed, he sat on the bed and watched her. “Do you know how to reach me?” he asked.
“As I have before.” She shrugged as she buttoned her shirt.
“My cellphone,” he clarified.
She rattled off the number, then looked at him as she stepped into her shoes. “Yes?”
“Just exactly how much research did you do on me, before we met?” he asked.
She kissed his cheek. She smelled of soap and shampoo. She was fresh and clean. He clamped down on the need to reach for her again. It was a way of delaying her departure, and he had already indulged himself once.
“I didn’t know about Karelia,” she reminded him. “But I am glad now that you have told me.”
He let out his breath in a gusty sigh. “So am I,” he agreed. He grabbed her wrist as she picked up her leather jacket with the zips and the shearling collar. “Be careful. Please?”
She studied him gravely, then nodded. “I will be very careful,” she assured him soberly. She leaned down and kissed him on the mouth, smiled and left.
Marcus looked around the empty bedroom and ruffled his wet hair. Then he got up and stretched. He needed to get ready. He was going to be facing the leader of the vampire revolution.
It was going to be an interesting day.
 



Chapter Twenty-One
Sebastian put the phone down and clicked his fingers, making Nial look up from the screen he was reading. “That was Roman. He says he’s bringing over an interesting visitor.”
“I hope he didn’t speak a name aloud?” Winter asked, from where she stood by the high resolution printer, watching a passport page being printed.
Sebastian shook his head. “That was the whole conversation. ‘I’m bringing someone interesting over.’”
“I’ll brew some coffee,” Winter said, stretching with her hands on the small of her back. “I need a break.”
“Let Sebastian do it,” Nial said. “His coffee tastes better than yours.”
“You haven’t been tasting the coffee again, have you?” Winter demanded.
Nial smiled and touched the end of his nose. “I can smell the difference.”
“In that case, your superior olfactory sense can suffer through a round of my coffee, just for being such a snot.” She walked to the door.
“Is Rick anywhere nearby?” Nial asked Sebastian. “He should perhaps be involved in this visit.”
“He’s in the lounge,” Sebastian replied. “Winter and he have been doing something mysterious all morning. Now he’s contemplating his belly-button.” He patted his own stomach. “Lunch,” he declared. “I’m starving.” He stood up. “Come and keep me company in the kitchen,” he suggested to Nial. “Then you can direct Winter while she makes the coffee and drive her crazy.”
Nial grinned and leaned back in his chair, shutting down the file he was reading. “As much as I like the idea of driving Winter out of her mind doing anything to her, I have to point out that your effort to keep me within a pace of your side twenty-four hours a day is completely transparent.”
Sebastian shrugged. “I don’t care. One of the best snipers in the world has a bullet with your name on it. While it might not kill you, her back up team apparently does a stellar job of finishing her vampire hits off, once they’re incapacitated. The only reason I let you up out of the basement is because these windows are bullet-proof.”
Nial stepped around the computer and moved to face Sebastian where he stood near the door. He dropped his hand around the slightly shorter man’s neck. “I know,” he said gently. “I was teasing.”
Sebastian kissed him. It was a hard, short kiss. “I know that, too. You can tease all you want. A sniper is nothing to joke about, so for now, my sense of humor surrounding your safety is as dead as yesterday’s breakfast. Don’t mess with me on this.”
Nial nodded. “Very well. Let’s go and drive Winter crazy.”
“I’ll stir Rick as we pass by,” Sebastian said. He grinned. “He’ll be pissed at being disturbed.” He was pleased by the idea.
* * * * *
The house was a modernized Spanish villa, complete with semi-circular terracotta tiles, stucco, wrought iron railings and colorful tiles covering the steps up to the front verandah. It was also a very large house, sprawling across two acres while being separated from the road and its neighbors by a high stone wall and iron gates.
Marcus had been braced for something outrageous and extravagant, but while this estate was clearly a high-end piece of land, the house extruded good taste and home-like warmth.
Roman punched in a PIN for the gates and they rolled back obligingly. It was beginning to occur to Marcus that vampires in general were filthy rich. They had centuries to use compound interest to their advantage. The E-type Jaguar they were sitting in was a rare and expensive edition of the brand, but Roman handled it like it was the family sedan. Certainly, Roman, Garrett and Kate’s home was no less luxurious than this one. Plus Garrett was a financial genius in this century. He had probably doubled his fortune several times over.
“I’m starting to feel like the pauper coming to the king,” Marcus complained, as Roman wheeled the car through the gates and around the circular drive. “Do these people match their surroundings?”
“You’ll have to make up your own mind about that,” Roman said, parking the car. “Kate and Micheil vouched for you, or you wouldn’t be here. You realize that, don’t you?”
Marcus let his surprise show. “Why would they do that?”
Roman shrugged and got out of the car. “Something you did impressed them,” he said over the roof. He had kept the roof up, for the day still had a touch of cold in it.
“I don’t know what that was,” Marcus said honestly. “Garrett gave me the impression he considered me rude and boring, even though he was perfectly civil.”
“Micheil tends to do that,” Roman said with a small smile. “At least until he feels like he knows you a little. He has a hard time trusting people, especially humans.”
“I have a hard time trusting vampires. He knows that because Kate told him.”
“She told me the same thing” Roman added. He came around the car to the front steps and climbed them. “But you seem to trust us anyway.”
“I’ve learned a few major lessons the last couple of weeks,” Marcus muttered, following him to the front door.
Roman’s smile was easy and understanding. “I’ve had days like that,” he said and rang the bell.
Considering the size and spread of the house, Marcus fully expected a maid to answer the door, or even a private security guard. The woman that opened it, however, was certainly not a maid. She had red hair that swung in waves around her waist and crystal clear green eyes fringed with black lashes. She was tall, only a few inches shorter than Marcus, and he was six foot high. And one half inch.
She held the front door open. “Roman!” she greeted the vampire. “I’ve got fresh coffee brewed just in case. Everyone is in the kitchen, of all places. Sebastian decided he just had to eat. Come in.”
Her gaze flickered toward Marcus, but she was polite enough not to stare. As she stood aside for them to enter, Roman waved toward him. “This is Marcus Anderson, Winter. Marcus, Winter Kennedy.”
Marcus held out his hand. “Thank you for letting me invade your peace and quiet,” he said, shaking it. Her grip was firm. And warm. Human, then. He added up the details. She was clearly a resident here, and if this was where Roman had brought him to meet Nial Aquila, it was a fairly safe assumption that this was his home, too. What was their relationship?
“Nial is in the kitchen as well,” she told Roman. “Sebastian won’t let him stray from his side.”
“Has anyone pointed out he can’t stop a bullet from reaching him, even standing right in front of him?” Roman asked.
Winter’s smile faltered. “He’s just worried about him,” she said. Then she clearly shifted subjects. “Do you like Mulligatawny soup, Mr. Anderson?”
“Just Marcus,” he amended. “I’ve never tried Mulligatawny soup before.”
“Sebastian will be pleased then,” she said as she led them through a wide, tile-line passageway into a beautiful foyer with a cathedral roof and a wrought iron and tile stair winding around the circular walls, leading up to the next floor. “He hasn’t had a human victim for his cooking experiments in quite a while.” She gave him no chance to linger and study the foyer, but led him and Roman through a normal sized doorway, into a tile and marble kitchen that featured beautiful dark wood cabinets and professional appliances in shiny steel.
There were four people already in the kitchen. Three of them sat on the stools surrounding the octagonal island, facing the fourth, who stood behind the big gas range, dipping a ladle into a big soup pot. He had a soup bowl in his left hand, and there was a small collection of the bowls on the counter next to the range. He had blond hair that was darker than Marcus’, and green eyes that were an eerie replica of Winter’s. As he was clearly the cook, this had to be Sebastian. Another resident?
Two of the three men sitting on the other side of the counter turned to face them as they entered the kitchen. These two were both very tall – taller than Garrett, who Marcus had pegged at six foot two. They both had dark hair, but the one on the far left wore his short. He was turning grey around the temples, but his sharp gaze raking over Marcus told him this man was no fool.
The smaller man between them – and he was only smaller in comparison to the two on either side of him – was just slowly turning in his seat to look at Marcus. Hispanic, Marcus judged. He looked younger than anyone in the room except for Winter.
The third one of the trio, the other giant, had not just swiveled to look at him. He had risen to his feet and turned to face him. Glossy black hair hung in loose curls around his shoulders. A severely trimmed beard outlined his jaw and mouth. He appeared lean, but Marcus looked at his wrists, which were always a good tell. The tendons were flexing in the hand he had curled over the back of the chair. A thick wrist, strong with muscle. The leanness was deceptive, then.
He brought his gaze back up to the man’s eyes, which were black or dark brown. The man was staring at him with open curiosity.
Roman stopped by two empty stools on the side of the island, while Winter settled on a stool next to the man with the greying temples. Marcus stepped up beside Roman. Every head turned to look at him.
He cleared his throat, uneasy at being assessed by so many strangers – vampires, he reminded himself – at once.
“Everyone,” Roman said. “This is Marcus Anderson. CIA coordinator and Kate’s handler.”
The man with the very blue eyes and grey temples nodded. “We’ve heard about you from Kate, Mr. Anderson. I’m Nathaniel. What can we do for you?”
“You’re the one I came to see,” Marcus told him. “Call me Marcus.”
Roman pulled out the stool in front of him and sat down. “Sit,” he encouraged Marcus softly, but he remained standing. The tall man with the long hair immediately to his left was still on his feet. It just felt better if he stayed on his, too.
“Why did you need to speak to me, Marcus?” Nathanial asked.
Marcus took a deep breath and let it out. “It’s a very long story, but I can cut it down to bare facts, for now. The leader of the League for Humanity – I don’t know who he is, but I do know that he’s contrived to let you think he’s sending an assassin for you, but he’s not. His real target is the vampire coordination unit of the CIA, and anyone associated with them.”
The silence that greeted his words was total. Then Sebastian placed a bowl of soup in front of Winter and the crockery clanked solidly as it made contact with the counter.
Nathanial stirred and leaned forward. “Rick?” he asked softly.
The man standing on Marcus’ left paddled his hand on the counter in a thinking motion. “From where did you get your information?” he asked Marcus. His accent was rich, upper-class English.
This was the tricky part. Marcus braced himself. “You’re going to have to trust me on this. It’s complicated. The leader of the League has a vampire assassin – a sniper. She is trying to leave the organization and she came to me for help. She told me what she was supposed to tell me – that she was coming after you, Nathanial. Then she revealed what she really thought might be happening. It was a matter of extrapolation after that.”
The total silence that met his words was eerie. No one moved. Winter’s gaze swung to the man Nathanial had called Rick.
Rick was staring at the counter. No, not staring. His gaze was inward. He sank down onto the stool almost in slow motion. “Ilaria,” he murmured. Then he closed his eyes. After a moment, he rested his elbows on the counter and covered his face with his hands.
The young guy sitting between him and Nathanial looked to Nathanial. He gave a tiny shrug with his shoulders.
Everyone else remained still. They were all watching Rick now and Marcus thought he could detect pity in Winter’s gaze.
He fumbled for the stool as understanding flared in him. “You’re the other one,” he said. His heart was banging in his chest. “You’re the one that’s trying to help her.”
Rick lifted his head. His gaze seemed to pin Marcus to the spot. “You knew?” His voice was a hoarse growl.
Marcus rested his hand on the counter, trying to stop himself from holding it up in appeasement or surrender. The rage coming from this guy was prodding all his defense instincts. “I found out last night,” he told him. “She won’t let me help. She seems to think you can.”
“Last night,” Rick said flatly. “That was at least eighteen hours ago. What did you do with the rest of your time before you wandered here to fill us in?”
Sebastian gave a smothered snorting sound. Marcus glanced at him. His lips were very thin, held tightly together, as he scooped up another bowl of soup and placed it in front of the guy between Rick and Nathanial. The Hispanic guy touched his fingers to his lips and let them roll forward. Sign language. He was deaf.
Rick glared at Sebastian, then swiveled his glare around to Marcus.
All his instincts were screaming at him to get up onto his feet and reach for his gun. The menace radiating from this Rick was like the blast of hot air from a vent. It made him feel sticky with sweat and, yes, a touch of fear, too.
But Marcus had outfaced more than one asshole in his time. He made himself stay upright on the stool. He even leaned forward a little. “Look, Rick. I don’t like this any more than you, but do me a huge favor and suck it up. Ilaria needs help and your posturing isn’t going to help her. I came here to find out more about her situation because I do want to help her. She might have you stashed in her back pocket as her ace, but I’m not going to sit around and wait for someone else to take care of it. So go take a pill or something and leave the adults at the table to figure it out.”
For a moment, Rick seemed to vibrate with the potential for violence. The man’s breath was ragged. Then he seemed to suck it all back inside him. He straightened and gave Marcus a smile that was completely without humor. “How do you know she wasn’t conning both of us?”
Marcus shook his head. “No one is that good.”
“She is,” Rick said flatly.
“Take off your shirt,” Marcus replied.
Rick seemed to freeze again. His gaze met Marcus’. “She told you?” he asked, his voice low. His gaze shifted slightly sideways.
He hadn’t told anyone else but Ilaria, Marcus realized. It was something he had held deeply inside him until Ilaria, who was just like he had once been, had come along to yank the secret from him.
“She told me,” Marcus confirmed, just as softly. “But I don’t understand all of it. She wouldn’t tell me who her boss was. Who owns her,” he amended.
“A very old vampire called Heru,” Nathaniel said, speaking up. “We’ll tell you about him in a while. But for now, I think you need to walk us all through how Ilaria contacted you. We need to figure out what she wants.”
“She wants help,” Marcus said flatly.
“Let us make that decision,” Nathanial replied. “Rick is very good at sifting for unseen possibilities…if he is detached enough to see them.” The last was a gentle admonishment, telling Rick to pull himself together, for he was sitting as stiff as a statue on his stool, staring at the counter, fury spewing from his still figure like a radioactive cloud.
Then Nathaniel looked at Marcus. “Why don’t you start, Marcus? Then Rick can tell us his side of it.”
Rick made a low, snarling sound. Marcus ignored him. He would have to defuse his anger later, in private. He glanced at Sebastian. “Would you mind very much…may I have some soup, and a glass of water? I haven’t eaten today, and this is going to take a while.”
Sebastian looked startled. “Of course,” he said, wielding the soup ladle and picking up one of the bowls.
Winter slid off her seat and retrieved a glass from a cupboard, then poured ice and water from the dispenser in the door of the fridge and put it in front of him with a small smile.
Marcus knocked back half of the water in three satisfying gulps. He sighed and put the glass down. Nathaniel was watching him patiently. “Two and a half weeks ago, the assassin that I came to know as The Whisper, and eventually as Ilaria, took a shot at me.”
“She is too good to miss.” Rick’s tone was cynical and dry.
“She aimed to miss, clearly,” Nathaniel said. “Please go on, Marcus.”
Marcus took another quick sip as Sebastian put the bowl of delightfully scented soup in front of him, plus a spoon. Then he settled on the stool next to Winter, the last one left, and stirred his own bowl of soup.
Marcus realized that no one else was eating. That meant there were at least three in the room beside himself that were not vampire. It seemed that what he had observed in Kate’s home applied here, too. Humans were as valued as the vampires were.
He took mental note of who was watching him patiently, and who was eating. Then he began to talk.
It took over an hour to tell his story, with clarifying questions thrown at him every now and again by someone around the octagonal island. Just as Ilaria had predicted, no amazement or disbelief appeared in their faces as his story wound on. They all wore expressions of deep concentration, as they listened. The few questions he was asked were insightful, leaping upon holes in his story that he had not yet explained.
Roman also weighed in with his part of the story, tracking the bullet.
During that long hour, Sebastian moved quietly around the kitchen, opening and closing cupboards. The soup pot was removed. So were the empty bowls and spoons. A cup of espresso coffee was placed in front of Marcus, along with cream and sugar. The coffee was excellent, when he took a sip.
His water glass was refilled several times, reappearing at his elbow.
Marcus finally picked up the coffee cup and swirled the remains of the espresso. “She left this morning,” he said, “after urging me to contact you, Nial,” for Nial had insisted on Marcus using the short form of his name some time ago.
“To go where?” Rick asked. Sometime while Marcus had been speaking, Rick’s posture and attitude had unfrozen. He was sitting and listening as intently as the others, and his question now was civil.
“Back to her—back to Heru. She said he would become suspicious if she did not.”
“He would,” Rick agreed. He looked at Nial. “You must have my side of this?”
Nial’s expression was kind enough, but his words were flat. “Of course we must, Rick. You would say the same if you were not so personally involved.”
Rick dropped his gaze to the counter once more, where his long hands were resting, the fingers splayed. “Very well,” he said softly and began to speak.
Marcus leaned forward. It was his turn to listen, and he was throbbing with tension, for now he would find out about this other man upon whom Ilaria was pinning all her hopes. This was a chance to assess Rick and determine if Ilaria was right to trust him.
But the story that unraveled was not what he was expecting. He found himself growing immersed in the details, filling in Ilaria’s life when she had not been with him.
At first, Rick had tried to gloss over the personal details, but Nial skewered him with a sharp: “All of it, Rick. Marcus had the guts to bare it all, after all.”
With a hiss of impatience, Rick had gripped his hands together. “We became lovers,” he said flatly. “And we hunted together.”
Hunted? Marcus puzzled through the reference, as the others all looked surprised. It took him a minute because he simply hadn’t coupled up these vampires with one of their known customs. Hunting meant the stalking of humans for their blood. Feeding, he supposed. Everyone’s surprise could only mean that hunting together held a significance that eluded Marcus right now, but he would find out later.
The fact that Rick and Ilaria had had sex wasn’t a surprise to Marcus, and Rick seemed to relax once that fact had been laid bare – at least until the matter of his inscription was revealed. Marcus could tell from his phrasing and the impersonal words he was using that Rick did not want to tell them this part of his tale.
Marcus sympathized. Laying his heart out on the table for them to analyze had been tough. It had been worse telling Kate and Garrett because he hadn’t accepted for himself yet exactly the impact Ilaria had upon him. Now, watching Rick mentally writhe, he held himself deliberately silent. Anything he said would exacerbate Rick’s agony.
But Nial jumped on his evasion, anyway. “What are you not saying, Rick?”
Rick drew in a breath and hissed it out impatiently. “I’m giving you the relevant facts,” he snapped back.
“Are you trying to avoid telling us you were once inscribed?” Nial asked.
Rick’s gaze dropped to the counter once more, and Marcus realized it was an escape for him. He could think when he looked away. He could regather his defenses. Emotions and private confessions were difficult for him. Very difficult.
“Yes, I am,” Rick said flatly.
“Did you think we had not guessed by now?” Nial asked, his tone kinder.
After a long moment, Rick answered. “I would rather not speak about it at all.”
“You know what is happening to Ilaria,” Nial pointed out. “None of us understand inscription the way you do.”
“I know,” Rick said reluctantly. After a moment, he picked up the tale once more. There wasn’t much more to tell. There had been no slow search for her – she had arrived unexpectedly in his apartment and her second appearance had been just as abrupt.
What was illuminating for Marcus was Rick’s description of Ilaria’s punishment. Rick spoke in a monotone, his hand clenched into a hard fist, telling them what she had gone through when Heru had mete out his payment for not working fast enough. The description, despite Rick’s dry tone, made Marcus shudder and his heart to start thudding again.
At last Rick’s story came to an end. Marcus blinked as he realized it was growing dark in the kitchen. The sun was getting low in the sky. They had talked the afternoon away.
Nial shifted on his seat. “Rick, I need your mind now, not your gut. What do the facts say?”
Rick brought his hands together, the tips of his forefingers just touching his mouth. “Straight extrapolation,” he intoned. “Heru’s ultimate aim in stirring Marcus to action is not the CIA vampire unit, or the CIA itself. He wants to disable the Pro Libertatus, and he thinks that he can identify them via the CIA.” He looked at Rick. “It’s a good move – I think he got the idea from me. If you stir the nest with a big enough stick, the ants will come out. Then he just has to pick out the ones he wants.”
“But he’s already killed the head of the Libertatus,” Winter pointed out. “They’re leaderless. What else can he achieve that a leaderless mob doesn’t give him?”
“He doesn’t want them leaderless,” Rick replied blandly. “He doesn’t want them at all.”
“You mean he’ll kill them all?” she asked, horrified. Marcus agreed with her reaction.
“A few dozen or hundred vampires is nothing to him. They’re in his way,” Rick answered in the same flat tone.
“In the way of what?” Nial asked patiently.
“My first analysis still stands,” Rick said. “He wants us and the Libertatus wiped from existence.”
“We’re a threat,” Nial concluded.
“Yes,” Rick agreed.
Marcus lifted his hand. “Can I ask a question that will probably sound stupid in this company, but you’re all making an assumption…you’re all speaking like there are Libertatus people in the CIA.”
“That’s right,” Sebastian said, picking up the coffee cup in front of Winter and standing up.
“But the CIA doesn’t employ vampires,” Marcus said slowly.
“That it knows about,” Rick told him.
Marcus slumped. He had never considered this possibility before. Why not? He wasn’t used to thinking about vampires at all, was the problem. He remembered the analogy he had given Ilaria about his learning curve out-pacing Everest. The slope wasn’t getting flatter.
When his phone rang, he jumped. Roman had been discreetly texting all afternoon, but he had turned his phone to silent mode. Marcus dug his phone out of his jacket. “Sorry,” he said. “It’s usually a client--”
I want to see you. Meet me where we met. xIx
Something hard clamped around his heart and squeezed. Ilaria. Was she alright?
He looked up and realized that everyone was looking at him. Then he remembered that he had broken off mid-sentence. He hoisted the phone up a little. “She wants to meet me.”
“Rick?” Nial asked quickly.
Rick was frowning. “I can’t see a good reason for wanting to meet him. It doesn’t sound right.”
“That’s your gut talking,” Marcus accused him. “You just don’t like that she contacted me, not you.”
“If it was my gut talking,” Rick replied urbanely, “I would rip your heart out and your throat, then meet her myself. Logic provides a dozen reasons why she reached out to you, including the fact that of the two of us, you are the most gullible. All of the other reasons are mired in danger.”
“If you think she is working an agenda,” Marcus shot back.
Reluctantly, Rick nodded. “Yes, if she is. If she is not, then it is simply that she wants to meet.”
Marcus stood up. As Winter had let him into the house, he looked at her. “Thank you for your hospitality. It has been a very interesting afternoon.”
“Where are you going?” Nial asked.
Marcus shrugged. “To meet her.”
“Your car is at my place,” Roman reminded him.
“I’ll call a cab.”
Rick stood up. “I’ll take you.”
Marcus shook his head. “Thanks, but I’m covered.” He reached into his jacket for his cellphone, but Rick shot out his hand and gripped Marcus’ wrist. His strength was incredible, and it reminded Marcus of something that Kate had said once in passing – vampire abilities were completely uncharted. No one knew how strong they were, or how powerful, or how good their hearing or sight really was because no one had ever tested them.
“I said I will take you,” Rick said, his voice low and very determined. His expression said he would hear no objections or anything resembling reasoning.
“Okay,” Marcus said, removing his hand from his jacket and shaking off Rick’s grip. “Lead the way.”
“Keep us posted, Rick,” Nial said. “You know why.”
Rick nodded and strode to the kitchen door. He looked over his shoulder at Marcus. “Coming?” he asked shortly.
“Be careful,” Nial called as Marcus followed him to the door.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
After giving Rick general directions for the gun range, Marcus settled back in the passenger seat and tried to relax. Traffic was congested, for the commuters were all trying to get home for the day, but the bulk of it was heading north, while they were going south. Once they swung east and started heading out of town again, they would be in the thick of it.
Rick drove well, with precision and attention. Of course, his reactions were superb and Marcus relaxed a little more. He generally didn’t like being driven anywhere and the trip to Nial’s place, with Roman at the wheel, had been uncomfortable, but it was the only way Roman would take him to see Nial, so he had put up with it.
Now, the silence settled between them, thick and full of thoughts. Marcus found he was worrying over the same questions. Why had Ilaria reached out to him, so soon after that last contact? Was something wrong? It didn’t make sense for Heru to send her back so quickly.
He shifted in his seat as his concern seemed to grab at his chest and squeeze. “Tell me about Heru,” he asked, at last. “Everyone keeps telling me they’ll explain about him later. What is it with him that seems to have even Nial worried? He strikes me as the kind of guy who can handle anything thrown at him.”
“Nathaniel Aquila Valerius Aurelius is fifteen hundred years old,” Rick replied. “He was born when the old Roman empire was breaking apart under repeated invasions by endless enemies. He has survived every war and battle since then and still manages to look upon the world with hope. He is unlike any other vampire you might yet meet.”
“Why?”
“Other vampires made before and after Nial’s making have withered away. They lose touch with the modern world – it is too difficult for them to adjust and adapt. They grow weary of change and withdraw into little worlds of their own making. They’re called the unspoken ones, and most of them do not think like you and I think. They fall back on old behaviors, the ones that are familiar to them.”
“Old habits like inscription?”
“Customs as old as inscription,” Rick agreed, “but no one uses inscription anymore – or we believed they did not. Because of the wealth of the old ones, there are too many willing servants, and their retreats are cozy, well-armored nests. It makes inscription unnecessary. Danich Wulfson, who made Ilaria and inscribed her…I believe he was old. Over a thousand years. I heard a whisper once that he was made in Vinland.”
“That was at the turn of the first millennium,” Marcus pointed out. “That’s a good thousand years, like you heard.”
“One like Danich…he would like the idea of inscription. He held an old fashioned point of view about vampires and their place in the world. Ilaria’s enslavement surprised me. But the man who inscribed her…that was not a surprise, once I learned his name.” Rick’s mouth turned down.
“And Heru?” Marcus asked, getting back to his original question. “He’s one of these old ones, isn’t he?”
“He is one of the oldest surviving unspoken ones. He may be the oldest. He came out of Egypt, when it was a land called Kemet – almost before the written word was created.”
“If the other old ones have all withered, like you said, then how come he’s mixing it with humans and vampires so well?”
“He doesn’t mix well at all,” Rick replied flatly. “He is so old, he is one of the original nocturnal ones. He can’t move around in daylight. It weakens him to the point of collapse, and he cannot see. All his senses are blunted during the day. Also, he can only communicate via a translator who knows his language and dialect. I don’t know if that inability is a result of ego or laziness,” Rick added.
“You know him, don’t you?” All Rick’s phrasing implied a personal relationship.
“I was his aide and personal assistant for twenty years.” Again, Rick grimaced. “It was not a personal choice to take on the role. I was, I suppose, a spy for another.”
Marcus absorbed that. The problem with vampires, he was also learning, was that a direct answer to one question invariably led to a thousand more, that would lead to a thousand of their own questions. Everything he learned about them merely illustrated just how much he had left to learn. It was fascinating, but it made him feel ignorant, too.
He returned to the main question. “If Heru is so stunted in his movements, how has he managed to take control of the League?”
“Oh, he may be limited by daylight, but don’t make the mistake of thinking that Menes Heru is weak. He has powers – all the old ones do – that reach beyond the capabilities of mere vampires, and he uses them to their full extent.”
“Like what?” Marcus insisted.
Rick rolled his eyes. “Teleportation. Telekinesis.”
“You don’t like talking about him, do you?”
“He scares me,” Rick said flatly.
“You worked with him for twenty years,” Marcus pointed out.
“And I was afraid for twenty years.” Rick took the exit onto Ontario Freeway. The car slowed as he merged with the slower, thicker traffic.
Marcus could feel the blooming of trepidation and tendrils of fear, too. This monster had Ilaria tied to him mentally?
“The sun has set completely. Heru is free to move, now,” Rick said, breaking Marcus’ thoughts.
He looked about him. The Eclipse’s headlights were illuminating the car in front, while the houses and industrial buildings lining the street were glowing with lights. The sky was pitch black. He glanced at his watch. Ilaria hadn’t set a time, but the tone of her text implied he should get there as soon as possible. They were still thirty minutes away from the hills and a good fifty minutes from the range.
Marcus distracted himself by reaching for another puzzle. “When I first arrived at the house this afternoon, you gave me the impression that you were willing to rip my guts out at any second. You even said that once. But now, you’re helping me.”
“I’m not helping you,” Rick replied. “This is only about Ilaria. Don’t try to read anything else into it.”
“But you’re being pleasant and answering my questions. I get the impression you don’t do that for many people.”
“Is this a habit of yours, this asking of personal questions?” Rick shot back.
“I suppose it is. And you’re ducking my question.”
“I am forced to share your company for this journey, that is all.”
“So, you’re being polite? I don’t buy that for a second,” Marcus said. “You’re not the polite type.”
Rick grinned. It seemed to Marcus the grin caught him by surprise. It faded quickly. “What type am I, then?” His tone was one of curiosity, but Marcus wasn’t fooled. Rick was testing him. He wanted to know how accurately Marcus had measured him.
Marcus mentally rolled up his sleeves. “I don’t know how old you are,” he began, “but I don’t think your age is as relevant for you as it might be for someone like Nial because you were formed into what you are now because of the inscription. You buried it deep. No one knew until today – I’m sorry about that, by the way. It was a shitty way for it to come out.”
“Thank you,” Rick said dryly.
“You probably think you had put it behind you and you were getting on with your life, but I think it’s been ruling your life and your behavior ever since you got free of it. You’re a driven man. You’re reaching for something, and I’m not sure even you know what it is, exactly. But the inscription has left you with a powerful determination not to waste anything, especially not time. Which is incredibly ironic for a vampire that theoretically has all of time at his disposal. That’s the reason you don’t like idiots – they waste your time with unnecessary explanations and accommodations. You don’t like emotions for much the same reason: They’re messy and slow you down. Just about everything in your life has been pared down to maximum efficiency. So things like social graces and pleasantries have been thrown overboard. God knows how you find sex partners with the personality left over from that – and I know you avoid love. That’s the most complicated of the emotions.”
Rick was silent for a long time. Then he stirred and settled himself in the seat once more. His eyes were on the road ahead. “I suppose emotions are something you like to play with?”
“I’m good at understanding them…and people,” Marcus agreed.
“That’s not a skill your CIA colleagues would value, so why did they recruit you?”
“Who says I was recruited?” Marcus demanded.
“You’re not the type to volunteer. So what drew their attention to you?”
“Does it matter?”
Rick’s gaze flickered toward him, then back to the road. He didn’t press the question any further. “I already know a lot about you from Kate. She is good at passing on anything she thought interesting, and that apparently included you. So I know that something happened in Tangier a few years ago that got you busted back to the States in disgrace. I think that whatever it was, it involved you and messy emotions…possibly love.” He glanced at Marcus. “Your heart just spiked. I’m right, then.”
“You…can hear my heart?”
“It’s slamming against your chest. Yes, I can hear it.” He nodded ahead, toward the road. “Right at Cajon?”
“Yes.” Marcus tried to keep resentment out of his voice. He’d stripped Rick’s personality down to the bone, after all.
Rick flipped the turning indicator. “I know that your life since Tangier has been bleak. You drink too much and you smoke pot – I can smell traces of both of them. You live on Surfrider Beach, which is probably how you keep yourself in shape despite the booze and inadequate diet. You don’t like yourself much, but nothing has come along to give you a push out of the rut.”
Marcus drew in a deep breath, trying to calm his runaway heart, which was confirming everything for Rick. Smell, sound, and probably his clothing and appearance was speaking way too loud for his comfort.
“You didn’t like vampires until a couple of weeks ago. Ilaria changed that for you, and as you’re not a natural bigot, you’ve been working hard to overcome any remaining reluctance you have for us.” He added quietly, “It’s unusual to find a human who can deliberately make himself change like you have.”
“I don’t hate vampires. I don’t dislike them, either,” Marcus said. “I had never met one until ten days ago. Everything I knew about you was hearsay. The vampires I have met since…” He pushed his hand through his hair. “You’re all very different. You’re all quite unique in your own ways. I’ve liked every one I’ve met so far.”
“Give me time. I can change that for you,” Rick said, his tone dry.
“You like alienating people,” Marcus shot back. “It makes life simpler for you, the less of them you have to deal with.”
“You like digging through other peoples’ psyches. That’s how you avoid fixing your own.”
Marcus remained silent, for that one stung. As much as he didn’t like it, though, there was a kernel of truth in what Rick had said.
“That’s where we differ, you and I,” Rick added.
“We have nothing in common,” Marcus shot back, but it wasn’t true and he knew that Rick would recognize the petty protest for what it was. They had Ilaria in common.
“We’re more alike than you care to admit,” Rick replied. “We both like to find the answers to questions. But I dig through facts and events and you get your answers from people and emotions.”
Marcus ground his jaw together. He didn’t like that he agreed with him.
“Where we differ,” Rick finished, “is that you care about what you discover. For me, it is just data. Information that can be sorted to reveal more answers.”
“Kate calls you the biological computer,” Marcus told him. It was another petty attempt to even the score.
Rick smiled. “A compliment. How nice.”
Marcus laughed. He had no idea where it came from, but it erupted from him unexpectedly, easing some of his tension.
The silence that fell between them this time was easy and comfortable. Marcus gave occasional directions as the city fell behind them and the hills rose up around them.
They were five minutes away from the gun range when Rick spoke again. “From everything you said today, I know that you were kind to Ilaria. You treated her like a valued human.”
Marcus couldn’t find anything to respond to that. Rick seemed to have the ability to leave him speechless.
“That’s why I haven’t spilled your guts,” Rick added.
It was an explanation. It involved messy emotions, but Rick had explained himself. Marcus knew it was the closest Rick could come to an apology or peace offering.
Content, he let the silence build again and thought ahead to the gun range. What would happen when they got there?
* * * * *
The gun range was closed for the evening and as Rick drove very slowly through the parking lot they scanned the dark building. There was a spotlight at the end of the parking lot, shedding dull illumination over that end of the lot and the corner of the store, but the light wasn’t strong enough to reach the north end of the long building.
“I don’t like this,” Rick said.
“Makes two of us.” Marcus pulled out his gun, but kept the safety on. “Park over on the far side there. We can approach on foot.”
“He knows we’re here,” Rick pointed out.
“So let’s walk up to the front door,” Marcus replied.
Rick parked the car and switch off the engine. Marcus opened his door and listened. There was nothing but the rustle of leaves overhead. The air was damp with the promise of rain and a slight breeze fanned his face, cooling it.
He got out, keeping his gun hand down by his thigh, and looked around.
Rick rounded the front of the car and came up behind Marcus, to stand beside him.
“Something’s not right,” Marcus muttered.
“There are no security lights on in the store,” Rick pointed out.
Marcus scanned all the big windows, one by one. Nothing. Except the window to the far left, at the north end of the building where it was dark, showed a glowing, pulsing red.
“Fire,” Marcus breathed. He moved forward – or tried to – but Rick gripped his elbow.
“No, he wants you to rush in and find her.”
“How would he know—” Marcus began, when something solid and heavy hit the locked glass doors with an impact that made them bow and shiver.
It was Ilaria, her body pushed up against the glass, her hands flat on the panes. She was wearing the same teal colored trousers she had left his place in. But the silk top and the trousers were dirty now. Her hair was loose and tangled about her shoulders and face. There was dirt on her face, too.
Rick was gripping his arm with both hands now, physically hauling him backwards. “She can’t speak. She can’t move. Look at her!” he said sharply. “She is under Heru’s control.”
“That mental thing he does to her?” Marcus asked hoarsely, staring at her beautiful face. She seemed to looking straight at him. Her eyes were enormous, wide with bewilderment and fear.
Marcus’ chest was locked tight and there was a high, singing note playing in his mind. No, not singing. Karelia. It was the wind in the treetops, whistling.
“Oh, God….” he breathed. “He’s going to kill her.”
Rick glanced at him sharply, pulling his gaze away from his steady examination of the building. “You can’t kill us—”
“By fire?” Marcus finished.
“Not a little fire like this one,” Rick said dismissively. He strode forward. “Let’s have this over with.”
Marcus hurried to catch up with him, slipping the safety off his gun.
Bullets winged past them, punching out through the stucco side of the store and shattering glass in their wake. They both dropped to the gravel instantly and pain flared in Marcus’ hands as he scraped skin off his palms.
“The ammunition is exploding from the heat,” Rick said. He lifted his head and looked up at the glass doors.
Marcus risked a glance. They were barely five meters from the steps up to the doors. As his gaze reached the door where Ilaria was pinned, she began to struggle. One hand reached very slowly, down toward the push bar, as if she were fighting for every inch of progress. Just as her fingers curled over the bar, she was ripped backwards, like a giant and invisible hand had plucked her away. She disappeared from their view.
“Ilaria,” Marcus croaked, fear building inside him like a roiling monster, stealing his voice and his thoughts.
“Heru yanked her back to him,” Rick whispered.
The whole store exploded with a deep roar and bellow of flames and smoke. The roof seemed to lift off the store altogether and rolling waves of flame curled over the edges, shrouded in black smoke, which made the cloud glow like a pyroclastic pall. All the windows blew out, glass tinkling onto the gravel in a solid rain. Marcus covered his head as the hot gas and super-heated air rushed over him. For a moment, his breath was snatched away by the blast.
His thoughts were frozen, too, except for one horrifying concept.
Ilaria!
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Chapter Twenty-Three
Rick knew that Nial and probably Sebastian and Roman at the very least were waiting in the limousine with the darkened windows that had pulled up as close as possible to the tape the police had strung around the scene. The limousine had arrived nearly an hour ago, but Rick had made no move toward it. He stayed propped against the trunk of his car, the air foils digging uncomfortably into the small of his back.
He waited for news, which he was sure Marcus would bring back to him. As a CIA operative, Marcus had dealt himself into the initial on-site investigation the police had started up within minutes of the fire trucks arriving, for they had been right on the heels of the trucks.
It had taken two hours for the firemen to get the blaze under control, and another two hours after that before the police would let anyone closer to the building than the edge of the parking lot, for bullets were still exploding unexpectedly. Even the firemen fighting the blaze had been held off from their work until they had shrugged into Kevlar vests underneath their fire suits.
It was close to midnight now, and the gutted building was belching black smoke into the air, lit by four banks of working lights that had been pulled into the parking lot and set up. They were running off their own generators.
There were people everywhere. Rick watched them crisscrossing between each other, tripping over themselves. He carefully didn’t look at the ambulance and its crew that sat off to one side, waiting for any bodies that might emerge from the building.
The site investigators had entered the building forty minutes ago, Marcus with them. Rick had no idea what tale he had spun to get himself included. He didn’t care. That Marcus was on the inside was enough.
Rick shifted against the back of the car once more and reconsidered going and speaking to Nial. He would have nothing to tell him. Nothing concrete, anyway. Deep reluctance kept him pinned where he was. He didn’t want to talk about it. Not yet. Not with Nathanial.
Marcus appeared in what was left of the doorway where the two glass swing doors had been. He was stepping over debris carefully, his head down. A police officer called to him as he stepped over the doorsill and climbed down the concrete steps. Rick could hear his shoes crunching in the grit and ash that littered the steps.
He extended his hearing, narrowing down the focus, until he had Marcus pinpointed.
“…nothing concrete just yet. The fire chief has confirmed it was the propane tank out the back of the store that was the source of the explosion.”
The officer asked another question that Marcus shrugged off. “You’ll have to check with the fire department about that. I don’t know fire and safety regs.”
The officer would have been asking why the tank was so close to the store, then, Rick concluded.
Marcus was heading toward the car now, his hands in the front pockets of his jacket. He was filthy, the black ash spreading from his shoes up the legs of his jeans, turning them a sooty grey. He nodded to a few people as they passed. Casual. Not in a hurry. Admiration touched Rick. Marcus was playing it very cool indeed.
Marcus finally reached the car. He turned and leaned his back against it, too. Then he leaned forward, folding from the waist, and rested his hands on his knees, letting his head hang. Rick watched his back lift as he took a deep breath.
He straightened again and stood looking at the carnage and chaos surrounding what was left of the store. The roof had gone completely, and most of the walls down to mid-way along the windows, which gaped like missing teeth without the glass.
Rick didn’t press him for information. The same odd reluctance kept him silent.
“There was a propane tank out the back,” Marcus said.
“I heard.”
Marcus glanced at him, the blue eyes narrowing. “Okay…” He pushed his hands back into his pockets. It was a stiff, tense movement. “They found a body in there. Well, it wasn’t so much a body anymore. From the width of the pelvis and the shape of it, the M.E. says he thinks it’s a mature female, probably young, because the pelvis hadn’t spread with childbirth. Identification will be based on dental records. There wasn’t anything left for DNA analysis.”
Rick let that sink in, frowning. His thoughts were stodgy. Facts difficult to grasp.
Marcus pulled his right hand from his pocket and held his fist out in front of Rick. “Here.”
Rick held out his hand. Marcus dropped the bronze band onto his palm.
For a moment, even his hearing faded. His heart slipped his control and began to rampage, each beat hurting with the ferociousness of it. Then…stillness. A silvered, calm place where his mind finally could work.
“I picked it up and hid it before anyone else saw it,” Marcus said. “It was right next to the body, lying on its side as it would be if it had been around her arm.” He turned to look at Rick more directly. “Tell me you guys can withstand fire. Tell me that’s not her in there.”
Rick looked up at what was left of the building, closing his fingers in around the band. The filigree detail on the sides of it bit into his skin. “The flames from the explosion were pure orange. Some of them dark orange. That color means the fire was burning around twelve hundred degrees Celsius.”
Marcus was staring at him and Rick could see the tiniest amount of hope in his eyes. He made himself speak the rest. “The vampire body can withstand anything up to eight hundred degrees Celsius. A candle flame, a wood-burning fire. Yellow flames. Above eight hundred degrees, immolation occurs.”
Marcus didn’t ask what immolation meant. He shook his head, just a little. Denial. “There were bones and …and other stuff,” he hissed, keeping his voice down. “You’re supposed to flake away to nothing, afterwards. If it was her, she wouldn’t be there.” He was breathing heavily, almost panting. The planes of his face, the high cheek bones, looked gaunt in the stark light from the spotlights.
Rick squeezed the band tighter and felt it give inside his fist. “At those temperatures,” he said, speaking slowly, “everything stops. Everything vampire and anything human that is left just stops. Not even the breakdown of the body is able to continue.”
Marcus turned away from him, but not before Rick saw his eyes close. He kept his face averted. After a moment, he pressed both thumbs to his eyes, digging them into the corners, his fingers colliding.
“Why?” he demanded, his voice thick with the strength of his feelings. “Tell me what I don’t understand.”
“I don’t know why,” Rick whispered. “It doesn’t make sense. She was too valuable to him.”
“Unless he found out what you were planning.”
“She would not tell him.” Rick knew that without stopping to question it. Ilaria had wanted her freedom too much. Revealing her scheme to escape would end her hopes. She wouldn’t have told him, even involuntarily.
For a moment, the calm that held him slipped. He drew in a shuddering breath, clawing for control. Control would hold this all at bay, hold it away from him.
Marcus had his fists rammed back inside his pockets. He watched the officials climbing all over the smoking ruins. “I didn’t like vampires because you all live a life of lies and false fronts. Nothing about you is real. Not the surface stuff. That’s what I thought before I met Ilaria.” He swallowed and fell silent.
Rick nodded. “Is that what happened in Tangier?”
Marcus gave a laugh so dry it crackled. “It’s my whole fucking profession! Spooks and spies…liars one and all. They’re trained to lie. There’s no one you can trust. No one” he repeated softly.
Rick rubbed at the back of his neck. “Lying eats away at the soul. One grows so weary of the charade. Sometimes, I think I understand the old ones, why they give up and withdraw. It would be easier, but it’s just another form of denial.” He let his hand drop. “With Ilaria, I was able to tell the truth,” he finished.
Marcus looked at him. “So was I.”
Rick nodded. “You look tired.”
He gave a hallow laugh. “I’m beyond tired.”
“Want to go home?” Rick dug for his keys in his pocket.
“Don’t you need to report in?” Marcus asked, his head tilting toward the limousine. He had spotted it, too.
“I’ll send them a text.” Rick pulled out his cellphone. “Come. It’s time to get you to your pillow.”
* * * * *
Nial pulled up the new text message as Rick’s black Eclipse slowly negotiated the busy parking area, heading for the exit.
Ilaria dead. Taking Marcus home. Will call
“It is as I feared.” He sighed. “Ilaria died.”
Winter’s eyes filled with unshed tears. “Poor Marcus. And Rick, too.”
Nial watched the black car slide past the limousine and accelerate down the road. “They’ll have a hard time of it for a while,” he agreed. “But I have a feeling that Ilaria’s influence hasn’t ended, yet.”
* * * * *
The harsh buzzing grated in Marcus’ ears and he tried to flap it away with his hand, but his hand was too heavy, so he let it lay.
His mind was floating nicely, hanging neatly between the place where dreams dogged him, and the other place where the memories were.
Time passed.
He felt his hand lifting. Strange. He wasn’t trying to lift it.
“Marcus!” The call came from a long way away. Did he know that voice? Strong. Hard to ignore.
He became aware of his head, which was rolling from one side to another.
Curious.
Then he noticed the sharp impacts to his face. His mind creaked along sluggishly. That was why his head was moving from side to side.
“Marcus, can you hear me?”
Just fine. He said it, but his mouth wouldn’t work. Why wouldn’t it work?
Where was he, anyway?
He tried to open his eyes. Nothing happened.
He became aware of something clamped around his jaw. Two painful spots on either side of his mouth. Forcing his jaw open. Bringing his lips apart.
Softness slipped between them. Blessed water! He tasted it and recoiled. Salt. The water was thick with salt, almost solid with it. But the water was sliding down the back of his throat, making him gag. The reflex forced him to swallow the stuff. He felt it move down to his stomach.
More of the brine. It was trickling down his throat in a steady stream, barely stopping as he was forced to swallow it.
His belly cramped painfully. The contents sloshed and stirred uneasily.
Alarmed, he tried to sit up, but his muscles wouldn’t cooperate. Hands slid under his arms. They lifted him and turned him, moving him around like he was a toy. He opened his eyes, surprised he could do it. There was a bucket right in front of him.
Thank you! He sent the gratitude out to the universe and vomited until he saw stars and the back of his throat burned. Then he did it again, and again, until he was bringing up nothing. His stomach was still cramping hard, but the worst of it was over.
He tried to fall back onto whatever he was lying on, but the hands prevented him. “No you don’t,” the voice told him.
He recognized the accent.
Cyneric was lifting him up, hoisting him with the same powerful ease as before. “You need to sober up,” Rick said. “Because then I’m going to beat the crap out of you.”
“But I’m such a nice guy,” Marcus rumbled and was surprised the words formed and emerged aloud. He was being carried along, his feet pretty much useless. He recognized his kitchen. Then the bedroom. He was being marched into his ensuite. “Rather swim in the sea,” he mumbled.
“You’d drown if I let you put so much as a toe in the water,” Rick replied. He was stepping into the shower, bringing Marcus with him. Marcus realized, with his rapidly improving vision and thought, that he was being held up against Rick’s chest. Rick’s arms were propping Marcus up.
He felt one of his arms shift and the shower came on.
It was as cold as outer Mongolia. A shout of shock escaped his lips, but it emerged as a groan. “Fuck!” he cried as he began to shiver.
“You think that’s bad, you’re going to love this,” Rick told him. The water changed to hot, almost to the point of scalding. Marcus threw back his head and scrabbled with his feet to find leverage on the tiles so he could get the fuck out of there. But Rick’s arms were like iron bands around his back.
The water switched to full cold once more and he swore long and hard while it cascaded in icy rivulets down his back. His clothing was soaked – there was no protection from the cold there. When he was shuddering with the impact, the water switched back to scalding again.
It felt like five years passed, standing under that torturous fall of water. But after about ten rounds through the hot and cold cycle, Marcus shook off the excess water from his hair. He could focus on Rick’s unmoving expression, the black eyes. Every sense was firing on all cylinders.
“When you get around to letting me out of this,” he told Rick, “I’m going to cave in your face for you.”
Rick considered him. “You’re awake,” he judged and turned off the shower with a jerk of his wrist, and let Marcus go.
He swung his fist hard and fast, aiming for Rick’s face. He had nearly his full weight behind it, as much as he could leverage on the wet tiles, in such a confined space.
His fist never made contact. Rick’s hand flashed up and his fist slapped into his palm. Marcus tried to disengage, but the pure fucking strength in the man’s grip had his hand locked as tightly as it would have been in a vice.
“I’ve no time for theatrics,” Rick told him. He tossed Marcus’ hand back so it thumped against his chest and stepped out of the shower. His clothes were as sodden as Marcus’. “When you’re dry, I’ll meet you in the kitchen,” he said over his shoulder, as he hooked a towel from the rod and left the bathroom.
Marcus stepped out and reached for the counter around the sink as his world spun for a moment. He was awake – wide awake – but he wasn’t fully sober yet. Moving carefully, he shucked off the wet jeans and tee-shirt, which wasn’t easy, for they clung to his damp skin like glue. Then he toweled off and found a clean pair of jeans. All his tee-shirts were dirty, so he pulled out a button through shirt from the closet and tossed it on. He thought about combing his hair, but shrugged and tousled it with his fingers. Who would care?
Hot food smells were coming from the kitchen as he stepped out of the bedroom, and his stomach stirred uneasily. Rick wasn’t going to make him eat, was he? But who else would the food be for? Certainly not Rick.
He walked out into the kitchen, ready to protest.
Rick was pulling a pizza out of the oven – he must have found it at the back of Marcus’ freezer. He glared at Marcus as he sliced it on the cutting board. “Don’t even think about telling me you won’t eat,” he said. “You’ve adequately demonstrated that your sense of judgment is utterly absent. So sit down and eat this, or I’ll force it down your throat like I did the salt water.”
There was a glitter in Rick’s eyes that told Marcus he wasn’t joking. So he picked up the chopping board. “I’ll eat it at the table if you don’t mind. There’s something barbaric about eating standing up.”
“I eat standing up all the time,” Rick shot back.
“I rest my case.” Marcus dropped the board onto the table and lowered himself gingerly into the chair behind it.
Rick pulled out the chair opposite at an angle. He dropped the towel he had taken from the bathroom onto the seat, then sat down, one hand on the table, the other on his thigh. His clothes were sodden and clinging to him. “Eat,” he warned.
“It’s too fucking hot. Give me a break.”
“I really do not give a damn about your delicate gums. Take a bite, or I’ll make you.”
Marcus sighed and picked up one of the slices and bit into the corner. It was as hot as he had suspected. He juggled the steaming hot crust in his mouth until it was cool enough to swallow, then waited to see how his stomach would receive it.
Faint protest, but it stayed down. Cautiously, he took another bite, looking around the room. It was a shambles. There were dirty plates on the coffee table, and this table, too. Empty glasses with a glaze of brown sticky liquid at the bottom. A sweater piled in a heap on the floor in front of the kitchen counter. He couldn’t remember even wearing the sweater, let alone taking it off and dropping it there.
He hadn’t realized what a mess it had become. How had that happened? He hadn’t done anything but sit on the sofa and watch television for two days. True, the current bottle of JB had stayed on the sofa with him. But still…
When the pizza was half eaten, a full thirty minutes later, Rick reached into his jacket and pulled something out. He placed the plastic pill bottle on the table in front of Marcus, his fingers resting on the white lid. “Would you like to tell me what you were planning to achieve, taking Lexapro with alcohol?”
Marcus stared at the bottle, a cold chill settling in his chest. “I took them?” he asked. He wasn’t surprised when his voice came out hoarse. But the bottle was his. He could see the name on the label. “Where were they?” he asked.
“Most of what was in the bottle was strewn across the counter. The lid was on the floor.” He picked up the bottle and looked at the label. “This is used most often to treat depression.”
“I know.”
“It’s also used for PTSD,” Rick added.
Marcus took another bite of the pizza, which was pretty much cold now. He didn’t want any more, but chewing it saved him from answering.
Rick put the bottle back on the table and got up and went into the kitchen. He pulled a coffee mug out of the cupboard without searching, and poured coffee from a full pot he took out from under the coffee machine. He brought the cup over to Marcus and sat it next to the chopping board. “You’re going to drink a quart of this, too.”
“Gladly.” Marcus took a sip of the hot, rich brown liquid. It was perfectly made. Then he realized. “You didn’t offer cream or sugar.”
Rick rolled his eyes. “One. You don’t have any sugar or anything resembling cream or those caricatures parading as coffee cream in this house. Two, you didn’t use the cream or sugar when Winter gave you a cup of coffee.”
Marcus took another sip of the warm brew. Then he yawned. His eyes were suddenly drooping. The idea of putting his head on the table and letting sleep take him was enormously attractive. There was something he had to do, though. He struggled to stay awake. “I don’t remember taking them,” he muttered. “It wasn’t….I didn’t mean….”
“I know,” Rick replied.
Marcus felt hands under his arms and opened his eyes. He didn’t remember closing them. He was being lifted like a teddy bear again. “Stop doing that,” he complained.
“I’m more than happy to,” Rick replied.
He was lowered again, but this time, it was a soft pad. His bed. The covers were dropped over him.
“Sleep,” Rick told him. “I’ll have my say once you’re awake and sober.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
Marcus woke to a new day. Dawn light spilled through his bedroom windows, bright and cheerful.
He stretched under the covers, feeling tendons creak and joints pop. He felt fresh, clean and light. There was no trace of a headache, like he usually had. His sleep had been dreamless and unbroken.
“Amazing,” he told himself. He sat up, tossing the covers aside. He was wearing jeans and a wrinkled shirt.
Memories plugged back into place with a jolt. Not all of them – he couldn’t recall parts of the last few days, but what he did remember made him grimace. “Fuck,” he whispered. Cyneric. Pills. Booze.
He padded into the bathroom and used the toilet, and glared at the reflection of the shower in the mirror over the sink as he washed his hands and splashed his face with water. Then he moved out to the main room and came to a halt.
Rick sat at the table, working on a laptop. The room was pristine clean and neat. On the kitchen counter, next to the microwave, the coffee machine was bubbling merrily, a pot brewing. The smell was heavenly.
“What the fuck?” Marcus said.
Rick didn’t look up from the screen. “Your cellphone told me you have an appointment in two hours. I presumed you would not want your visitor to see the disaster that greeted me.”
“That’s my computer,” Marcus protested.
“Observant of you,” Rick commented. “The coffee should be done by now,” he added. He still didn’t lift his dark gaze from the screen.
“The computer was very well hidden,” Marcus pointed out.
“It was sitting out in the open in your basement,” Rick replied. “As I was forced to play nanny while you slept off your drunken binge, I borrowed it.”
“That’s my point. It was in the basement,” Marcus growled. “The basement is very well hidden.”
“Clearly, it isn’t as hidden as you think it is.”
The smell of the coffee beckoned. Irritated, Marcus grabbed a mug out of the cupboard and poured himself a cupful. He sipped, trying to find reasons why he should be pissed about this. He studied Rick, who seemed to be completely unmoved by his ire. “And you’re wearing my robe,” he groused.
“My clothes were wet. They’re now in the wash,” Rick replied evenly. He shut the computer gently and turned in his chair. “You graduated from Caltech with a Masters in Chemistry. The CIA recruited you right out of college because you had a unique talent for explosives and corrosives.”
Marcus leaned against the counter, cradling his coffee against his arm, which he rested across his abdomen. It was supposed to look casual, like he couldn’t care less than Rick was digging through his past…and with his own computer, too. “Weren’t you going to beat the crap out of me once I was sober?”
Rick stood up. “I imagine you were shuffled off to a shiny laboratory in their weapons research division and given a budget that any chemical engineer worth his salt would weep over, and you were told to play.” He rested his fingers against the lid of the computer. “What I cannot reliably explain is why you became a field agent. Why would they pull someone like you out of the lab, where you were so much more valuable?”
“Perhaps I had other talents they valued more.” Marcus looked down into his coffee. Why was he handing over this stuff to Rick, of all people?
“Of course. Your way with people.” Rick said it like it was clicking everything into place for him. It probably was. Marcus tried to build up his resentment to a good, solid anger, but it wouldn’t rise.
“It’s an unusual combination,” Rick observed. “A geek with social skills.”
“Thank you,” Marcus replied dryly. He put the mug down and opened the bottom cupboard next to him and pulled out the toaster. He was hungry. Toast, almond butter and jelly were calling his name. “Why are you here, anyway?” he asked irritably.
“Given your training, you probably picked up far more about the explosion at the gun range than anyone there, but you didn’t say anything. Why not?”
“There was nothing to say. Not even to you. It was a propane tank. The fire burned exactly as hot as you guessed, which is a lot more than the eight hundred degrees you guys can take. End of story.” He popped two frozen slices of bread into the toaster and pulled the almond butter and jelly jars out of the cupboard.
He saw, again, Ilaria pressed up against the doors. The fear in her eyes. He kept replaying those moments over and over again until he was ready to scream. Worse, the images were becoming tangled up with Karelia. The fear in her eyes…their eyes. It had been the same. Fear combined with knowledge of what was to come.
The booze had sent the images away. Just for a while. But he had to be very drunk for it to work. Somewhere in the depths of the drink, he had got the idea in his head that the Lexapro would really put the memories to rest. The shit screwed up normal recall pretty good. So he must have staggered into the kitchen and pulled them out of the back of the drawer. How many had he taken? It didn’t matter. He wouldn’t be doing it again. The cost for a few hours of peace wasn’t worth it.
Now the memories were back. Haunting him. Marcus leaned on the counter and hung his head. “Shit…” he muttered.
Rick’s hand settled on his shoulder. “I apologize,” he said, his voice low. Marcus hadn’t even noticed him move into the kitchen. “I’ve made you think of her again.”
Marcus straightened up with a jerk, throwing off his hand. “Why are you here? Why did you come here in the first place?”
Rick opened his mouth to speak…and didn’t. His brows came together. His gaze skittered away from Marcus. Then he dragged his gaze back to meet Marcus’ squarely. “I thought…in your company, I might not miss her so much.”
Marcus stared at him. “Truth is a dangerous thing to use around here.” His voice was hoarse.
“As we both know.”
Marcus had no idea where the impulse came from, but then, a lot of his better ideas came from somewhere other than his brain. They burst upon him as fully-fledged actions he took before he could consider the wisdom of what he was doing. Later, it usually turned out that his idea had been a good one.
He slid his hand into Rick’s hair – it was surprisingly soft and silky to touch. Then he kissed him, pressing against his lips. Immediately, the thick hot tension coiled in his gut and he realized that this had been hovering in the far back of his mind since…it didn’t matter.
The kiss was everything it could be. Good – very good! – and worth letting it extend.
Rick’s hands slammed into his chest. He was shoved across the kitchen, his feet losing contact with the floor, and cannoned into the counter next to the sink. His hip hit the edge hard, sending out a flare of pain.
Marcus found himself on his hands and feet, staring at the tiles. No breadcrumbs, his dazed mind whispered.
Rick picked him up again, placing him on his feet, his hands bunching up folds of Marcus’ shirt.
Marcus shook his head to clear it. “I said don’t do that,” he told him.
Rick dragged him closer. “I’ll bear that in mind,” he muttered, and kissed him.
This kiss was electrifying. Rick’s tongue swept into his mouth, alerting his nerve ends and bringing him into hard readiness. His cock throbbed.
They parted and Rick looked into his eyes.
Marcus realized he was holding his breath, hoping for more. “Rick—”
“Shh…” Rick was studying him, a tiny fold between his brows. He seemed puzzled. “I don’t get involved with humans,” he added, his voice rough.
“Never?”
“I take them home. Sometimes they stay for a while. But I don’t get involved.”
“Why are you telling me this?” Marcus asked him, for something was driving him – the frown, his hesitation…shit, the toss across the room.
“A warning, I suppose.”
He was lying. Marcus shrugged, letting the lie go. Rick’s body was telling a different story. He was tight with tension and the robe was jutting where his cock had risen. He wanted him.
“You’re an admirable man,” Rick murmured and brought his lips back against Marcus’ mouth.
This time, the kiss was explosive. Rick wasn’t holding back. Marcus could feel the drive in him, the urgency, and it built up his own already simmering want. The energy between them spiraled.
Rick’s hands on his shirt tugged, and the buttons flew, pattering onto the tiles at their feet. The shredded shirt billowed open. Rick pulled his mouth from Marcus’ and slid his lips down his throat. He lingered at the base of his neck, and Marcus knew why. His pulse throbbed there, at a runaway pace, but he felt no fear.
When Rick unfastened his jeans and lowered the zipper, Marcus groaned. He wanted to protest that this was going too fast, but it wasn’t going fast enough. Something huge and hot was building inside him, making him want to hurry, hurry.
His jeans fell open, sagging around his hips. Rick stripped the shirt from him and dropped it to the ground, on top of the buttons. For a moment, his gaze lingered on Marcus’ shoulders and chest. “You’re strong, for a human.”
“Strong enough,” Marcus said gruffly.
Rick slid his hand inside his jeans. His fingers curled around his aching cock and Marcus groaned heavily, his hips jerking. If he stroked him at all, Marcus wasn’t sure what he’d do in reaction. The pleasure coursing through him was powerful, driving him, throbbing with urgency.
But instead, Rick yanked down his jeans enough for his cock to emerge, red and with the veins ridging, proclaiming his arousal. He gripped the base of the shaft. “Just like the rest of you,” he murmured and lowered himself down until he was level with it.
Marcus drew in a breath that shuddered in anticipation. Rick’s mouth closed over his cock – he was cool against the flushed flesh, just like Ilaria had been. Marcus closed his eyes and thrust his fingers into Rick’s hair, gripping tightly.
He tried to last, to ride out the pleasure and extend it. He threw his head back, gritting his teeth, as his climax built, tightening everything in his body. He was shaking with the need to come, fighting it off with sheer will power. Rick’s mouth was doing things to him he’d never experienced.
He gripped the counter with his free hand, closing his eyes and floating on the sea of silvered pleasure. His climax was inevitable, but he still fought to hold it off, to enjoy this a moment longer.
Rick’s long fingers cupped his testicles and squeezed gently and Marcus came instantly, with a hoarse shout. His climax seemed to explode behind his eyelids, leaving his vision sparkling with the after-effect.
He gripped the back of Rick’s robe and hauled him to his feet. “You’re going to pay for that.”
Rick wore a small smile. “Am I?”
Marcus turned him and stripped the robe from him in one movement and dropped it to the floor.
He stepped out of his jeans, the last item of clothing he was wearing, as he sized up Rick’s long, lean body. There was muscle there, wiry and corded. Not nearly as developed as Marcus’, but there was strength there that his vampire nature enhanced. His ass was tight and hard.
Marcus pushed roughly against his shoulders, bending Rick over, so his hands were resting on the counter. “The drawer on your—” he began, but Rick reached out for the correct drawer before he finished, opened it and pulled out the tube of lubricant. He handed it back.
Of course, he had cleaned up the place. He would have found it when he was putting dishes away.
Marcus pushed him back down into his bent posture. “Stay there,” he ordered. He kicked his feet apart, spreading him open. Rick’s balls hung heavy and large between his thighs. Marcus indulged in a whim, and slid his hand around Rick’s tight hips, reaching for his cock.
Rick exhaled heavily as Marcus gripped it and stroked his hand along the length of it. His own cock, still rampantly erect, began to throb with renewed enthusiasm. He poured lubricant onto his fingers and slid them from the base of Rick’s balls, up to his ass.
Rick hissed. “You are baiting me,” he said in his precise English voice. “Even vampires have their limits when it comes to sex.”
“Good to know,” Marcus replied. “I’d like to think I can drive you out of your mind with something.”
“You’re succeeding,” Rick said heavily, his head hanging.
Marcus deliberately slowed his movements, stroking around his ass and pressing up against the perineum, listening to Rick gasp and draw in shuddering breathes. Then when the need to ram his way into him was almost overwhelming, Marcus at last put the tube aside and gripped Rick’s hips. He guided his cock up against his ass and slipped inside.
Rick moaned, his hand on the counter curling into a fist.
Marcus felt the resistance of muscle and held still, savoring the sensation. The muscle relaxed and he pushed deeper and deeper, until he was all the way in. He swallowed. Dammit, he wasn’t going to last very long this time, either.
He began to rock in and out of him, feeling the tightness at the pit of his stomach, the clenching and the swirl of another climax building. He reached around and stroked Rick’s cock, matching his thrusting stroke for stroke.
Rick dropped his head again, his breath blowing out in a groan. He hammered the counter with his fist, lightly, then threw his head up. “Ah, gods!” he cried.
Marcus felt his cock jerk under his hand, in heavy pulses, as he came. His ass squeezed, and it pushed Marcus into his own deep, hard orgasm. He spilled cum, thrusting hard, until the climax released its hold.
They remained motionless, locked together. The room was silent except for their breathing.
“Let me up,” Rick said quietly.
Marcus backed away from him, withdrawing.
Rick turned to face him. He picked up Marcus’ hand and laid it on his chest, over his heart. Marcus felt the organ beating heavily and fast.
“You did that to me,” Rick told him.
“I don’t understand.”
“We can control our hearts. We can let them beat only when we want or need them to. But sometimes, if fear or anger or some other emotion is too overwhelming, it will slip from under our control, and beat as it needs to.”
Marcus felt his heart beating with new appreciation. Rick was watching him adjust to the fact. The question was on the tip of his tongue; Is something happening here? But he held it back. Rick was finding his way through messy emotions. To confront him with them too soon would derail his efforts.
Rick picked up Marcus’ hand again and tugged him into motion.
“Where?” Marcus asked.
“The bed,” Rick said shortly, pulling him through the doorway into the master bedroom. He turned to face him and took his face in his hands. “This is much better than beating the crap out of you,” he murmured as he kissed him.
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
Rick felt boneless, so relaxed was he. Vampire physiology and their self-healing abilities meant that he never really got uptight – not in a physical sense. But this pleasantly depleted, mellow sensation was unusual.
Marcus stretched, next to him, and flopped back onto the bed. He reached for the cellphone on the nightstand and began thumbing out a message.
“Your visitor?” Rick asked, recalling the appointment that was looming.
“It’s the only one today. I’ll reschedule, and that gives me the day.”
“Don’t do that because of me,” Rick said.
Marcus rolled his eyes. “Why not?”
Rick couldn’t come up with an answer. He reached for something. Anything. “Her name was Katya, wasn’t it? Tangiers?”
Marcus lowered the phone. For a long minute he stared ahead, not speaking. Then he sighed. “Yeah. Katya.” He rolled his head to look at Rick. “One day, I’ll tell you what happened. But not today.” He finished his text and tossed the phone back onto the nightstand.
“Did Ilaria know?” Rick asked. The effort it took to ask that question! What was this? Latent jealousy?
Marcus rolled off the bed and stood up. “She knew.” He pulled open a drawer and yanked out a pair of jeans and stepped into them.
“You’re going somewhere?”
“There’s something I have to check.” Marcus shrugged. “I’ll be five minutes, tops.”
“The still you have running in the basement?” Rick asked. “It was operating smoothly when I was there.”
Marcus dropped his head for a minute, like he was girding himself. Then he looked at him. “Why don’t you come and see? Since you’ve already busted in there.”
Rick sat up, trying to deny the genuine pleasure that touched him. “You’re quite sure?”
“You’d better get your ass down there before I change my mind,” Marcus growled and left the room.
Rick followed him out to the kitchen and picked up the green tartan robe from the floor and slid it on. Marcus was already working at the false back of the closet next to the back door. With a grunt, he pulled the sheet of plywood out of the frame and put it aside. It had been painted to match the rest of the closet. The removal of the plywood revealed what looked like a normal hollow core door, but Rick knew from the first time he had found the door that it was reinforced with steel sheeting.
The whole basement was lined in steel, painted to look like normal walls. It made the basement a fireproof, sealed box, when the door was closed. Most industrial laboratories had similar precautions. Given Marcus’ preferred playing field in chemical engineering, a work area that could enclose and contain an explosion was a necessity.
“You disguised the entrance for safety reasons,” Rick asked, “or because you don’t want anyone to know about your past time?”
“Yes,” Marcus said flatly, and unlocked the door. “Thanks for locking it after you picked it, by the way.”
“You’re most welcome.”
Marcus rolled his eyes and flicked the switch to turn on the lights. The iron stairway revealed itself. This, too, would have replaced what were originally wooden steps.
Rick followed him down into the basement, after closing the door behind him. The overhead lights illuminated the clean, painted concrete floor and the two long benches butted up against each other.
Marcus went over to the still arrangement and flicked his fingernail against the thin neck where more of the liquid was oozing into the big glass balloon-shaped receiver. Rick prudently stayed three feet away from the bench and watched Marcus slide on a thick white lab coat. Chemical spills were just as damaging to vampire flesh, too.
“Show me what you’re doing,” Rick said.
Marcus looked at him from over his shoulder, his brows raised.
“I know my way around a lab,” Rick assured him. He stepped closer. “You’ve got some powerful elements here, but I couldn’t figure it out. Show me.”
“I can’t show you. Not without destroying the house.”
“So, it is an explosive,” Rick surmised. “I couldn’t find any notes detailing your work.”
Marcus turned and crossed his arms, leaning against the bench that didn’t have the still on it. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, but it was only now he had put on the coat, framing the expanse of bare chest, that Rick noticed properly. “It’s not just an explosive,” Marcus said. “Anything under a cupful is highly corrosive. Heat will ignite it and it burns with intense red flames. That’s from the strontium chloride.”
“What does anything over a cupful do? Explode?”
Marcus nodded. “Gram for gram, it’s three times more powerful that TNT.”
Rick considered that. TNT was still considered the most powerful explosive in the world, although C-4 was more popular because it was as stable as hell, and could be molded into different shaped charges, changing the way it exploded. “If this…what do you call it?”
“Pyrrhus,” Marcus said.
The name was from ancient Greek mythology. Rick recognized the roots of the name; red fire. “Appropriate,” he murmured.
“Here’s the thing,” Marcus added. “This stuff is highly stable. You could dump it from the top of a fifty floor building and it wouldn’t do much more than wet the pavement…but then it would start eating into the concrete.”
Rick turned it over in his mind. A stable explosive, that was also corrosive… He frowned. “What holds it?”
“Porcelain, bronze and glass and, oddly, stable plastics,” Marcus said instantly. He dropped his chin to look Rick in the eye. “It burns at nine hundred degrees.”
Bronze. Fire. “Bullets,” he breathed.
Marcus nodded.
Rick reached out and touched the flask holding the pyrrhus. “Bullets that actually kill vampires,” he breathed. “My god…” He looked at Marcus. “This is a game changer.”
“Somewhere in the haze of the last three days, I figured that out,” Marcus told him gravely.
“How much of this can you make? How fast?” Ideas were blooming rapidly. Excitement touched him.
Marcus walked over to a metal office cabinet, which stood as high as him. He opened both doors and swung them back. The shelves were jammed with big blue twenty liter water bottles. There were twelve or fifteen of them, and they were all full.
“I’m limited by my set-up here,” Marcus said. “It takes ten hours to create a liter of pyrrhus, once the still is running. A commercial lab could crank out gallons of the stuff.”
“But you can make bullets here?” Rick asked, eyeing a metal clamp bolted to the bench and other metalworking tools lined up neatly next to it.
“I can adapt bullets. Making them from scratch is a waste of time. Hollow out the core of the bullet, pour in the pyrrhus, seal it off with a plastic shield, then crimp the bullet back into the shell.” He shrugged. “A dozen would probably take two hours.” He tilted his head. “What are you scheming?”
Rick settled himself against the other bench, just as Marcus was leaning against his. “I spent the two days before I came to find you looking for Heru. I sifted through every scrap of information, any hint I’d heard over the last year. I still don’t know where Heru is, but I’m fairly certain that I’ve identified eighteen key locations where the League members live and meet.”
“Members. You mean vampires or humans? Or both?”
Rick scratched at the bench top with his thumb nail. “We can pick our targets to minimize the human casualties. If we’re using bullets, we can be selective.”
“Except I can’t tell if what I’m looking at is human or vampire until I get close enough to feel body heat.”
“I can,” Rick assured him. “Would you like to hunt down the League, Marcus?”
Marcus frowned. “The assholes that served Ilaria up to Heru? Does a bear shit in the woods?”
* * * * *
Twenty-four hours later, just as the sun was lowering over the Pacific in a pink haze, Marcus found himself lying on his belly, his elbows on a low parapet, studying the building across the way. Lights were already shining in most of the windows of the rundown commercial building.
Rick had his hands lying flat, one on top of the other, and his chin resting on them, while he minutely studied the windows, only his eyes flicking in tiny movements as his gaze shifted from window to window.
The sun had properly set and darkness was gathering around them when Rick finally spoke. “There,” he said. “Third window on the fourth floor. The one in the green coat.”
“You recognize him?” Marcus pressed. There was no way he was going to go into the building with all guns blazing without absolute proof it was a League nest.
“I recognize the son of a bitch,” Rick said, getting to his feet. He wore dark clothes and a long leather coat that hid most of them. “Aaron is his name. He had unusual tastes.”
“I bet.” Marcus didn’t press for details. The disgust in Rick’s voice was enough description for him. “How do we get across there?” It was a twelve foot jump.
“We jump,” Rick replied.
“I can’t make that.” Marcus wouldn’t have made it on his best days and today wasn’t one of those days.
“I can. I’ll carry you.”
Marcus looked at the gap, which now seemed wider than the Grand Canyon.
Rick walked back along the roof, about twelve yards from the edge. “Do you trust me?” he asked.
Marcus rolled his eyes. “Impossible fucking question,” he muttered. “You kill me, I’ll never speak to you again.”
“Deal.” Rick held out his arm. “Stay where you are.”
He took off, running so fast it was almost a blur to Marcus. Something slammed across his chest and it felt like he was thrown into the air, except the band around his chest stayed in place.
Rick landed on the other roof neatly, thrusting out a foot to bring himself to a halt. Marcus fell backwards onto his ass. “Ow! Fuck!” He twisted to check the backpack over his shoulders. “You could have warned me!”
“I did. I told you to stand still.” Rick reached under the coat and pulled out the pair of Glocks Marcus had loaned him. Rick had assured Marcus he was ambidextrous and a crack shot. Marcus didn’t bother wondering if he was boasting. Inflating his own abilities just wasn’t a part of Rick’s makeup.
Marcus pulled out his own gun. The twenty-two round Glock 35 was his favorite weapon. He could dunk it in water, roll it in mud and it would still fire. He had three more clips in his pockets. “And can I say for the last time that we should have tested these before diving into a hole where people shoot back?”
“How do we test one? A good result means a dead vampire. I couldn’t think of anyone I wanted to offer up as a test dummy. Besides, vampires don’t tend to shoot back.”
Something flickered in the gathering darkness, just behind Rick. “Duck!” Marcus called, and fell onto his side to further his reach around Rick. The shadow was leaping from high, falling down upon Rick.
Rick flattened himself instantly, falling to the ground so quickly that Marcus had a full range of fire. He squeezed off two shots and made himself stop. They didn’t have that many bullets. They couldn’t spare extras just because he’d been goosed into firing off the whole clip.
The man—the vampire, Marcus assumed—fell to the ground and clutched at his stomach and chest. He looked young, but it was hard to tell in the dark, plus his face was screwed up in pain.
Rick moved toward him and Marcus threw out his hand. “No, stand back.”
Two bright red glowing dots had appeared under the vampires hands, rapidly expanding. His clothing was smoking. The vampire threw his head back and howled.
“Fuck…” Marcus breathed.
The vampire was writhing now and the dots had expanded to cover most of his torso. Guessing what would happen next, Marcus covered his face with his arm, leaving just enough room to peer beneath.
The vampire burst into flames and the flames were neon red. Marcus could feel the heat from where he lay outstretched on the tarmac. He watched in awe. Even though he had predicted this, it was still astonishing and uncomfortable to watch.
These fuckers are the ones that got Ilaria killed, he reminded himself.
Rick stepped around the flaming body and hauled Marcus to his feet. Marcus glared at him. “I told you to stop doing that.”
“I heard you all three times.” Rick glanced at the body. “It works.”
“Almost too well,” Marcus muttered.
“They are directly responsible for killing Ilaria,” Rick said flatly. “If it comforts you, consider that Ilaria is the least of their transgressions. They deserve everything they get.”
“You think I’m getting cold feet?”
“I think you’re starting to think like the civilized human you are.” Rick headed toward the stairwell door. “Coming?”
* * * * *
The building was owned by the League, Rick had discovered. That meant, he explained, that just about everyone in the building would be vampire, or associated with the League. Human servants, Marcus had interpreted for himself.
They moved systematically through the building, checking every room. The building may have been classified for commercial business, but clearly, they were using the upper floors as housing. There were beds, rooms fitted out as make-do kitchens and bathrooms.
Rick took point. “Guard my back,” he said. “Anyone who comes up behind us you can shoot. Humans won’t attack us.”
He would kick in the door, while Marcus kept watch, and take a step into the room and check his targets. Vampires, he shot.
They didn’t meet their first human until they reached the third floor. The thumping and screaming coming from the floor above had stirred the rest of the occupants. They were milling in the corridors, asking each other what was happening. Rick checked his targets and paused.
The people in the corridor were staring at him, their eyes wide. There were women, too – some of them young enough to be called girls. Anger stirred in him as Marcus took in the tousled, fresh innocence of some of them. These were the League’s servants? He gripped his gun harder.
Rick lifted both guns so they were pointing at the ceiling. “Run. All of you. Don’t come back here ever again, or you will pay the consequences.”
They continued to stare at him, most of them wearing puzzled expressions.
“Fucking run, you idiots!” Marcus shouted. “You’re free!”
That stirred them. They all turned and began to push and scramble toward the stairs to the next floor.
“You!” Rick shouted, bringing a gun down.
Several of the humans looked over their shoulders, their eyes wide.
Rick took slow and deliberate aim and fired. The bullet struck the back of one of them, and he fell onto the floor face forward. Almost instantly he began to howl in the same inhuman voice the others had, trying to reach around to his back. The red was spreading and his clothes smoked.
Panic gripped the humans. They began to scream and pummel each other in their determination to get out as fast as possible. They tripped over each other.
“You checked every single one?” Marcus asked. “There was just one among them?”
The body was engulfed in flames now.
“I might have missed one or two, but I don’t think so,” Rick said calmly, watching the body burn. “It’s better to miss a couple than to take one of those pitiful humans.”
Marcus’ anger returned. “Some of them were just kids!”
Rick nodded. “Let’s finish this.”
Marcus couldn’t have agreed more.
It took twenty minutes to quarter the entire building. On the second floor, they met their first resistance. Two vampires tried to set upon them from behind. Marcus calmly shot them in mid-air and watched them drop to the floorboards and begin to writhe. There were three others in the corridor, behind them. The back-up team, Marcus assumed. They watched their colleagues begin to squirm, as they slowly backed up the corridor. Marcus picked off one of them, then the other two turned and sprinted.
It was the end of any organized defense. The ground floor was almost completely empty. “They’ve all run,” Rick surmised as they moved around the empty retail store, stepping around glass counters and cases.
There was a peculiar groaning and cracking sounding above their heads. Rick looked up. “The building is collapsing,” he said. “Either fire, or corrosion eating at the supports.” He walked over to the doors, and put his right hand gun away. Then he straight armed the door, right next to the lock, the heel of his hand smashing against the wood. The doors gave way, swinging open slowly, shivering under the impact.
They stepped out onto the pavement and looked up as they tucked their guns away. Smoke was pouring out of the upper windows. In the distance, sirens wailed.
“Someone called it in. Time to leave,” Marcus declared.
* * * * *
It was only eight p.m. when Marcus stepped into the house, which surprised him. He put his hands into the small of his back and stretched. “It feels like it should be midnight.”
Rick dropped his two Glocks onto the dining table and shrugged out of the coat. “Subjective time dilation. Your range clock is out by three minutes, by the way.”
Marcus looked at the clock, then at the carriage clock on the sideboard. “How do you know that?” he asked Rick.
“I don’t experience time the same way you do. A minute is exactly a minute to me.”
Marcus waved the subject away. “I’m too tired to wade through relativity right now.”
Rick moved to his side. “Do you need to sleep? Your sleep has been irregular for four days.”
“Sleep isn’t what I need.” Marcus grabbed his shirt. “That felt good, tonight. It shouldn’t. I should be appalled. But I’m not.”
“You don’t know them like I did,” Rick replied. “I feel nothing but satisfaction.”
“Yeah. Me, too.” Marcus grinned. “Let’s do it again.”
“There are seventeen other possible locations,” Rick suggested.
“Let’s do them all.”
“Tomorrow. Once you’ve slept.”
“I’ll sleep after,” Marcus growled, drawing him close enough to kiss.
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
Sebastian curled himself over the sleeping form of his wife and buried his nose in her hair. The fragrance was so utterly Winter that he would recognize it anywhere. Simple happiness settled over him.
Outside, he could hear the dawn birds chittering. The sky was starting to lighten, heading for dawn.
Sebastian smoothed his hand over Winter’s hip, his body stirring.
The door opened and closed and Nial was abruptly in the room, standing next to the bed. Vampire speed.
Sebastian sat up. Nial never used his enhanced abilities, unless the occasion warranted it. “What’s happening?” he demanded.
“We have a visitor. Get dressed. Quickly. Winter, too.” Nial turned to leave.
“Who?”
“Kurshid,” he said over his shoulder.
“Fuck,” Sebastian muttered and shook Winter’s shoulder.
* * * * *
Madam Kurshid Tabrizi Amirmoez settled herself on the big lounge chair and arranged her skirt around her knees. She was polished and poised elegance, from head to toe, her blonde hair gleaming in the sunlight just lifting over the window sill.
Winter moved to the sideboard that they used as a bar, and started making a martini, without being asked.
Sebastian sprawled on the end of the sofa, while Nial sat on the other arm.
The woman that accompanied Kurshid planted herself next to the arm of Kurshid’s chair and crossed her arms. She was Amazonian in proportions – she was at least six feet tall, and her shoulders matched her height. She had short black hair and muddy brown eyes.
Winter pulled up a side table next to Kurshid, on the other side from the Amazon, and placed the Martini on the table.
“Thank you, child,” Kurshid told her and reached for the glass.
Sebastian watched carefully as she drank nearly half the glass before putting it back on the table. It was still fascinating despite knowing how Kurshid was able to drink.
Kurshid looked up at Winter. “I wonder…would you mind terribly much…?” She held out her hand.
Winter smiled. “Of course not,” she said and took the woman’s hand. She held it for a moment and let it go. “You should have relief for several hours now.”
Kurshid touched her temple. “It is most appreciated. I will be able to concentrate on the conversation now.” Winter had chilled off Kurshid’s empathic abilities for a while, so now she wouldn’t have to drink to dull the endless flow of feelings showering her from the people around her.
“You honor us with your visit, Madam,” Nial said. “It is unexpected but most welcome.”
“Is it?” Kurshid said shortly. “I am here because my presence was requested.”
Sebastian could see Nial was surprised, but it was only because he knew him so well.
“Will your requester be joining us?” Nial asked politely.
Kurshid’s smile was dry. “You should be pleased they will not be joining us.”
“I presume, then, you will not reveal their name?”
Kurshid patted the arm of her chair impatiently. “Come, come, Nathanial. Your people are tearing up this town. They are rooting out every League-controlled location in the city, and you try to plead innocence?”
Nial’s expression was blank and neutral, the one he wore when his thoughts were racing. Sebastian forced himself to look away from him, for staring would tell Kurshid too much.
They had been receiving reports about the fires across L.A. all week. Tenement buildings, old commercial sublets, warehouses and residential homes had been gutted by blazes. Witnesses had reported the sound of repeated gunfire before the blazes had broken out, but no bodies were found at any of the scenes.
The fires were all at locations that Rick had pinpointed as belonging to the League.
They had heard about the first of the fires on television and Winter had drawn their attention to the area, pointing with the remote at the screen: “Isn’t there a commercial building on that street that Cyneric thought was a League address?”
It had sent Sebastian scrambling for the list he had transferred to his computer. He pulled it up and Nial read it over his shoulder. “That one,” he said. “Kent Street.”
Winter, who had followed them into the office, bit her lip. “If we didn’t do it, then are the Libertatus making a move?”
“They don’t have this list,” Nial pointed out. “We do.”
“It could be coincidence,” Sebastian pointed out.
“And Rick remembers everything. Let’s wait and see if this is the start of something or just coincidence,” Nial said. “But just in case, send the list out to our friends. They can keep an eye open, across the city.”
The next fire had broken out the very next day, and in broad daylight. The warehouse in Van Nuys had gone up in flames inside twenty minutes. Sebastian received a text message as the building was still burning, from one of their trusted contacts. The text had included the address. The address was on the list.
Nial had crossed his arms and said nothing.
When the third address on the list had burned to cinders, Nial had sworn softly. “Get Rick here. Now. I don’t care how inconvenient he finds it.”
But Sebastian’s calls, text messages and emails had all gone unanswered.
The fourth address, burned on day four, wasn’t on their list. Nial had considered it for a minute. “Rick has been adding to his list on his own time. Keep trying to reach him, Bastian. I’ll have his ass for this.”
Sebastian nodded. “You know it’s probably not Rick on his own?”
“I know.” Nial’s frown deepened.
“You did say Ilaria’s influence wasn’t done yet,” Sebastian pointed out.
Nial’s scowl deepened.
That had been two days ago. There had been two more burnings since then. Someone had reached out to Kurshid, asking her to intervene. And now she sat in their living room, demanding an explanation.
“It seems unlikely, Madam,” Nial said carefully, “for someone like you to have friends that are members of the League.”
Kurshid’s mouth turned down. “It is most unlikely,” she agreed. “It was the Pro Libertatus who contacted me, via intermediaries. They are concerned, Nathanial. They know it is your people doing this and they are afraid of what you are stirring up.”
Nial considered that. “This is an unofficial overture, then?”
“They will not contact you directly,” Kurshid said. “You understand why they will not?”
Sebastian didn’t know. But Nial drew in a breath and let it out. “They don’t want to be associated with us in any way. They’re worried about how Heru will react.”
“You’re risking open war, Nathanial,” Kurshid said. “A war in this city cannot be hidden from humans. Not for long.” She reached for the martini. “Your people would not survive long, either.”
“I know,” Nial said.
She put the glass back down without drinking from it. “Then you are not responsible for this mess.” Her mouth turned down in disapproval. “You have so little control over your own people?”
“It is…” Nial began, pushing his fingers through his hair.
Complicated, Sebastian added silently for him.
“…a long story,” Nial finished.
“I came a long way to hear this story,” she assured him. “Speak.”
* * * * *
Marcus jogged up the steps from the beach to his deck, feeling a pleasant ache in his calves. It had been too long since he’d done any running. More than a week had slipped by. It had been an extraordinary time, but he needed to focus back on mundane, ordinary activities and keep himself grounded.
Rick was standing at the open doorway, looking very tall in black trousers and a black polar neck sweater. He wasn’t watching Marcus. His gaze was out somewhere on the horizon. Or Marcus thought it was, until he got closer. He stopped in front of him, and saw that Rick’s stare was inwards.
“Meditating?” he asked.
“My…a friend of mine. She has arrived in Los Angeles.”
“You have friends?” Marcus asked.
Rick’s gaze refocused on him and he rolled his eyes.
“Where’s she from?” Marcus asked. “Britain?”
“She lives in Europe.”
“And you know she’s in town because…she texted you?”
“I just know,” Rick said flatly.
“In your mind,” Marcus clarified. He moved past Rick and into the kitchen. He needed water like a dog in the desert.
“I suppose, yes.”
“You can mind read?” Marcus asked. “Wait, stupid question. You’re a bio-computer. You probably predicted it.”
Rick followed him over to the counter. “I didn’t predict this, although in hindsight, I should have. If I had spent any time considering the consequences of what we have been doing this last week, I might have known she would be drawn here.”
Marcus gulped down a glass of water. “Wanna rephrase that for the merely mortal?”
Rick spread his hands on the counter. “Kurshid is an Ancient One, but she is not as withdrawn as the rest. She can still function in the real world when she wants to and occasionally she will step in and involve herself in vampire affairs if she feels they are…”
“Coming off the rails?” Marcus suggested.
“Yes,” Rick agreed flatly. “She has a uniquely long range view of both human and vampire matters,” he added. “Someone contacted her and called for her assistance.”
“Nial?” Marcus suggested. “You’ve been avoiding his calls.”
Rick looked surprised. “How did you—?”
“I read your text messages. You really should put a PIN on your phone.”
“I will, now,” Rick replied dryly. “It wasn’t Nial. He would try to resolve the problem himself before asking help of anyone. That’s what the calls were.”
“The League?” Marcus asked.
“Kurshid wouldn’t deal with them. They’re the white trash of the vampire world and Kurshid is…”
Royalty, Marcus thought to himself. There was a subtle note of admiration in Rick’s voice that told him this Kurshid held the type of status in his mind that most people held for royalty.
“…a lady,” Rick finished.
Marcus drank the rest of his water. “That just leaves the Libertatus.”
“They would reach out to her, if they thought they could do it without entanglements.”
“You’re leaving me behind again, Ricky.”
Rick scowled. He didn’t like that version of his name, so Marcus used it a lot, when he wanted to tease. “Kurshid is nominally neutral in vampire affairs, but she likes Nial and I’m working for him.”
Marcus shook his head. “I’m still missing something.”
“I was her personal assistant – I suppose I still am. I have been for a very long time. The Libertatus would only contact her if they could do it through a cut-off, because they aren’t sure enough about her neutrality to contact her openly.”
Marcus considered everything that was implied by that. “They’re afraid. The Libertatus.”
“Yes.” Rick smoothed his hands over the counter. “I must go to her. She will be expecting me.”
“What is she going to do to you?” Marcus asked.
“I imagine there will be shouting involved. Kurshid will be at Nial’s house by now.” His mouth turned down. “Sebastian will have much to say. He has never trusted me. He will interpret this as a sign that I have betrayed them.”
Marcus snorted. “An idiot can figure out that’s not what this was about.”
“Yes, but Sebastian will use it to hit back.” Rick shrugged. “It’s a minor matter, really. Sebastian distrusts anyone who doesn’t respond to emotions. He’s a fiery Irishman and passion is his language.”
Marcus put the glass down. “Give me fifteen minutes to get ready.”
“You’re not—”
“Of course I’m going with you. Are you fucking insane?” Marcus railed at him.
Rick stared at him. “Very well,” he said finally.
As Marcus turned to head to the bedroom, he saw Rick smile.
He took a fast shower and dressed as rapidly as possible. This time, he put on trousers and a fresh shirt. If Kurshid was the royalty that Rick was implying, then jeans and a tee-shirt really didn’t cut it, especially when you were about to get your ass kicked.
Rick had been busy, too. Marcus’ insulated picnic box sat on the kitchen counter. Inside was a four liter wine bottle, filled with pyrrhus. Tea towels were stuffed down around the bottle, keeping it upright. While pyrrhus wasn’t as volatile as nitroglycerin, a spill became a problem, because it ate through just about everything.
“You’re handing it over?” Marcus asked, pushing his cellphone into his pocket.
“It’s time,” Rick said.
They had spoken about this, in the dark, late at night when Marcus was too wired to sleep. He’d never intended to hand it over to the CIA. He had developed it on his own time, as a project to keep himself occupied. Once he had begun to realize the ramifications of the pyrrhus, he had known there was no one else he could ethically give it to. It needed to be destroyed, never to be made again, or else given to the entire world all at once. Either option was out of his reach as a private citizen.
But the vampires could use it. It could counter Heru’s possession of the Blood Stone, neutralizing him, if it was used properly as leverage.
Marcus understood that Rick was taking it to Nial now as a peace offering. An apology.
“Let’s go do this, then,” Marcus said.
Rick zipped up the box and picked it up.
* * * * *
Winter felt a tap on her shoulder and looked around. Dominic stood just behind her, well out of the way of the flow of people in and out of the office.
When she looked, he held out a sheet of paper to her. She took it and read it. It wasn’t the first time he had spoken to her this way.
i want you to heel me. so i can hear again. then i will know what everyone else does.
Winter looked up at him. “Oh, Dominic,” she said softly, appalled. It hadn’t occurred to her that he felt like he was missing out. Between reading lips and sign language, he seemed to get along okay.
He took back the sheet and wrote quickly, resting it on the back of the book he was holding. Then he gave it back to her.
i know something is hapening. i want to help.
Winter glanced around the office, at the controlled chaos that was rolling through this room and out into the lounge, where she could just see Kurshid, sitting in the center of the storm, with Nial on the kitchen chair next to her.
Dominic tapped her shoulder and handed her the sheet again.
now. please?
Even Dominic had picked up on the building tension in the house. She looked into his eyes. He was staring at her steadily, his dark brown eyes filled with patience.
“Alright,” she said, picking up his hand. “But somewhere less noisy than this.” She pulled him through to the passage way, then into the kitchen, and back out into the formal dining room that they almost never used. The big oak chairs sat in a regimented row down both sides of the table. The room was empty.
Winter pulled two chairs away from the table and put them together. She sat on one and indicated that Dominic should sit on the other, facing her.
He sat and looked at her expectantly. Excitement was shining in his eyes.
Winter picked up his hand again. “I can only look,” she told him, hoping he would understand. “I may not be able to fix anything.”
She inserted her awareness into his body, making her presence small like Iona had taught her. She found the hearing canals and traced them to the ear drum and saw with a start of unhappiness that the ear drums had been almost torn away. There was very little of them left. She could repair injuries, but she could not build organs out of nothing.
But she did not want to withdraw so quickly, with such bad news, so she made herself smaller and smaller, until his cells were orbs hanging silently around her like Christmas decorations. It was becoming much easier to do.
She shrank down until the walls of the cells were open latticework and slid inside. Ahead, she could see the double helix. Excitement touched her. This was alien ground, yet the helix called to her. She understood it, like the voice of an old friend. She let herself float over the length of it, reading its print, absorbing the facts they told her – Hispanic origins. South America. She spotted the recessive for blue eyes. Dominic had a blue-eyed mother or father.
More facts, rippling down the chain. Then, there! Yes! Hearing. Sound absorption. It was not named either of those things, but Winter recognized it. She quickly rifled through her own DNA, finding the matching pattern. Hers was slightly different. The difference was the key.
She nudged Dominic’s genes, rearranging them.
“Winter!” The call came from outside herself. Outside Dominic.
She hurried, swapping the genes around. Reshaping them.
“Winter!”
Now the patterns were the same. Satisfied, she lifted herself out of the helix, out of the cell. She pushed the cell toward its neighbor and watched the electrolytes bond them. They would swap information, then turn and bond with other cells, replicating the change across cell after cell.
Satisfied, Winter sat up in her chair, pulling her awareness back to just her own body.
Sebastian was shaking her shoulder. “Winter,” he said, his voice not quite urgent.
Winter looked up at him. “What is it?”
“Kurshid says they’re coming.”
“Both of them?”
“Yes.”
“Then she was right. Rick felt she was here and is coming to see her.”
“She says maybe ten minutes.”
Dominic drew in a sharp breath and she turned to look at him. He was staring at his hands. She touched his knee to get his attention. “I couldn’t fix your hearing,” she told him. “The damage is too severe. But I made a tiny change. It might help.”
Dominic was staring at her. Tears glittered in his eyes.
“I’m sorry,” Winter said, her heart hurting.
“I can hear you,” Dominic whispered. He brought his hand up to his head, but instead of touching his ears, he pressed his fingers against his temple. “In my head. I can hear you.” A single tear spilled down his cheek.
“What the fuck, Winter?” Sebastian breathed. “What did you do?”
“I…” She swallowed, staring at Dominic. “I changed his genes.”
“You messed with his DNA?” Sebastian asked incredulously.
“Just the healing part,” she said. “I made it like mine. I thought…he might be able to heal himself.”
“He’s like you, now?”
Winter bit her lip. She reached forward and picked up Dominic’s hand again. “Can you see inside me?” she asked.
Dominic’s finger curled around her own. He looked at her. “I can see inside your head.” He lifted up her hand. “I do not need to touch you to see.” He let her hand drop. “When you speak, I can see what you are saying, in your head.”
“Is healing the only genes you touched?” Sebastian asked.
“I thought so. But you were talking to me. I looked away for a tiny fraction of a second….”
“What was next to them?” Sebastian pressed.
Dominic was frowning, watching them both. “She woke up my brain,” he said. “Just a small bit, in the parietal lobe.”
“What does the parietal lobe control?” Sebastian asked.
“Senses,” Dominic and Winter said together.
Sebastian rested his other hand on Dominic’s shoulder. “We don’t have time to sort this out. Don’t say anything to the others yet. There’s too much going on as it is. Dominic, congratulations, man. I’m glad for you. But now I need your help.”
“Tracking down Heru,” Dominic said, standing up.
“I didn’t say that,” Sebastian said.
“You did in your head.”
Sebastian blew out his breath. “Oh, this is going to be so much fun. C’mon, wonder boy. Time to work.”
Dominic smiled at Winter. “Thank you,” he said.
“Don’t thank me yet,” she said darkly, thinking of all the possible complications that might yet happen.
Dominic shook his head. “I don’t care,” he told her. “I will face whatever comes.” Even his speech had lost its odd inflections. He patted her shoulder as he passed.
* * * * *
Rick parked outside the tall fence and glanced around. “Everyone is here,” he remarked. “That’s Garrett’s Rover. And Roman’s car.” He shrugged. “To be expected,” he said and got out.
Marcus put the strap of the lunchbox over his shoulder and caught up with him. “Just for the record,” he said casually. “I’d do it all over again, given the chance.”
“The raids?” Rick said, opening the gate.
“Those, too.”
Rick glanced at him.
They walked through and the gate clanged shut behind them. It was an ominous sound.
Rick’s gaze returned to the ground in front of his feet. “Remember what I said about not getting involved with humans?”
“Yeah.”
Three more steps. “I didn’t know I was lying.”
Marcus’ chest squeezed. “I did.”
They marched up to the house together.
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
Sebastian was too tense to sit, so he took up a position next to Nial’s chair, spread his feet and hid his fists behind his back. There had been too much happening in the last two hours and this thing with Dominic was just the icing on the cake. A deaf man who could hear….
Everyone was arranged around the living room in a rough semi-circle, lining the walls, leaving a large space in the middle of the room open. Kate sat on the other big lounge chair, the one matching Kurshid’s. Garrett and Roman were resting on either arm. Garrett was holding Kate’s hand.
Winter sat on the sideboard, her feet up, her knees hugging her chest, with her arms around them. She was probably feeling guilty and afraid right now. What had she been thinking, fucking around with live DNA? If the worst of it was that Dominic could scan personal thoughts while he was “listening” to people, she should consider herself lucky and warned at the same time.
Dominic was standing at the kitchen door, his shoulder against the frame. He was hugging himself, a small smile playing on his lips. Sebastian mentally sighed.
Kurshid and her bruiser were where they had originally stationed themselves. They hadn’t moved from there in the last three hours.
The front door opened, then closed a few seconds later. Shadows moved across the sun-lit tiles. Then Rick and Marcus Anderson appeared. They showed no surprise at the assembly of people in the room. Anderson was carrying what looked like a cooler over his shoulder.
They both stepped into the center of the room. Anderson put the cooler down.
“Madam,” Rick said formally, and gave a graceful nod of his head in acknowledgement. “Nathanial,” he added coolly.
“You know why we’re all here,” Nathanial said.
“Of course,” Rick replied. “So you might save us all a tedious time by actually not speaking it aloud. There has been a development.”
“You start a civil war and consider it not worth talking about?” Nial asked.
“No war has started yet, and it will not start if you would only listen to me.”
Anderson touched the back of Cyneric’s shoulder. Sebastian wouldn’t have seen it if he had not been standing at an angle to them. Startled, Sebastian considered the touch. Was he warning Rick? Reassuring him? It didn’t matter – the touch itself forced Sebastian to reconsider the animosity he thought existed between them.
Common enemies made uneasy allies. Both Nial and he had guessed that Marcus Anderson was helping Rick, but Sebastian had assumed it was a reluctant cooperation. He recalled the pair of them propped against the back of Rick’s car, after the explosion. They had both looked stiff with shock and grief, two strangers with the only connection between them now dead.
Perhaps they had found a way to keep the connection alive.
Kurshid rested her hand on Nial’s knee. It had the effect of silencing him. “Cyneric, my old friend,” she said, her voice melodious. “You have always acted in good judgment, for as long as I’ve known you. But these people and many others are worried. They do not understand how events unfold the way you do. Please explain it to them.”
“Of course, madam,” Rick said. He inclined his head toward her.
The sound of a phone ringing was very loud in the room. Anderson reached into his pocket. “Sorry,” he muttered and answered it. He moved away from Cyneric, closer to the doorway into the front passage, turning his back to the room. “Casper, hi. This isn’t a good….What?....You’re not bullshitting me, are you?...Fuck. No, I’m on my way.” He disconnected and looked at Rick, who had turned to face him. “My house is on fire,” he said in a monotone.
Sebastian saw a remarkable thing then. Fear showed on Rick’s face. It was momentary, and he pulled himself together quickly. Then Sebastian processed what Marcus had said. His house was burning. Fire.
Rick spun back to look at Nial. “It is vital we go back there at once. The police and the fire department do not know what they are dealing with.”
“What are they dealing with?” Nial asked.
Rick picked up the cooler on the floor and placed it on Nial’s knees. “Guard this like it was liquid TNT and nitroglycerin combined, for it is.”
“Rick,” Marcus called urgently, moving toward the door.
“Coming,” Rick said shortly. He looked back at Nial. “This is the League hitting back,” he said quickly. “They don’t want to start a war any more than you do, so they’re making it personal.” He shook his head. “No, it’s been personal all the time.”
“Your revenge stops here, Rick!” Nial called after him as he strode across the room, picking out his car key from the ring as he went.
Rick’s response was the slamming of the front door.
Everyone in the room seemed to shift in reaction. Nial stood up and placed the cooler on the chair. “Sebastian, Roman, follow them to Anderson’s house. There’s more at work here than petty revenge. Find out what it is.”
Sebastian glanced at Roman, who stood and dug in his pocket for keys. He turned and kissed Kate on the cheek, while Nial zipped open the cooler and flipped back the lid.
Nial stepped back, looking down at the contents. Sebastian leaned over and looked, too. A wine bottle, packed in with what looked like kitchen towels. “What is it?” he asked.
“Some kind of liquid explosive.” Nial closed the lid on it. “That explains the fires. If Marcus has it stored at his house, then they’re worried it will explode in the fire. Be careful,” he added, glancing at Sebastian. “This stuff kills vampires.”
Sebastian opened his mouth to ask how he knew that.
“No bodies, no clothing, no personal accessories found at the scene,” Winter murmured. She had crept up next to him. “That means they burned to ashes. All of them—nothing was left, not even their clothing.”
“What is this shit?” Sebastian breathed.
“Go and find out,” Nial told him.
Roman was standing at the door. Sebastian hurried over to him. “Figure you can beat Rick back there?”
“Not even with a Porsche,” he replied. “But from the sound of it, I don’t think I want to be there first.” He headed for the door.
Sebastian followed.
* * * * *
There was very little left of the wood-framed house by the time they got back to Malibu. The fire had consumed everything from the ground up.
The fire chief wouldn’t let them near the house, and Marcus couldn’t tell them the real reason why it was imperative they be given access. Rick could see frustration and fear tearing at him, and stepped up beside him. “It’s a matter of state security,” he said.
“And you are?” the chief asked, turning his soot and sweat covered face to look at him.
Rick glanced at Marcus. He had given him the hint he needed. It was up to him to take it from there.
Marcus had understood. He dug into his pocket and pulled out his ID badge. “CIA,” he said. “There are things in the basement that I need to secure at the earliest possible moment.”
The chief shook his head, the chin strap of his helmet swinging. “No one is going into that basement. It’s only got a half-wall.”
“So?” Marcus asked, baffled.
“The concrete only rises halfway up the wall,” Rick told him. “The fire is eating the studs inside the top half of the wall. They’re waiting for it to collapse.”
“Your friend got it in one,” the chief said. “You’d better listen to him.” He shook his head. “Gotta be a pretty old house. I haven’t seen a basement in years.”
“It is old,” Marcus said. “It was one of the original houses on the beach.”
“Well, there goes another piece of history then.” The chief curled up his lip and walked away.
Marcus turned and watched the ruins of his house smolder and smoke. So did Rick. “What might happen when all that steel drops into the basement?” he asked quietly.
“Possibly nothing,” Marcus replied. “It’s stored in a fireproof cabinet. It’s the heat I’m worried about. There are some incendiary chemicals down there. If they catch fire….”
But the fire fighters spent the next two hours spraying fire retardant on the walls, cooling them down and putting out whatever fire remained, while the joists and walls groaned and shifted, but didn’t collapse.
Rick listened to the timbers shifting and leaned toward Marcus, where he was sitting on the doorstep of the fire truck, the closest they were allowed to get. “The steel…it’s keeping the fire out of the basement,” he murmured. “If they douse the walls, then it will stay intact.”
Marcus nodded.
Another hour passed and the sun was high overhead when the fire chief found them once more. “You can go in on two conditions,” he said. “You sign a waiver against personal injury, and you go down there with two of my guys.” He held out a clipboard.
Marcus took the board and scribbled his signature. Rick did the same, making his completely illegible.
The chief whistled and waved his arm. Two fire fighters jogged over. “Take these two down into the basement and try to bring them out in one piece. Get them some boots and a jacket each.”
One of the fire fighters jerked his head. “This way.”
Once they were kitted out with boots and the heavy fire retardant coats, the two fire fighters walked them over the groaning floor joists, insisting they follow their steps exactly. The basement door was lying over the top of the joists. The frame that had once held it in place was gone.
The stairwell that had been behind the door was like a black hole, the iron stairs dark with soot.
“Watch your step,” one of the two guides said and made his way down the stairs. He switched on a powerful flashlight as he went. Marcus and Rick followed him down, and the second guide was the tail.
Three steps from the bottom, water swirled darkly, oily highlights picking up the flashlight beam and sparkly with a rainbow of colors. Unnamable objects bobbed and glided about in the water.
The firefighter stepped into the muck without hesitation, climbing down the last two steps with his hand on the rail. He moved forward a few steps, playing the flashlight around the room, up at the ceiling, and along the walls. Then he whistled. “Looks like someone was here before.”
Marcus sloshed through the water to the firefighter’s side and Rick climbed down the last of the steps.
The surfaces of the two long benches were a good two feet above the water level. The ceiling and walls were intact, but showed signs of bulging and warping, especially in the top half of the walls.
Rick had noticed that Marcus was a fastidiously tidy worker. His benches had been clean and shining, the instruments maintained and lined up in neat rows. None of that precision remained. Someone had systematically destroyed every instrument on the benches, and dashed all the tools and glassware to the floor. The beam of the flashlight picked up broken shards glinting under the water. Beakers, flasks, pipettes…it was all smashed.
Marcus turned to look at the cabinet where the pyrrhus was stored. One door stood ajar, buckled and mangled where the lock had been. He slogged through the water to the cabinet and wrenched open the other door. Rick could see from where he stood that the cabinet was empty.
Marcus hung his head for a moment.
“I think we’ve seen enough,” Rick told their two guides. “Marcus, let’s go.”
Marcus trudged back to the stairs. His face was blank and expressionless. The firefighter stepped aside and let him climb up. As he passed him, Rick patted his shoulder and wasn’t surprised to feel it trembling.
* * * * *
There was yet another surprise waiting for them by the time they got back to Rick’s car. Sebastian and Roman were leaning against the car, waiting for them.
“Did you find it?” Sebastian asked, straightening up.
Marcus shook his head. He knew what Sebastian was asking, but he couldn’t give voice to the disaster just yet.
“It’s called pyrrhus,” Rick said. “Someone cleaned out the entire stockpile before they set light to the house. They didn’t realize the basement walls were steel. They were counting on the fire hiding their theft.”
Roman was still leaning against the front of the car, his arms crossed. “I checked with the neighbors and around the area. There were three men seen looking in the windows of the house, around nine a.m.”
They had barely left the house at nine. “Fuck,” Marcus muttered. “They were watching. They saw us leave.”
“The flames were seen not long after that,” Sebastian said. “We got descriptions. It sounds a lot like one of them was Verlyn Zink.”
“’Bald, small and bad teeth,’” Roman quoted.
“That would be him,” Rick agreed.
“Who is Verlyn Zink?” Marcus asked. “League?”
Rick nodded.
“Then they have all of it, and they destroyed the lab, so I have no way to make more. There was two hundred and forty liters in that cabinet.”
“What would two hundred and forty liters do?” Roman asked.
“The four liters sitting back at Nial’s house could level half a city block. You work it out,” Marcus told them.
Roman stood up, digging for keys. “That’s something Nial needs to know.”
“Not just Nial,” Sebastian added. “This shifts everything around. The Pro Libertatus should know what the League has got.”
“In addition to the Blood Stone,” Roman said. He shook his head. “Heru could kill the planet with those two things alone.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
Rick unlocked the door and pushed it open and stepped aside. “Go in,” he told Marcus.
Marcus hefted the grocery bag, shifting it to the other arm, and stepped inside. He looked around curiously. “You said this is Roman’s apartment?”
“He lived here before he moved in with Garrett and Kate.” Rick dropped his keys onto a small shelf next to the front door and shut the door.
“You guys don’t stint yourselves much, do you?”
“Generally, no,” Rick told him. “The money keeps piling up. We have to do something with it, or taxes would send us broke.”
Marcus blinked. He hadn’t thought of that. Taxes. They would have to pay taxes, if they were posing as human. “Hope you have a good tax accountant,” he said.
“The best. He’s been honing his trade for three centuries.” Rick smiled.
Marcus moved over to the peninsular bar that separated the kitchen from the small dining area and put the bag of food on it. He looked around. Everything was neat and tidy. Of course. The kitchen looked untouched.
“You should make yourself at home,” Rick said, behind him. “You are most likely to be here a while. I understand your insurance companies can take their time settling matters.”
Marcus turned to face him. “Do you mind?” he asked.
Rick crossed the floor to stand in front of him. “I’m sorry about your house, Marcus.”
Marcus swallowed. “I care more about the pyrrhus.”
Rick shook his head. “You’re worried about the pyrrhus. But you lost your home today. That’s the more important matter. I don’t care how long you have to stay here.”
“You don’t care that I’m here?”
Rick’s jaw rippled. “That’s a different matter.”
Marcus looked around the room one more time. “Bedroom and bathroom upstairs?” he guessed.
Rick nodded.
“I need a shower,” Marcus told him. “I have to wash some of this day away before I can think.”
Rick stepped back. “If you want to risk my cooking, I’ll make that steak for you while you’re doing that.”
Marcus snorted. “Your cooking is probably better than mine. I’m so hungry I could eat it raw. Do your worst.”
He trudged upstairs and opened doors, figuring out the layout. There were two bathrooms to pick from. “Ah, screw it,” he muttered and walked through the big main bedroom to the ensuite. He didn’t care what it said that he was using Rick’s private bathroom. He had a feeling Rick wouldn’t give a damn, either.
The shower was heavenly. Hot, with good water pressure and there was a ton of room in the cubicle. Marcus sat on the tiles and let the water beat down on his head and shoulders and tried not to think about the pyrrhus and what could be done with it if someone truly maniacal got their hands on it.
Rick banged on the stall door and Marcus slid it aside a few inches and peered out at him. Rick held up Marcus’ cellphone.
Marcus looked at the puddle of denim he’d left on the floor. Rick must have fished it out of his jeans pocket.
“What’s your PIN?” Rick asked.
Marcus told him. Rick punched it in, then swiped a couple of times. He nodded and held out not just Marcus’ phone, but his own, too, holding them side by side. “You just got a text message. So did I,” he said.
Marcus turned his head so the water wasn’t splashing in his face, and read the screens.
Help me! 587-45681 Forrest. Both messages were identical.
He looked at the sender ID line. It was a raw cellphone number. One he recognized. He looked up at Rick, his stomach rolling. “It can’t be her,” he whispered.
“It’s her burner phone,” Rick said. “But anyone could have sent the message.”
“Heru?” Marcus asked.
Rick sat on the floor and crossed his legs. “Probably.”
“Then this is a trap.” The sick feeling eased and his hope died. “He has to know we’d figure that out.”
Rick put Marcus’ phone down, and tapped his thumbs on his own screen, writing a message. “He does,” he said flatly. “Which means that the trap has to be diabolical. He’s so confident that we won’t be able to escape the trap that he doesn’t care if we know it’s a trap going in.”
Marcus got up and turned off the water with an angry wrench of his wrist. “Ilaria is dead,” he said flatly. “Why would we dive down his hole? Why do we even care?”
Rick looked up as Marcus stepped out of the shower and reached for the big, luxurious towel hanging on the hook on the wall. “Because if there is even the slightest chance she might be alive, I would walk through pyrrhus aflame to release her.” Rick dropped his gaze back to his cellphone. “So would you.”
He was right. The chances that Ilaria might be alive were remote, grading down to zero. Nevertheless, Marcus wanted to sprint to the address they’d been given, just to make sure.
Rick was still thumbing out a text.
“You’re telling Nial?” Marcus asked.
Rick hit ‘send’ and put the phone on the floor next to Marcus’. “We’re going to spring the trap,” he said, “but I don’t want to rush in there without back-up and preparation. Unfortunately, Heru knows me as well as I know him, so anything I think of now he has had days to devise counter-moves to defeat me.”
Marcus picked up his pants and thrust his legs into them. He was going to have to buy new clothes at the first opportunity. He’d just lost his entire wardrobe. “Then maybe I’d better do the thinking,” he suggested.
“Whatever we do, we should do it fast,” Rick said. “There’s only three hours of daylight left. I don’t want to still be there when Heru stirs.”
* * * * *
Marcus peered through the tinted limousine windows at the apartment block. It was a run-down building with old-fashioned siding and broken windows. The garden beds where shrubs and plants would once have thrived were patches of weeds and bare soil. There were three palm trees spread out across the front of the lot, but they were desiccated, dying specimens, their leaves brown and hanging forlornly against the trunks.
“This is one of the League’s locations,” Rick said, next to him.
“It wasn’t on your list,” Sebastian said. He was sitting on the back seat with Nial.
Nial rapped his knuckles against the window next to him. “Sunset in just under an hour.”
The limousine sat across the road and fifteen yards down from the apartment block. Roman, Garrett and Kate were in their own car, on the other side of the block facing the back of the apartments. Winter and Dominic were on the roof of the building across from the apartment block, as observers.
Everyone was linked into the communications net Sebastian had set up. It was hands-free and live at all times. If someone spoke, everyone heard it.
Marcus checked the clip in his borrowed gun. His Glock 35 was buried under a ton of smoking timber and whatever else was left of his house. Roman had also supplied Rick with a pair of Berettas. Marcus wasn’t happy about having to use a gun he wasn’t familiar with. On top of that, they didn’t have any of the pyrrhus bullets, so the guns were going to be of limited use.
Rick had been blasé about the limitations. “If you shoot them between the eyes, you’ll slow a vampire down long enough to move on. Besides, we’re trying to sneak in. Firing off fifty rounds is going to tell them we’re there before we want them to know that.”
Marcus pushed the gun into the waistband of his jeans and pulled the shirt out and over it. Tension was coiling in his gut. “Okay,” he said.
Rick was sitting like a statue next to him. He had barely spoken on the journey here. The few sentences he had uttered had been short and icy. It had taken Marcus a while to puzzle out that this was how Rick behaved around most people. No one else in the limousine had seemed to notice anything odd about his manner, or his barely veiled impatience over stupid questions. Given that they had not been able to give Nial a full explanation about Heru and Ilaria before Marcus had been called to his blazing house, there had been a lot of questions. Most of them were what Rick would consider stupid because the asker could figure out the answer for himself with a little thought.
“I don’t like the two of you going in alone,” Nial said. This wasn’t the first time he had said it, but Rick had insisted that if anyone other than the two of them entered the building, then Heru would spring the trap.
Marcus touched the two-way communicator bud in his ear. He didn’t like the buds, but it was imperative they remain linked to Nial’s team at all times and they couldn’t use phones to do that while they were carrying guns. “Time, gentlemen,” he said. “We have to move now.”
Rick nodded and reached for the door. Marcus went out the other door and they met on the pavement and walked silently and openly over the road to the apartment block. This had been Marcus’ idea. Rick had wanted to find a back entrance, or basement entrance, or anything other than the front door, which was why Marcus had refused to consider it. “He’s expecting you to look for a sneaky entrance,” he told Rick and the others sitting around Nial’s living room. “So we go in the front door, bold as brass. So far, he’s been keeping a human face on his affairs, so they look like humans doing human business. He won’t take us out in the foyer, in full view of the public.”
Nial had unhappily agreed with Marcus.
So now they walked up the path to the glassed-in front door of the building. The foyer inside looked empty.
Marcus pushed on the door. There was an electronic click and it opened under his hand. He swore. “Well, now he knows we’re here. The door just told him.”
“He always knew we would come.” Rick pushed the door open wider and stepped inside. He took out one of his guns and left it hanging by his side, his finger curled around the trigger guard.
Marcus stepped in and let the door close. He looked around. The foyer was as empty as it had looked from outside.
Rick turned his head, his eyes half shut. “Nothing,” he murmured. “No movement anywhere.” He looked at Marcus. “I think the building is empty.”
“Fifth floor,” Marcus prompted him. “Room five-eighteen.”
They took the stairs, checking each turn carefully before proceeding, but Marcus knew Rick would hear the slightest movement long before they spotted anyone. As they wound up the flights, the tightness in his chest increased. His mouth was dry and his heart was thundering. He had no idea what to expect. He didn’t know vampires well enough to begin to guess about the shape of the threat ahead of them, but Rick’s caution and his hidden fear let Marcus’ imagination paint terrible scenarios.
The fifth floor was as empty as the other four. Nothing moved. The silence made Marcus’ heart ram against his chest. What hidden eyes were watching them? Were cross-hairs lined up on them right now?
Marcus checked the room numbers on the two closest doors and turned right to head down the passage to 518.
It was the third one from the stairs. They stood in front of the door, looking at the old, scratched numbers on it. “We’re here,” Rick said shortly, for Nial’s benefit.
Marcus pulled out his gun. Rick reached for the second one under his coat.
His heart was thudding so loudly in his ears and his mind that Marcus could barely hear. He was shaking. Adrenaline, he told himself. This was how he had felt the first few times during field operations, after he had been transferred from the lab. His training had been thorough and they had covered the physiological effects of adrenaline, stage fright, and the freezing that agents experience the first few times they were shot at, but the intellectual knowledge didn’t help when he finally had to commit himself to action in the theatre of the real.
For nearly three months, he had thrown up after every operation. Eventually he had become used to the hot, sickly surge of adrenaline, and the shakes had diminished as he had developed more experience with field ops and the patterns they followed, plus the routines that would save his life.
But now he was back to the shakes. What was behind the door?
Rick reached for the door handle. He touched it experimentally, with his fingertip. Then he curled his fingers around the knob and turned it very slowly. The door clicked open. It was unlocked.
Rick looked at Marcus, so he nodded. He wasn’t ready but then, he was never going to be ready. He lifted his gun to the rapid fire position and curled his other hand under the butt, stabilizing it.
Rick swept the door open and Marcus strode in. Three steps, then a side step to clear Rick’s path.
His gaze swept around the room. Shock sagged his jaw and lowered his gun.
The apartment was empty, except for twelve blue plastic filtered water containers. All of them were full, the plastic molded lids Marcus had used to seal them still in place. They sat in neat rows along either side of the living room area.
In the middle of the room was a step ladder, opened up into an inverted “v”. On the top steps, straddling them, was an ordinary kitchen cutting board. Its edges barely reached either step.
Sitting on top of the board was about two pounds of C4 explosive, bound together with ordinary duct tape. Wires protruded from each brick of the explosive. A cellphone was attached to the outside of the package, and a wire was plugged into it, too. The cellphone was counting down.
But that wasn’t the worst of it.
“Oh sweet gods above, pray for us,” Rick whispered.
The worst of it was that Ilaria stood in front of the ladder. Both hands and ankles were attached to the ladder and her mouth was covered in duct tape. She was wearing a silky camisole thing with tiny straps, that stopped just above her navel, and panties. Her bare skin had been cut and slashed repeatedly, from ankle to neck. The cuts had healed, but the blood she had lost from the cuts covered her. It had soaked into the ground around her feet.
Her eyes were closed and she was shaking, making the ladder tremble.
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
Marcus put his gun away and moved forward, but Rick shot out his hand, halting him. “She’s deep in the grip of blood lust,” he said, his voice hoarse. “She’s trying to control it and not thrash about. If she does, the bomb goes off.”
“Bomb?” Nial’s voice whispered in Marcus’ ear.
“You should move away from the building, Nathanial,” Rick said shortly. “All of you.”
“How far away?” Sebastian asked, reasonably.
“New York should about do it,” Marcus replied. “No wonder the building is empty. He’s moved everyone as far away from this as possible.”
“Talk to me,” Nial snapped.
“It’s all here,” Marcus told him. “All two hundred and twenty four liters of pyrrhus.”
“There’s six pounds of C4 strapped to a detonator, a cellphone counting down from twelve minutes and thirteen seconds,” Rick added. “Plus the bomb is linked to Ilaria, who is fighting off blood lust. There will be a tremble detector, Nial. If the C4 goes off, it will take out this entire building. Plus, it will set off the pyrrhus, and God knows what the pyrrhus will do. Get yourself and your people out of here.” He rammed his guns back into their holsters and shrugged off his coat.
“What are you doing?” Marcus demanded.
“We have to bring her out of blood lust,” Rick said. “I can’t disarm the bomb until she is removed from it.” He moved forward slowly, checking each step he took. Marcus knew he was looking for trip plates under the dirty carpet, and infrared beams, which he could probably see quite clearly.
Marcus followed his footsteps exactly.
They reached the ladder and after checking each end of the tape, Rick ripped it from Ilaria’s mouth. Her eyes fluttered open.
“She doesn’t see us,” Rick told him. “The only thing she will notice now is blood.” He picked up Marcus’ hand. “You and I will have to feed her, to bring her hunger under control so she can stay still long enough to cut her away from the bomb.”
“You can feed her? You? You’re a vampire.”
“It’s not ideal,” Rick said, lifting his wrist up to his mouth. “But she would drain you dry, in this state.”
For the first time, Marcus saw a vampire with his teeth descended. Rick opened his mouth and the long, white and sharp looking teeth descended until they were jutting out beneath his human teeth by half an inch. He didn’t hesitate. He bit into Marcus’ wrist.
It hurt, for a split second. Then warmth raced up Marcus’ arm and spread throughout his body. Arousal gripped him and he moaned. All he could think about was the need to slake himself. He didn’t care who with. He needed release. Now.
He realized Rick was moving his wrist toward Ilaria’s mouth. He watched with distant interest as her nose wrinkled. He saw her swallow. Rick gripped the back of her head, controlling her as her lips opened. Her teeth had already descended. She growled as she clamped her mouth on Marcus’ wrist, right over the open wound.
He felt powerful sucking. He could feel the blood being drawn from him. But the arousal made him not care. It felt good, in an odd way, the pulling sensation. It almost felt sexy.
He lost track of passing time, but after a while – it might have been a few seconds or long minutes – he noticed the arousal was growing less overpowering. He could take in other details. And, he was dizzy.
He propped himself up with his hand on his knee. “Oh, wow....” he breathed. “Do humans ever get addicted to this?”
“Frequently,” Rick murmured.
“I feel like I’m out of my gourd.” He shook his head, trying to clear the muzziness.
“That’s because she’s taking so much from you. You’re weakening,” Rick said. He pulled his wrist from Ilaria’s mouth. “That’s enough for you.” Then he did something even stranger. He licked Marcus’ wrist.
His wrist began to tingle, and not with arousal. It grew warm, then hot. He winced. “What the fuck?”
Rick let his wrist go and Marcus held it up. It was completely healed. There was no sign of a bite or the gaping wound he had seen before Ilaria’s mouth had clamped over it.
Rick had pulled back the sleeve of his sweater and was biting into his own wrist. Once more, he held the back of Ilaria’s head and held his dripping wrist up to her mouth. She tried to turn her head away.
“No, drink,” Rick insisted, holding her head steady. “You’ll die – we’ll all die if you don’t.”
Her eyelids were still lowered so that only a sliver of her eyes was visible, but Marcus saw her gaze shift to look at Rick. She was pulling out of the blood lust. She was beginning to focus.
“Drink,” Rick ordered, his voice hard and sharp.
Ilaria opened up her mouth, the teeth hovering over his wrist. She bit and tore it open again, for it had healed closed while she hesitated. With a throaty growl, she fed.
Marcus tried to stand upright without propping himself up. It was tempting to reach out and grip the ladder for support, but that would trip the bomb. He straightened and swayed, trying to stay on his feet.
“Bite again,” Rick murmured to Ilaria. “Open it up. Go on.”
Ilaria moaned and Marcus heard the tearing of flesh and winced.
“Too much and you’ll be a risk to all of us, Cyneric,” Nial murmured in their ear.
“Risk how?” Marcus demanded.
“If he loses too much of his own blood, he’ll trigger his own blood fever,” Nial replied. “Watch him, Marcus.”
“I’m fine,” Rick said shortly. He dropped his wrist from Ilaria’s mouth and stroked her brow. “Ilaria. Look at me.”
There was blood on her chin and around her mouth. Her eyes were closed. Rick tapped her cheek. “Look at me,” he commanded.
Her eyes fluttered open. Her gaze fell upon Rick, then moved to Marcus. Her face crumpled. “No, no, non dovresti essere
qui.” She swallowed. “Go away,” she whispered.
You should not be here.
Rick moved very carefully behind her and examined the bomb. He closed his eyes and let out a heavy breath. “It’s a collapsable circuit. I can’t disarm it without it going off.”
Marcus drew in a breath that shuddered, as he looked wildly around the room. What to do? What to do?
His gaze fell on the cellphone counter. Three minutes. And six seconds.
No way out.
Calm washed over him. The breath of icy air touched his face. Utter silence enclosed him and high overhead, he could hear the wind in the treetops.
“We can’t get the pyrrhus out in three minutes! Fuck!” Sebastian’s voice, hard with fear, was rattling in his ear.
“This is a high density urban area,” Garrett said over the top of him. “There are thousands of people in a quarter mile radius. It will take them all out...”
“Winter, take Dominic and run like hell—” That was Nial.
Marcus removed the bud and dropped it. “Throw the pyrrhus out,” he told Rick and pointed to the window. “You’re strong. So are Sebastian, Nial and Garrett and Roman. They have to catch them. Put them in the cars and drive. Now. Do it now.”
Rick’s eyes widened. “Nial, did you hear—?” Then he nodded and turned and picked up the nearest bottle of pyrrhus by the handle. He went to the window, moving faster than Marcus had ever seen anyone move. He didn’t open the window. Instead he smashed the pane with the base of the bottle. He looked out the window, leaning far over to peer at the ground at the base of the building. Then he held the bottle out and let go, then turned back into the room for another one.
Marcus dug in his pocket for the Swiss Army knife he always carried. There was a small pair of scissors folded up inside it. He opened them out and bent to Ilaria’s ankle. He had to prop himself up on the floor as dizziness swept over him again, and wait for his vision to clear. Then he closed the blades of the scissors over the nylon rip-tie and worked at cutting through the tough plastic, holding the side that was attached to the ladder as steady as he could with his left hand.
“Two minutes,” Rick said breathlessly. Marcus could hear him moving from the window back to pick up bottle after bottle. He closed his mind to that part of things. Worrying about if Rick would get them all out would slow him down. He kept cutting until he had gnawed his way through the first tie.
Then he stood up, and waited for the wash of weakness to pass, and started cutting the tie around her wrist. Inside his head, the seconds ticked away.
The tie parted and dropped to the ground.
Too weak to bend over again, Marcus shuffled around to her other wrist and began to cut.
“Marcus,” Ilaria whispered.
He shook his head. No time to talk.
Her fingers stroked along his cheek. “I love you.”
He sealed off his start of delight and surprise, and damned back the warm glow. The third tie dropped away.
“We’re out of time,” Rick said, right next to him. He bent down and gripped the last tie in both hands and tore it open. Then he picked up Ilaria and carried her to the window and threw her out.
Horror spilled through Marcus, but he was given no time react. Rick grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and dragged him to the window. “They’ll catch you,” he said and pushed him head-first through the window.
Marcus didn’t breathe the whole way down. It seemed to take a month to fall from the fifth story window to the pavement. But the impact he was bracing for didn’t happen.
He landed onto a web of arms, that sank beneath him, absorbing the impact and protecting him from damage.
“Get him in the car and go,” Nial ordered.
“Rick!” Marcus said and tried to get to his feet, but the hands holding him wouldn’t let him up. He was carried a short way and pushed inside a car, onto an upholstered seat. The car took off with a squeal of rubber.
Marcus hauled himself up and looked out the back window as a deep boom rocked the car on its wheels. There were two other cars screaming along the narrow alley behind this one. One of them was the limousine. Above them, the apartment building blew out and up. Red and yellow flames and thick black smoke blew out of the side of the building, spewing debris and dust, which rained down onto the pavement in a deadly rain. Some of it pattered and thudded on the roof of the car, but the car kept going.
Marcus was thrown into the side of the door as the car jumped the pavement and squealed around a corner, onto the main road.
“We’re clear,” someone said from the front.
Marcus watched the other two cars turn the corner and straighten up behind them. Then he twisted around on the seat. It was difficult. There was something on the floor, preventing him from putting his feet down. He shifted on the seat until he could look down at the floor.
Four of the pyrrhus bottles sat, tucked into the small space between the front seats and the narrow back bench.
Marcus looked up. Roman was watching him in the rear view mirror. “That was close,” he remarked mildly. He sounded very happy, like he was enjoying himself.
A feminine hand curled around the passenger seat, and Kate pulled herself into the space between the two seats. “You’ve been busy, Marcus,” she remarked. From the way she was positioned, it looked like she was sitting on someone’s lap.
“Is that Garrett?” Marcus asked.
Garrett turned his head and looked over the seat. “We’re all in this,” he said. “Thanks to you.”
Marcus shuffled, trying to find a comfortable position on the bench. “Did Rick make it out? Is Ilaria okay?” he asked. “Can you ask? I lost my ear bud.”
Kate smiled at him. “Nial, Marcus wants to know if Rick and Ilaria are in one peice.” She listened for a moment, looking at Marcus gravely. Then she nodded. “They’re fine,” she said. “A touch of blood fever and that is all.”
Marcus closed his eyes, relief pouring over him like a warm shower. He held up his hand. It was shaking. Post adrenaline syndrome, he catalogued.
“You’re weak,” Kate said. “That’s from the excessive feeding. Rest and some food and lots of water, and you’ll recover.” She gave him a small smile, which faded quickly. “Four weeks ago, you would have had a heart attack if I’d told you where you would be and what you would be doing right now.”
Marcus looked out the window as he made a fist of his hand. The sun was setting. “It’s not over yet,” he said, anger stirring.
 



Chapter Thirty
“We should have gone to the house,” Garrett said, sliding up the stairs like a ghost. “Heru will know your apartment by now.”
“My apartment is closer,” Roman said. “My old clothes at the back of the closet will fit Marcus.” He was holding Marcus up, his shoulders under Marcus’ arm, helping him climb the stairs.
“And stopping at all is just stupid,” Kate said. “We should have gone straight to Nial’s house.”
“I need my ID,” Marcus said. “And if I don’t get out of these clothes I’m going to puke.”
Garrett held up his fist. Halt.
Roman paused with a foot on the next step, while Kate moved around them and joined Garrett.
“Someone is there,” Garrett murmured so softly Marcus could barely make it out.
Marcus tried to reach for his gun, but only his left hand was free. Roman switched the grip he had on Marcus’ wrist, and reached under his shirt. “I’ll do that for you.” He brought the gun up and released the safety catch with his thumb, proving he knew his way around small arms.
The tiny click sounded loud in the silence.
They waited, listening to hear if the sound had alerted the intruder.
Soft footsteps sounded. They paused. Roman lifted the gun, aiming for the empty corridor at the top of the stairs.
A hand appeared around the corner, lifted up in the universal “surrender” position. “I am most friendly,” the owner of the hand told them. Then he stepped into view.
Marcus felt his jaw sag and caught it up again. “Sasha?” he asked, staring at the man. It was the right features. They matched the photo Katya had showed him, of a younger version of this man. Black hair cut short, a square jaw and blue eyes so light they appeared colorless, like his sister’s. He wore a black shirt and plain black cargo pants that despite their lack of insignia, still looked vaguely military in style.
“Marcus Anderson,” Sasha said and dropped his hands. “I should have guessed it was you digging through our files. There are not too many Americans interested in what happened to my sister.”
“That’s why you came here?” Marcus asked. “Because someone hacked into your files?”
Roman sighed. “Cyneric,” he said shortly. “He snooped around and failed to hide his tracks.” He dropped the gun. “Micheil, we’re on a timetable here.”
Garrett nodded. “Look, whoever you are, we need to get into the apartment and get out again. There are some pretty nasty people that are probably watching this place, so you should vamoose, too.”
Sasha straightened up. “Major Marlen Alexandrovich Mikhailov.”
“Russian military?” Kate hazarded.
“GRU,” Marcus told them. “Sasha and I were half-an-inch from being brothers-in-law, once.”
Kate looked over her shoulder at him, startled. But that was the only reaction.
Sasha cocked his head at Marcus. “You look not well, Marcus. I think the suspicions that bought me here were good. I have information you should know.” He looked at Garrett, who stood closest to him. “About your vampire friends,” he added.
* * * * *
Two hours later, bathed and wearing the silk robe of the woman called Winter, Ilaria felt clean and almost light headed with the nearness of their escape, but fear was blossoming inside her whenever she let her guard relax and thought about him.
She made her way downstairs, holding the oversized gown up so she would not trip over it. There were a lot of voices murmuring from the big front room. Winter came out of the room and over to where Ilaria hovered on the bottom step of the staircase. “You should come in. Nial and Kurshid will want to speak to you.”
“Kurshid Amirmoez?” Ilaria asked. “The Ancient One?”
“She isn’t nearly as scary as her reputation,” Winter assured her.
“You have an old one working with you?”
“I wouldn’t say she is working with us, exactly. She tends to arrive here only when she wants to chastise Nial for something we’ve done that she doesn’t approve of. But she is being helpful, this time around.” Winter waved toward the door. “Come and meet everyone.”
Ilaria hung back, caution flooding her. “It might be best if I do not,” she said. “Is Cyneric there? I need to speak to him. Or Marcus.”
Winter shook her head. “Marcus isn’t too good on his feet, yet.” She turned her head. “Rick, could you come here, please?” She didn’t speak particularly loudly.
It took a few moments for Rick to appear in the doorway. Ilaria’s heart leapt at the sight of him. The dark polar neck sweater suited him. It showed the true breadth of his shoulders.
Rick came over to where she was standing. “You’re here,” he said.
Ilaria wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her face against it. She was standing on the bottom step, so she didn’t have to reach too far to do it. His arms came around her and held her tight, and it was one of the best feelings in the world. “He said you would not be able to free me. That the C4 and the liquid were too much to overcome. He was laughing as he cut me. He used his fingernails to tear my skin. He said if I didn’t set off the bomb myself and you freed me, I would kill you because I wouldn’t know you...and I didn’t.”
“Shh...” Rick said. He pulled her away from him and touched his fingers to her lips. “Don’t speak. He will be listening.”
“He can’t hear words.”
“But he can hear your emotions. He can make you obey his commands. He’ll know by now that you escaped the bomb, and if you did, he’ll reason correctly that Marcus and I did. He’ll be thinking hard about what comes next.”
“What does come next?” she asked.
He picked up her hand. “Come with me.” He turned and headed for the big room visible through the doorway. Ilaria dragged at his hand. “I shouldn’t look at anyone. I shouldn’t see their faces. He’ll take them from me.”
“Heru is already aware of everyone in this room.” He was pulling her in despite her reluctance.
As they stepped into the room, everyone fell silent and they all turned to look at her. Ilaria shrank into Rick’s side and tried not to stare at any of them. Then she saw Marcus. He was sitting in a big lounge chair, wearing jeans and a sleeveless black tee-shirt, which showed off his muscles. His shaggy blond hair was damp and his blue eyes were watching her.
“Marcus,” she breathed.
Rick gave her a little push toward him. Ilaria hurried over to him, almost tripping over the long hem of the gown. She fell onto his lap and caught his face in his hands. “You came for me,” she whispered.
He picked up her hand, twining her fingers in his. “I always will,” he said, his voice low.
She closed her eyes and breathed in the scent of him, happiness spreading warm fingers through her.
Rick’s hand touched her shoulder. She knew it was him without looking. “There is someone you need to meet,” he said.
The room was silent around them. There were nearly a dozen people sitting and standing around them, but they stepped out of Rick’s way as he guided Ilaria across the room to another big chair like the one Marcus had been sitting in. A woman sat in this one. She glowed with vitality and energy, and her perfectly groomed golden hair and immaculate clothes made Ilaria tug at the openings of the robe self-consciously.
Rick halted barely a foot away from the woman’s chair. “Kurshid, may I present Ilaria Scavo to you?”
The woman turned her gaze upon Ilaria. “Scavo. That is a slave name. Come here, child.” She held out her hand.
Ilaria stepped across the few inches that remained between them, standing so the woman’s knees were almost against her own. So this was the famous Kurshid! She looked nothing like her reputation painted her.
Kurshid was looking into her eyes. Then she looked at Rick. “It is an abomination, what has been done to her. Are you asking of me what I think you are?”
Rick shook his head. “No, Madam. I only ask that you help me remember once more, so that I can do this.”
Kurshid sipped from a cocktail glass and put it back down on the table next to her. “To not remember that part of your life is a blessing, Cyneric Pæga. You would deliberately invoke the memories to help this girl?”
“Yes, Madam.”
Kurshid considered him a moment longer. “Very well. Come here.” She looked at Ilaria. “Step aside, child. Let me reach him.”
Ilaria stepped back again, wondering unhappily what Kurshid was going to do to him.
Rick lowered himself to one knee in front of her and Kurshid leaned forward and placed her hand against his forehead, so her fingers curled over his head. “Winter...help me protect him.”
Winter moved over to her side. “How?”
“I will invoke the memories. You must heal the wounds they cause.”
Ilaria caught her breath.
A hand curled around hers and tugged her backwards. She looked and saw that Marcus was pulling her back to him. She went to him gladly, and sat on the edge of his chair, her hand in his. “What is she doing?”
“I don’t know much about this,” he murmured. “You’ve lived through it.”
“I don’t remember, any more than Rick does,” she whispered back and shuddered. Marcus’ hand squeezed hers.
“No one knows how it works,” the man next to them said quietly. “Nial thought inscription had died out. Only Cyneric, who escaped the inscription, can remember – if Kurshid can invoke the memories.”
Kurshid’s eyes were closed. So were Winter’s, and she had her hand on Rick’s shoulder.
Ilaria felt tightness in her chest, and an ache in her bones and caught her breath. She stood up. “He’s coming,” she said, clutching at her pounding head. “He’s nearly here.”
Marcus was struggling to get out of the chair. A strong pair of hands grabbed her shoulders and turned her around. “Look at me,” the deep voice commanded.
She looked up into blue eyes the color of a summer sky. Then Heru opened up her mind and she recognized the man before her through his knowledge. “Nathanial Aquila,” she intoned, used Heru’s voice.
“Fight him,” Nathaniel told her. “One last time. This will all be over very soon. Fight him off, Ilaria.”
Rick cried out. He had sunk to the carpet, propping himself up with his hands. His head hung and his body was shaking.
“Rick...” she whispered.
Her fear for Rick angered Heru. She could feel his fury and clutched at her head. “No, no, I didn’t mean it!”
Heru lashed out at her, venting all his rage in a torrent of pain. Ilaria heard herself scream. She knew that she was falling.
Hands, many of them, lowered her to the floor.
Heru didn’t like her gratitude. He flung the essence of himself at her. All his malice, all his anger and cruelty. Her vision faded under the onslaught. Her heart stopped. Black nothingness dropped over her like a blanket, leaving nothing but the pain....
* * * * *
Marcus pushed himself to his feet. After a meal, coffee and a gallon of water, he was feeling a lot stronger, but he didn’t have his full strength yet. He dropped to his knees next to Ilaria. “What’s happening to her?” he asked the people around her.
Nial stood up. “Heru has her. He’s punishing her for...well, he’s punishing her because she escaped his trap.” He looked over to where Rick laid on the carpet, propping himself up on one arm. “I just hope this works.”
“What works?” Marcus demanded.
Nial surprised him by sitting next to him on the carpet and reaching out to brush Ilaria’s hair out of her eyes, which were open and unblinking, staring up into the air. Her body twitched and squirmed, making Marcus wince.
Kate lifted Ilaria’s head and placed a cushion under her. “Is there anything we can do, Nial?”
He shook his head. “This is all on Rick. He has to remember. He is the only one who has heard the Insculpium litany.”
“There’s the asshole that inscribed him,” Marcus pointed out. “He would know it.”
“I suspect that Rick paid his former meden back, long ago.”
He was dead, then. Marcus looked over to where Rick sat, breathing heavily.
“Remember,” Kurshid whispered. “Remember the words. They are there. Spiritus invoco....”
Rick shuddered. Winter’s forehead was creased, like she was fighting off a headache, but her hand still clutched his shoulder.
Ilaria screamed. It was a breathy, winded sound, and she curled onto her side in a convulsive movement, her knees drawing up.
Marcus had never felt so helpless.
Nial gripped his arm. “It’s all right,” he told him quietly. “They love you because you are human and all that your humanity gives them. Not because you can save them.”
Marcus flinched. Love? But even as he tried to deny it, he acknowledged the truth. He loved them both...and he had never felt this wretched.
Kurshid sat back. “It is done,” she declared.
Rick bowed over, pushing himself up on one arm, while Winter released him and staggered, her hand to her temple. Sebastian caught her and lowered her to the carpet.
“Such bleak darkness,” she whispered.
Rick lifted his head. His eyes were open. “Spiritus
invoco
me
audire!” he intoned, his voice ringing.
“Latin,” Nial breathed.
Ilaria shrieked, her body snapping taut, as rigid as a board.
Rick got to his feet and began to speak. The words were unintelligible, and definitely not Latin, for Marcus had studied Latin in college.
Ilaria thrashed on the carpet.
“Hold her!” Kate cried. “Don’t let her hurt herself.”
Everyone crowded around her, except for Kurshid and her companion, Winter and Sebastian, and Sasha, who sat in the far corner, absorbing all this silently, his eyes wide. They held Ilaria down, as Rick walked over to her, speaking the strange words. He dropped to his knee just behind her head, where her hair spilled over the cushion and reached down to touch her forehead with his fingers held together. “Valeo!” he uttered.
Begone!
Ilaria arched up off the ground, her back so curved Marcus thought it would break. Then she dropped back to the floor, her limbs loose, and her eyes closed.
Rick sat back. “She is free,” he said breathlessly, leaning over on one arm again. He looked exhausted.
Kurshid let out a breath. “Well done, my old friend. Well done.” She was smiling, her lips curving up in an arch.
Nial glanced at her. “You were the one that freed Rick.”
She gave a graceful nod. “Only the very old remember the litany anymore, and most of them would prefer to forget it. It is old – older than even we remember and no one speaks Arkkadian anymore, so the words must be remembered as sounds to be repeated. It takes strength to dominate another, to absorb their will via the litany. It is a strength few have anymore. Only the old have it now.”
Marcus looked at Rick. “How old are you?” he demanded.
Nial frowned. “That’s not something you’re supposed to ask,” he murmured.
“Fuck that,” Marcus said hotly. “He just...what was it? He absorbed her will. Why didn’t she do it?” and he looked at Kurshid.
“Rick wanted to do it, because he loves this woman,” Kurshid replied calmly. “Love provides an extra strength I do not have. It is a shield.” She smiled at Marcus. “Do not worry. He did not take your woman’s will. The litany is used to cast out the meden. Only if he completed the ritual and made her drink his blood, would she become his zelpha.”
“That doesn’t answer my question,” Marcus muttered.
Ilaria sighed and turned onto her side.
“She’s coming out of it, whatever it was,” Kate murmured.
Nial got to his feet. “Let’s break for an hour. No one leaves the house. We’re on siege status until I say otherwise. Everyone be back here at nine-thirty. Garrett, Bastian, come with me.”
The clumps of people broke up and drifted away, leaving Marcus sitting on the floor, with Ilaria next to him, and Rick, sprawled by her head.
Ilaria’s hand slipped into his. He looked down at her. She smiled at him. “Hello,” she said gravely.
Marcus let out the breath he didn’t know he was holding. Rick lifted his head, blew out his breath and closed his eyes.
Ilaria sat up. “I feel wonderful,” she declared.
Marcus pushed the loose sleeve of her robe up her arm. “Look,” he told her.
She lifted her arm so she could see the flesh he had revealed. The brand that had been there was now just a scar, white, flat and faded.
 



Chapter Thirty-One
Ilaria felt like she was jumping out of her skin with the clean, clear energy coursing through her. She nearly skipped around Marcus and Rick as they got to their feet.
The two men looked at each other. It was a silent communication.
“There’s a room upstairs that I used for my shower,” Marcus said.
Rick nodded.
Marcus picked up her hand. His was warm and big and so very dear. Ilaria looked at Rick, guilt touching her, but he was already walking away. Marcus followed him, drawing her up the curving stairs once more. At the top, the landing circled right around the open space, and corridors led off from it.
“That one,” Marcus said, nodding toward the closest one. “The door on the right.”
The door on the right was actually a double door. It was the bedroom suite Ilaria had used for her own shower. Rick opened the doors and strode into the room. As he walked, he tugged his sweater up the length of his torso and pulled it over his head. “I’m taking a shower,” he declared and stepped into the ensuite and shut the door.
Marcus drew Ilaria over to bed, and she dragged her gaze away from the bathroom door. He sat on the bed and patted the covers. “Do you want to talk about what happened, Ilaria?”
She shivered.
“You remember it all, don’t you?” Marcus asked. “Rick didn’t supress your memories the way Kurshid did his?”
“I remember,” she said, her voice low. An image popped into her mind without her trying to recall it, of being strapped against ladder by Heru’s servants, while he cut her open with his nails. He cut and muttered his ugly language, while his translator spoke of her doom.
“You are a prize. Perfection itself. You are the perfectly shaped and engineered tool. Your skills are above the worth of any normal woman. But like a woman, you are flawed and your flaw makes your worthless. You let feelings guide your decisions. These feelings you have for humans and pathetic human-loving vampires have ruined your value.”
She had fought off the blood fever as long as she could, knowing that any writhing or contortions would set off the bomb.
“He told me you were dead,” she whispered. “He said you both died in the explosion at the gun range. He showed me bodies.”
“You didn’t know we were coming to the apartment for you?”
She shook her head. “I didn’t know how I was going to get out of it. Then the blood fever made me stop thinking. The only idea I could hold onto was the need to be still.”
“We saw your body, too. What we thought was your body. Heru must have used some of the League humans.” Marcus shook his head. “He used them. He killed them, just to make us think you were dead.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out her bronze band. “He left this behind, too.”
Ilaria looked at it. “That is how he convinced you,” she said softly. “I’m sorry.”
Marcus held the band out to her, but she pushed her hand back toward him. “You take it. I don’t need it anymore.”
Marcus laid it on the bed between them, his fingers stroking the edges. “And now what, Ilaria?”
She pulled her gown more closely around her. “I don’t understand.” But she did. She had been grappling with this since she had realized that all of them had survived the bomb.
“What he means to ask,” Rick said from the ensuite doorway, “is ‘what do you want’?” He stepped around the end of the bed and Ilaria caught her breath, for he was naked. His skin was slightly damp, still. He pulled himself onto the bed, sitting just behind Marcus and a little to one side and looked at her. “You’re free now, Ilaria. You’re free to choose your own name and your own destiny.”
How could she choose? Pain tore at her.
“Before you choose,” Marcus told her, “you should know that we both love you.”
She gripped her hands together. “You want me to choose between you.” She gave a shaky laugh. “Choosing neither of you would be less painful.”
“There is a third option,” Marcus said.
Ilaria grew still. Hope made her heart thud. Just once. She looked from Rick to Marcus and back to Rick.
“Yes,” Rick said, confirming her guess. “Both of us, Ilaria.”
“Both of you...together,” she said slowly.
Rick smoothed the cover with one hand. “Remember how I said I do not ever give my trust?”
She nodded. At the time, she had been sure of her strategies and the skills she had used to bring dozens of men and women into submission, where they would do anything she asked of them. But Rick had not submitted. She had.
“I trust Marcus,” Rick said. “I trust him with my life.”
Her heart lurched. Even Marcus turned to look at him. He wore a small smile. “Took you long enough, Ricky.”
Rick rolled his eyes. “Must you use that stupid dimunitive? It’s degrading.”
Ilaria stared at them. Astonishment was warring with a swiftly building delight.
Rick tugged at the bottom of Marcus’ teeshirt. “You’re wearing far too many clothes,” he decided. He glanced at her. “Help me,” he suggested.
She hesitated and realized she was waiting for instructions. For guidance that would never come again. It was up to her to decide. All this time she had been sitting on the bed, wondering what choice would be the best one. Which would win approval? But the only person who had to approve was her.
She brought her hand to her face. Abruptly the world shifted, and she saw ahead of her an entire life filled with such decisions. How would she ever know which was the right one to make?
Rick reached over and picked up her hand, plucking it away from her face. “Relax,” he told her. “Remember I said it would be overwhelming? But all you have to do is make one decision at a time. If you want, Marcus and I will always be there to help guide you.”
Her breath was coming faster. “Always?”
“As long as I’m breathing,” Marcus told her. “Ricky, there, will probably outlast all of us.”
“So, what do you want, Ilaria?” Rick asked her once more. “What do you want for right now?”
“I think...” Heat was building in her belly, curling and roiling. Making her heart stutter and hurry along. “I think I want you. Both of you.” She held up her hand as they both began to smile. “However, I think you must kiss me first.”
“Sold,” Marcus growled and pulled her closer to him. He slid his hand under her hair. “I love you,” he murmured and kissed her. His lips were hot and tasted uniquely like Marcus. She would know it was him kissing her even if she had been led to him blind-folded. His tongue swept into her mouth, leaving her lips tingling.
Ilaria let her heart lose to beat on its own and it immediately began to throb, sending the warming blood through her body. Her pussy pulsed and her nipples grew hard.
She realized that Rick was behind her when her gown loosened and slid from her shoulders. Marcus was still kissing her, but she gasped into his mouth as Rick’s hand slid up from her waist to cup her breasts. His fingers closed over the nipples and squeezed and stroked them.
She arched back, her hips thrusting forward, and then she was being drawn back, back, further back to lie on the bed. Her gown was discarded. Rick leaned over her. His cock was erect and throbbing, brushing against her hip. “My turn,” he declared and kissed her.
Rick’s kisses were different. They were sensual, leaving her feeling drugged and in a torpor. Marcus’ were electrifying.
Then Rick gasped, his lips against her mouth. He looked up.
Marcus was behind him, his hand reaching over Rick’s lean hip. He had Rick’s cock in his hand and was stroking it.
Ilaria felt like she was a burning sheet of flames. Hot, sweet, aching need wooshed through her as she watched Marcus’ hand slowly stroke up and down Rick’s shaft, and Rick’s tortured breathing and the ripple of his jaw as he reacted. His eyes were almost completely shut.
“Madre maria,” she breathed and caught at her chest as her heart slammed against it.
She had watched men together before. She had seen men and woman, men and men, and women together. There was not a single sexual act she had not participated in, or delivered upon another, always at the behest of her meden. The images from those times stirred in her memory but did not rise up to linger, for watching Rick and Marcus together was more intoxicating than all of those moments put together.
She moaned. She most desparately needed to be fucked. She ached with it and squirmed on the bed, looking for relief.
Rick caught at Marcus’ shoulder. “Enough, or I’ll be useless for both of you. Ilaria needs attention.”
Marcus moved around Rick, who caught his hand around Marcus’ neck and brought him close. They kissed.
Ilaria drew in a shaking breath. Nothing had prepared her for this level of excitement. She could feel her climax gathering, and no one had laid a hand on her yet.
Rick let Marcus go, and turned back to her. He kissed her and she could taste Marcus on his lips. She moaned into his mouth, then gasped as Marcus spread her thighs wide. That was all the warning she received. His mouth closed over her mons, and his tongue thrust against her clit, making her clutch at the cover, her breath halting.
Rick smiled. “He is good with his mouth,” he murmured.
It brought wickedly erotic images to her mind, of Rick and Marcus together. Marcus’ lips around Rick’s cock, while Rick’s hips flexed in pleasure...
“I cannot stand this!” she cried. “Please, please, fuck me. Quickly.”
In answer, Rick bent his head over her and took her nipple into his mouth. At the same time, Marcus slid two or three or perhaps even more of his fingers into her pussy, deep inside, like the thrust of a cock.
His tongue was still prodding and stroking her clit and her pleasure leapt upwards, making her breath catch and hitch, catch...and then she came.
The power of the climax squeezed through her, making her arch and grip the bedcover in her hands. It ebbed and pulsed through her for what seemed like minutes on end.
Rick’s hand – it was his for the fingers were long and cool – slid under her hips as they stayed lifted. Then his cock nudged her pussy. Marcus had withdrawn.
Rick slammed into her with the power and drive that she longed for. He slid home to the hilt and Ilaria let her body fall back onto the bed, moaning at the deep pleasure of having him inside her.
Then he rolled over, bringing her with him and she gasped as she found herself lying on his chest, his cock still buried in her. She looked down at him as she propped herself on her knees. “Perfect,” she murmured.
“It’s about to get better,” he assured her.
Marcus slid his fingers up from her bent knees, up behind her thighs, to her ass. He squeezed her cheeks. “This has to be one of the best views in the world,” he said. His voice was thick with arousal. His fingers stroked the entrance to her pussy, where Rick’s cock was stretching it open. Her pussy clamped in reaction, making Rick hiss in delight.
Marcus slid his fingers up to her ass and she realized he was spreading her natural lubricant. There was plenty of it. Each movement Rick made, the little thrusts and shifts while he waited for Marcus, made slick sounds.
Marcus pressed his fingers inside her and Ilaria thrust her hips back, encouraging him. She was eager for him to take her. Trembling with it.
Rick gripped her hips. “Be still for a moment,” he murmured.
Marcus’ thick cock pushed up against her ass, seeking entry. She made herself relax, letting him in. He pushed in until the muscle stopped him and Ilaria breathed slowly, willing herself to let go. It was difficult, because she was so aroused every muscle wanted to tense up in reaction.
He thrust deeper. “So tight,” he murmured, as his fist pressed against the covers by Rick’s shoulder, holding him up.
Ilaria held her breath as they began to thrust together, savouring the pleasure. It wouldn’t last long. Her climax was leaping and roaring, building from the base of her belly. She had never felt so full. So...claimed. There was nothing she could do to stop her climax from bursting upon her and showering her with fizzy, body tautening pleasure.
She threw her head back and screamed.
As the last of the massive climax fizzed and faded, she felt Marcus groan, his cock jerking in her. His hot seed spilled onto her flesh, and Rick gripped her hair, his hips thrusting, as he came in two powerful thrusts.
* * * * *
Ilaria lay between them, her body satiated and her mind drifting. She never needed to worry again about someone invading her mind, stealing her feelings and changing the course of her future.
Her back was against Marcus’ chest, while her thigh was resting over Rick’s. She was stroking Rick’s chest while Marcus toyed with her breast. His fingers would sweep across the nipple, teasing it with light, fluttering touches. Her thigh was pressed up against Rick’s testicles and she could feel them throbbing. Marcus’ cock was semi-hard against her ass. He was not finished yet, either.
“I was born in 812, in England, when the Saxons ruled the land,” Rick said, watching her hair twirl and twist through his fingers.
“You are Saxon?” Ilaria asked.
“I was. I don’t think of myself that way anymore. I am just me.” He let her hair drop. “I was turned by a vampire that was passing through the village. She took a liking to me, and wanted me for her plaything, so she hunted and turned me. My father was the earl of the village and I would have inherited his title, but it was not to be.”
He paused and she could see that his gaze was inward, searching through memories. “I learned to move about the country, staying only a little time at each village or town, so people would not get to know me or draw any suspicions about my real identity as a vampire. My maker taught me well. Then, a little less than two hundred years later, the Normans swept through England, claiming it their own. What had been my father’s title and his lands were all claimed by the Normans. I watched England die almost overnight and become a feudal fiefdom, while those Saxons who survived became serfs....servants of their new overlords.”
He turned his mouth down. “Because of my coloring, I found it easy to pose as a Norman and so life went on. I travelled. I bought castles and lands. I hired knights. When the pope called for all hands to save the blessed city, I joined the first crusade to Jerusalem.”
“Jesus wept,” Marcus breathed. “You just skipped through five hundred years of history. Are you as old as Nial? Everyone keeps deferring to him like he’s older than God.”
Rick gave him a small smile. “I don’t know. He has not told me and it is not something you can simply ask. I do not think I am older and I most certainly defer to him, because for me, my life as I knew it was only seven hundred years long despite being born in the ninth century. When I reached Jerusalem, you see, I was captured by the Fatamids. Then they tried to execute me and found I could not die. I was taken back to their castle in what is now Iran, and I became an Assassin.”
“Pæga the Assassin,” Marcus murmured. “Winter called you that once. I didn’t realize it was a literal title.”
“They taught him everything they knew about murder and warfare,” Ilaria said, for she knew this part. “He became their most prized member, for he could take on the impossible assignments, the ones where a normal assassin would not survive.”
“What happened?” Marcus asked. “How did you become inscribed?”
Rick drew in a deep breath. “I remember it now, although for a long time, I have not remembered anything from the day I was given the mission to kill a man in Acre. I found the man, but when I tried to kill him, I found he was vampire, like me. He was old...much older than I was. He knew the litany and the ritual for enslavement and he forced me to drink his blood.” Rick turned his head into Ilaria’s shoulder. “The things I did at his bidding....!”
She stroked his hair, for she could feel him trembling. “Kurshid broke the inscription,” she said. “Five hundred years later,” she added, for he had told her he had been free of the inscription for just over two hundred years. Five hundred years of slavery! She had lived through not even a century of slavery and it had driven her nearly mad. She kissed him. “You survived,” she assured him. “And I am so very glad you did.”
“Sweet Jesus. Me, too,” Marcus said. “You’re one stubborn son of a bitch, Ricky.”
Rick growled and lifted his head. “You dare use that name!”
Marcus shrugged. “Stop me, oh powerful one.”
Rick surged up from the bed, rolling over Ilaria, to pin Marcus down, his hands on each shoulder. He looked at Ilaria. “I’ll keep him still. You drive him mad.”
She grinned. “That’s wicked.” She reached between their hips and stroked Marcus cock, which was stiffening and elongating already. Then she smiled to herself and gripped Rick with her other hand and stroked in time with her left hand. He hissed in reaction, and his hips thrust. Marcus groaned. “She’s taking advantage of us both.”
Rick’s eyes were half closed, but he smiled slowly. “You would allow a chit of a woman like her to do that?”
“Hell, no,” Marcus growled, “but you’re the one on my fucking shoulders.”
Rick moved. Ilaria was fast, but Rick was faster. He leapt on her, flipping her over so she was on her stomach on the bed. He picked up her hips, lifting her so she was propped on her knees. His hands spread her knees and a shiver of delight slid through her.
Then Marcus lifted her head, his hand under her chin and she knew she was going to be skewered from both ends.
Happy anticipation made her salivate as the pair of them drove into her, claiming her. Filling her.
She was exactly where she had chosen to be.
 



Chapter Thirty-Two
Marcus could feel tiredness dragging at him as they walked downstairs just over an hour after they had pulled Ilaria into the bedroom. Tiredness and a deep contentedness. He ignored the tiredness. Some more coffee and he’d be good to go.
There were even more people in the room than before, including one Marcus recognized with a jolt. Patrick Sauvage stood next to Nial. He looked pale, but a lot taller than Marcus had thought him to be. Oddly, he didn’t seem as large across the shoulders as he had always appeared to be on film. His muscles were no more well developed than Marcus’. In the flesh, his magnetic presence that dominated the screen seemed to be missing.
Nial introduced them and Marcus shook his hand. Patrick gave him a warm smile. “It’s hard to get used to all this, isn’t it?” he asked.
“All what – vampire stuff?”
“Yes, exactly.” Patrick’s smile grew even warmer.
“But you’re...aren’t you a vampire?”
“I am now,” Patrick told him. “But I had a year of wandering around going ‘what does that mean?’ every time they opened their mouths. It’s hard to catch up on thousands of years of experience.”
“Tell me about it,” Marcus muttered.
“You’re with Cyneric and Ilaria, aren’t you?”
“I...ah...yes.” The question, put so bluntly, had caught him by surprise. It was the first time he had been asked about this very new relationship and the first time he had confirmed it aloud.
Patrick considered him. “You must be a very special person, for two vampires to want you in their lives.”
Marcus blinked. “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”
“I don’t think Kate has either.” Patrick grinned, showing even and very white teeth. “But I think she is one of the most unique people I’ve ever had the fortune to meet. Working with her was a dream. So I am looking forward to getting to know you, Mr. Anderson.”
“Marcus,” he correctly automatically, bemused.
Sasha tapped him on the shoulder, dragging his attention away from Patrick Sauvage. Patrick smiled easily. “I’ll let you meet everyone else.” He walked away, leaving Marcus with Sasha and Nial, who had listened unabashedly to the entire conversation. Nial wore a small smile. “He has that effect on people,” he assured Marcus. “Until you get to know him better.”
“What, is he an asshole when you get to know him?” Marcus asked.
“He’s one of the most genuine people I’ve ever met. Patrick has had to face himself and his demons most of his life. It’s had an interesting effect.” Nial looked at Sasha. “Major Mikhailov,” he acknowledged. “We didn’t get a chance to speak, earlier. Marcus vouched for you.”
“Please. I am Sasha.” He looked over to where Patrick was speaking to Winter. “That is the Iron Duke, isn’t it?”
The Iron Duke was one of the characters Patrick had played in about six action adventure movies so far. It was a globally successful franchise. Even Marcus had slipped into the cinema to watch the last two movies. They had been pretty decent.
“That’s Patrick Sauvage,” Nial confirmed.
“He is a vampire? How did this not come out in your newspapers before now?” Sasha asked.
“He wasn’t a vampire before now,” Nial replied easily. “Major, Marcus assures me you know about the existence of vampires, so you are here under his protection, but it is with the understanding that the same secrecy applies to this meeting as you would apply to one of your GRU committee meetings.”
“Of course,” Sasha said, with an incline of his head. “I understand secrecy very well.”
Nial raised his voice. “Everyone…”
The room fell silent as everyone turned to face Nial. Marcus stepped back so he wasn’t standing in the middle of the room with his back to everyone. Sasha took up position next to him.
“Thank you for returning at the appointed hour,” Nial said. “Given the latest developments, it’s time to hold a fast strategy session and to bring you all up to date. We need to move quickly.”
Ilaria was sitting with Winter and Kate. Next to those two women, she looked small and delicate, but she did not appear to be intimidated by the company she was keeping. She had been doing most of the talking since they had entered the room and Winter had snagged her attention.
“Major Mikhailov,” Nial said. “It’s time for you to explain how you came to be here.”
Sasha stepped forward and gave a short nod of his head to everyone there. “Like Marcus, I am in intelligence. I am GRU, based in Moscow. Five days ago, I was alerted by our computer experts that someone based in Los Angeles had hacked into our archives and had read certain files concerning the death of my sister three years ago. She was also GRU. The files are top secret, but they are not considered important and the matter has been officially closed, so my superiors were puzzled by the unauthorized access, but not alarmed.”
“No one should have been able to detect any trace of me,” Rick said. “I’ve hacked into Russian databases many times and not stirred a single alarm.”
Sasha gave a small smile. “We have got much better at electronic surveillance in the last few years. We caught you, did we not?”
“So Rick’s probing was spotted,” Nial said. “And they sent you?”
“I asked to be sent.” Sasha grimaced. “I had thought that the only person in Los Angeles who would be interested in my sister’s files would be my friend Marcus Anderson, whom my sister loved. But he is CIA, so it was possible he was looking for official reasons. I came here to investigate the address the DNS number gave us. There was a name – Adrian Xerus. But that was not the man I found at that address. Instead, I found Marcus.”
“Adrian Xerus is the name Roman is using at the moment,” Nial said. “You asked to speak to me when you found Marcus. Why is that?”
Sasha glanced at Marcus. “I was surprised to find my friend in the company of vampires. At the GRU, vampires are acknowledged fact, but it is a most secret fact. The GRU has been monitoring vampires for several years while they decided what to do about them. There are very many vampires in Russia.” He glanced around the room. “I have not met vampires before, but I owe a great debt to Marcus, for reasons that lay between us two alone. Because Marcus is with you, I must warn you. The GRU and Russian military do not like the veiled threat that so many powerful people represent. There is a fear there that if vampires were to gather and organize, they would be too great a threat to contain. They are planning a pre-emptive strike against vampires. Their plans are nearly complete.”
“Rick?” Nial asked.
Rick stirred on his feet. He was standing by Garrett, near the door that led onto the central stairwell. “It’s typical Russian thinking,” he said, “driven by generations of paranoia and revolution. We could warn the Russian-based blood and they could take steps to minimize the effect of the strike. Vampires have infiltrated even the GRU. There’s one problem, though.”
“Those vampires who are in positions of power are most likely members of the Pro Libertatus,” Nial finished. He glanced around the room. “I believe the time is here when we must step over the division between the Libertatus and us. Heru has been defeated, his slave and pet assassin removed from him and thanks to Rick and Marcus, a large number of his League members are dead.”
“Heru doesn’t like defeat,” Rick said. “He will be angry and he will hit back ten times harder than the blow we have dealt him.”
The people in the room stirred uneasily, looking at each other. Ilaria looked afraid.
“Will he use the Blood Stone?” Nial asked, voicing the question everyone was thinking.
Marcus knew, now, what the Blood Stone was. Rick had explained to him the history and the potential of the doomsday weapon.
Rick paused for a good long moment before answering. “Heru is capable of using it,” he said at last. “He will not care about the consequences. He will focus only on the power it will give him. He never could see too far into the future.”
“But will he use it? Has he been provoked enough?” Nial insisted.
“I don’t know,” Rick said flatly.
“I warned the Libertatus about the pyrrhus,” Nial said. “That threat has been lifted, but we are working under a threat of a different scale, now. For the present we do nothing more to provoke Heru. Is that understood?” He was looking directly at Rick and his gaze shifted to Marcus. “Marcus, you need to talk to your people. They should know, too.”
Marcus nodded his agreement, although the idea of him bringing McLaren up to speed on vampire activities was a startling one. How quickly things had changed! “Should I wake people up, or can it wait until tomorrow?” he asked Nial.
Nial hesitated. “Tonight,” he finally decided. “By tomorrow, Heru will have had another eight hours head start on whatever he might be planning next.”
Marcus fished out his cellphone from his pocket. “I’ll step outside and call,” he said.
Rick followed him out onto the verandah and sat on one of the wicker chairs there, a still black form in the dark. His presence and silent support was reassuring. Marcus leaned against the stone half-wall and dialed McLaren’s private cellphone number. This was the second time he had used it in the last few weeks.
The phone rang out, as it had the last time. Patiently, Marcus dialed again. It flipped to voicemail again. Marcus disconnected and dialed again. McLaren didn’t have his phone turned off, so he would notice the calls coming in one after another. He would eventually pick up just to stop the interruptions. Marcus didn’t think he would be asleep.
On the fourth try, McLaren answered. “This had been be spectacular, Anderson,” he growled. “I’m in the middle of a field operation here.”
There was only one active unit in the division office. Marcus and his team directed and passively controlled local assets only. For McLaren to be involved in a field operation, meant that the vampire unit was active.
“On American soil?” Marcus asked, amazed.
“Vampires are considered alien residents of the United States. There have been developments since you last graced us with your presence,” McLaren snapped back. “So spit it out, Anderson. I don’t have time.”
“I’ve become involved in vampire activities here in the city,” Marcus said. It was a massive understatement and a huge over-simplification, too. “I’ve learned something tonight I thought I had better pass along.”
He could almost hear McLaren’s abrupt shift in attention. Perhaps he’d even stopped moving. “What have you heard?” he asked. “And remember this is an open communication thread.”
“There is a vampire in the city, called Menes Heru. He’s very old. Ancient old. So he doesn’t think like modern people. He has a doomsday weapon, McLaren.”
“Christ, you’re about twelve hours behind the news,” McLaren snarled. “Where the fuck do you think I am?”
Coldness gripped Marcus around the middle. “Who is your source?” he asked. “Who fingered Heru?”
“That is none of—”
“He’ll blow the fucking city up, McLaren!” Marcus shouted and Rick stiffened. McLaren was silent.
“You have to understand,” Marcus urged him. “Heru doesn’t care about humans. He just wants to dominate other vampires. He’s not going to think about the millions of people here. It won’t make him hesitate. You’re wading into the middle of one of the most dangerous civil wars in the history of the world, McLaren, and you might think you know what you’re doing, but I guarantee you don’t. You rushing in on Heru confirms that you have no fucking idea at all.”
Silence.
“Pull your team out,” Marcus begged. “Wait until you know the full score.”
“You’ve already proved your information is old, Anderson. Don’t use this number again.”
There was no click of disconnection. Just the bland dial tone.
Marcus turned and leaned on his hands, breathing hard. “Do you know where Heru is?” he asked Rick.
“One of the remaining League locations,” Rick said quietly. “A warehouse in south central L.A. A private house belonging to the head of their human cadre. A shipping container in the rail yards—”
“It won’t be the yards,” Marcus muttered.
“Heru would not deign to accommodate himself in such rough quarters,” Rick agreed.
Marcus strode inside. “Ilaria!”
His bellow caught everyone’s attention. Nial straightened up from leaning over to speak to the woman they called Kurshid to look at him. “What has happened?”
“The CIA is moving in on Heru. Tonight. Now. They’ve got their own source of information.”
“Pro Libertatus, most likely,” Rick said, from behind him.
Nial nodded.
“But they think they’re moving in on the pyrrhus,” Marcus pointed out. “That’s the last thing you told the Libertatus. They don’t know about the Blood Stone.”
Roman moved closer. “You don’t want that thing unleashed,” he said, his voice low and heavy with warning. “You have to stop him.”
Nial stared off into the middle distance. “That’s a tall order. There will be CIA and all manner of humans around him, if they find him where they think he is.”
“Ilaria!” Marcus called again and waved her to him.
She stepped into the center of the ring of men standing in the middle of the room and looked at him.
“Where is Heru?” he asked. “Where did you go to report in?”
She frowned. “There is a house. In Baldwin village, near the airport—”
“I have the address. That’s the human’s house,” Rick said.
Marcus put his hand on Ilaria’s shoulder. “Ilaria is how you reach out to Heru, Nial. If Ilaria shoots a shell loaded with pyrrhus, it will kill him. I guarantee it.”
Nial blinked. “I didn’t say kill him.”
“How else do you intend to stop him?” Rick said reasonably. “This CIA raid will push him into retaliation, and if it doesn’t, the next event will. He’s losing, Nial. The League is disintegrating around him, and humans are closing in. He’s cornered. You have to kill him before he uses the one last weapon he has left, the one he thinks will solve all his problems.”
“Cyneric is quite correct, Nathanial,” Kurshid said from her comfortable chair. “You only have one choice. You must kill him.”
Nial spun to face her. “There is no other way?”
“Events have conspired against you, Nathanial,” she said. “You have run out of time. We all have. He must be killed.”
 



Chapter Thirty-Three
Ilaria checked through the scope, her forefinger curled over the trigger guard.
“All set, Ilaria?” Marcus’ voice asked softly in her ear.
“We’re all set up here,” Kate said, from behind Ilaria. “Very clear sight lines. This building was a good choice.”
“Ilaria is the one that chose it,” Rick said. He was on the ground with Marcus and the rest. Kate and Winter were standing at the other windows, flanking Ilaria on either side. Ilaria lay on the battered table they had pulled up to the window, the Timberwolf she had borrowed from Sebastian snuggled up against her shoulder. The Timberwolf sniper rifle was her rifle of choice. This one was a borrowed gun, but the Timberwolf was such a precision instrument, she was confident that she would be able to hit her target without needing a spare. All the same, there were five of Marcus’ pyrrhus filled cartridges in the box – he had drilled into the tips of the cartridges Sebastian had on hand, then filled the centers with pyrrhus, using the tools and equipment in Nial’s well-equipped basement.
Once Ilaria had indicated which window she wanted to use, Winter had broken into the appropriate apartment, picking the lock with speedy skill. They were on the third floor of the building, a quarter mile away from the noise, lights and chaos surrounding the small bungalow on the street perpendicular to this one. Ilaria’s view ran straight down the street the bungalow was sited on. Laid out below her, blocking all access to the bungalow and most of the houses on either side and across the road from it, was a blanket of cars, vans, trucks and more, most of them with lights revolving.
There were people everywhere. “I see FBI jackets down there,” she said. Marcus had assured her the ear bud would pick up her normal voice and distribute it to everyone else.
“We’ve spotted them,” Marcus told her. “McLaren must have called them in after the raid was done, so they don’t get their noses out of joint about jurisdiction. Still nothing coming out of the house except CIA personnel.”
“It will be any moment now,” Rick said, his accent sounding richer across the network. “No one has gone back inside in a few minutes. They are clearing the house.”
“Ready, Ilaria?” Kate asked softly, from her window. She held binoculars up to her eyes.
“Silence, everyone,” Nial warned. “No communication unless absolutely necessary from now on. You all know the rendezvous.”
Ilaria was relieved he had told them to quieten. She had never had company while taking a shot, except when she had still been human, during the war. She could remember those times now, although they were human memories and were faded and there were times she could not remember.
Having people nearby, people who knew what she was and supported her anyway – it generated feelings of warmth and belonging. But she needed to concentrate to take the shot. This was going to be a technically difficult shot. There were a lot of lights down there. A lot of people moving, trying to draw her eye.
She let the barrel inch to the left, tracking in her scope across the lawn of the house. She couldn’t see the porch. A large tree blocked her view. But there was a clear space there, between the porch she couldn’t see and the front edge of the lawn where enforcement officials of all description were standing and waiting for the captive to emerge from the house.
“Someone warn me when he is on the porch,” she said. “I’ll take it from there.
“I will,” Rick volunteered. “I know what he looks like.”
Silence. Ilaria could hear her heart beating loudly in her ears. This was the moment when everything slid away from her, just before she had to pick up the pressure on the trigger. She forgot every care or worry, forgot to think of her target as human, as a victim, as a person with people who loved them. She let all that drop away.
She took up pressure on the trigger, drew in her breath, deeply, and began to whisper: “Menes Heru, Asshnunna, Zane Shelley, Larsa, Rosalyn Black, The Hanged Man, Raphael Harker, Salomon the Barbarian, Nicolos de Cremona—”
“He is on the porch,” Rick’s voice whispered in her ear. “About to take the step off. There’s a civilian just in front of him, but the CIA officer is on his left. You’ll have a clear line of sight once the civilian is past your scope.”
She smiled. Rick had laid it out for her. All she had to do was let Heru walk into her crosshairs....
She saw movement. The civilian. She let him slide past the hot spot, her attention already on the figure in white just behind him. Shining dome head. Long flowing robes.
“Menes Heru...” she whispered and pulled the trigger.
It was a true shot. She felt it in her bones. It was the most perfect shot, the surest shot, she had ever taken. Only habit kept her eye glued to the scope to double check.
Heru sensed something. Perhaps he was still connected to her in some distant way. Something warned him and he threw out his hand and made a “come here” motion with the fingers.
The civilian in front of him jerked backwards, just as the bullet reached Heru. The bullet slammed into the civilian’s chest, for Ilaria had aimed for the heart. The impact jerked him off his feet. Ilaria recognized him in that split second. It was one of the League vampires. The one called Matlock. He had been a vicious man.
Before he could crumple to the lawn, Matlock exploded. Ilaria jerked her gaze away from the scope and looked out the window without the magnification, as a bright, neon red fireball expanded, where Matlock had been standing.
There were screams and sounds of panic as the enforcement officials all cringed back from the flames, which dropped to the ground and continued to burn.
“He was warned! He bloody well knew!” That was the vampire that some called Garrett, some called Calum and yet others called Micheil.
The habits of survival reasserted themselves. Ilaria rolled off the table, bringing the Timberwolf with her, slinging it over her shoulder. Kate and Winter were already moving fast toward the door. Ilaria had no trouble catching up with them. Kate held the door open, and they streamed out of the apartment. Both of them stripped off the gloves they were wearing and stuffed them into their pockets. Ilaria did not have prints. Not anymore. Danich had burned them away with acid one hateful day, not long after the second world war had ended, and the science of criminology had surged ahead thanks to cold war improvements in identification.
She ran ahead of the two human women, climbing down the stairs to the back door of the apartment block, and checked that their way was clear and waited for the other two. It was possible the officials would not pursue her as quickly as usual for the fireball would have them confused.
She could see the low slung sports car sitting next to the curb in the dark, by the collection of battered trash cans. Roman was behind the wheel, waiting for them. The engine was running.
“Can anyone see Heru?” Nial demanded in her ear.
“No!”
“He’s gone.”
“He got away during the panic.” That was Marcus. “Fuck, shit, damn and alley cats!”
“Everyone, communications off. All back to rendezvous. Now!”
The noise from the street below had tripled. Alarm was thick in the voices lifting above the sounds of sirens. People shouting.
Ilaria pulled her ear bud out and put it in her jeans pocket. The borrowed jeans were too big and too long – she had folded the bottoms, but kept having to pull up the waistband.
Winter and Kate clattered down the last flight of stairs and pushed up against the door next to her.
“There he is,” Kate murmured. She looked to either side.
“It’s clear,” Ilaria assured her and pushed the door open. Roman saw the movement and threw open the passenger door of the car. She took off, moving as fast as she could, and threw herself into the back seat of the car, and pulled up her legs to make room for Winter.
The two women were moving fast, for humans. They sprinted for the car, and Winter slid into the back seat head first.. Roman threw the seat back and Kate dropped into the front passenger seat and slammed the door.
“He got away,” Kate said breathlessly.
“Later,” Roman said firmly. “Let me drive this thing.” He took off with a spray of blue metal, and yanked the car into a hard right turn, heading down an alley, out onto the street the next block over.
Ilaria stayed hunched in her corner, cradling the Timberwolf. After the first electric concern about being pursued faded away, she unpacked the scope and the shell box, disarming the weapon.
She felt flat, empty and sad. She had missed. She had never missed before, not when she meant to hit her target. Why had she missed Heru? Why could it not have been someone less critical? Someone she had no feelings about, who did not make her angry just thinking about him.
Winter pressed her hand over Ilaria’s. “It’s alright. We’ll fix this,” she said softly.
“How?” Ilaria asked. “They said Heru was mad enough to use the Blood Stone, before. What will he do now?”
But Winter didn’t reply.
* * * * *
The curved roof of the building Nial led them into looked like an old air craft hangar to Marcus, but there was a reception area inside the front doors. The room was bland and modern and comfortable.
Nial moved straight over to one of the inner doors and punched in a code on the digital key plate. The door unlocked with a solid clunk of metal and Nial thrust it open and walked inside.
“Home sweet home,” Patrick murmured as he stepped through.
Marcus followed curiously and Rick caught at his shoulder. “Can you see well enough?” he asked.
“Enough to see shadows in front of me,” Marcus told him. “There’s a light somewhere ahead. Security light, I assume.”
There were walls ahead of them, that didn’t reach the roof. Nial was walking around them. Everyone followed him silently through the narrow, irregular corridor. The shape of the corridor told Marcus the walls were actually tall piles of…things. “Where are we?” he asked, keeping his voice down.
“Kate’s film studio,” Sebastian replied softly. “There’s an independent film company doing a Shakespeare movie right now but filming is done for the night.”
The corridor opened up into a huge, open area and the light grew better. Marcus could see an olde worlde table sitting on a dais, with plates of food and metal cups. There were big movie cameras pointing at another set, which was a bedroom, complete with four-poster bed and a window that looked out onto the piles of scenery stacked next to it. The bedroom had three walls.
Just on the other side of it was what looked like a stone bench sitting in a fake garden.
Nial ignored all of it. He stopped behind the cameras and turned to face them. “Roman should be here in a few minutes. Garrett and Dominic will be last. I also invited the Pro Libertatus. Thoughts, anyone?”
Rick rested his hand on the back support of a director’s chair. “This was probably enough to push Heru over the edge, Nathanial. It is unfortunate we did not kill him. He won’t provide us with another chance, now.”
Nial nodded. “He seemed to hear it coming.” He gave a small shrug. “The powers of the unspoken ones are unknown, but there is a reason they’ve survived as long as they have.” His phone buzzed and he pulled it out and glanced at the screen. “The Libertatus are here. Sebastian, would you show them in?”
Sebastian slipped away into the dark.
“How did you get hold of them?” Rick asked.
“Lowenstein’s assistant. I started there.”
“Richard Lowenstein’s assistant is a vampire?” Marcus asked, astonished.
“So was Lowenstein,” Rick assured him. “Most of the Libertatus are power-holders in the human world. That’s primarily why they didn’t want to declare themselves vampires in a hurry. They like the power.”
“Guess who’s coming to dinner,” Patrick muttered, turning to look back at the narrow corridor that Sebastian had disappeared into.
Movement whispered out of the darkness. Then Sebastian appeared. Behind him were two men and a woman dressed in the uniform of a US Army Colonel.
Nial straightened up, watching them walk toward him.
“Nathanial Aquila,” the woman intoned. “That was just about the most stupid move I have ever seen you make.”
“Eurasia,” Nial intoned. “He had to be stopped. Your people would have missed, too. He knew the bullet was coming.”
“We wouldn’t have tried to shoot him in the first place,” the woman snapped back. “We would have neutralized him in a secure location.”
“There are no secure locations,” Rick replied. “No one can hold Heru. He’s an Ancient One. His powers are unmatched by anything you can bring to bear. He had to be killed.”
There was more movement from the corridor. Kate appeared, with Ilaria, Roman and Winter behind her. Garrett, Dominic and Sasha followed.
Ilaria was carrying the sniper rifle over her shoulder, but she moved around the outside of the forming group, and close to Marcus. She picked up his hand.
“Any problems?” Nial asked Roman, who shook his head.
There were fifteen people ranged in a very loose circle. Everyone was looking at Nial. “We’re all here,” Nial said. He looked at the Libertatus man in a suit. The man had grey hair but a young face. He had been listening with close attention, a hand in his pocket. “Bartholomew, thank you for coming.”
Patrick Sauvage moved closer to Marcus, on the other side from where Ilaria stood. “Isn’t that….?”
“The Secretary for State?” Marcus breathed back. “Yeah, it is. But I know him as Douglas Grifford.”
“Does he have the stone, Nial?” Bartholomew asked.
“Yes, he has it,” Roman said, stepping up next to Nial.
“Will he use it?” Eurasia demanded.
“He’s just lost everything, including his anonymity, here in the States,” Rick said. “He’ll leave the country. Then he’ll weigh up his options and conclude they’re too slim for his liking.” He grimaced. “We have to find him before he reaches the stone.”
“It’s not here?” the third of the Libertatus group asked, sounding surprised. He looked like a younger man and wore a conservative, slim fitting suit, just like Bartholomew.
“Rick. Roman,” Nial said. “Where is the stone and where do you think Heru will go next?”
Rick looked at the ground in front of him, thinking hard. “He might go back to his mountain, to shore up his defenses, but….” He frowned.
“I’ll take rough guesses right now,” Nial assured him.
“I keep thinking of Turkey,” Rick said. “That country keeps turning up in connection with many things of interest to us. Heru arrived here from Turkey. Danich Wulfson’s narish died there. Kate found the Blood Stone there, two years ago.”
“That’s where it is,” Roman interrupted. “Heru took it back to Turkey.”
“Why would he do that?” Bartholomew asked.
“Why go to the effort of hauling a very large and conspicuous stone out of the country?” Eurasia added.
“The stone came from there,” Roman said. “He took it back there, just in case.”
“Roman, you’ll need to explain more,” Nial advised.
Roman lifted his hands up. “It’s all hearsay. Rumors. Stories handed down verbally. It took me years to dig up information about the Stone, and I still don’t know what is myth and what is fact. But there was a story—I dismissed it as pure story, but now I’m wondering…. Anyway. It said that nestled between the two peaks of Mt. Ararat, there is an amphitheater, and in the middle of the theatre, there is a table or cradle. That’s the place where the stone must rest in order to be opened.”
“Mt. Ararat,” Kate said thoughtfully. “The place where Noah’s Arc came to a rest. That’s an interesting parallel.”
“Another way to look at it,” Bartholomew said, “is as the location where humans re-emerged after world devastation, thousands of years ago.”
“That was where the stone was made?” Marcus asked.
Roman lifted his shoulders. “Perhaps. It would certainly explain how the Noah’s Arc story came into being, wouldn’t it? A devastating war between species, humans annihilated by the millions, all topped off by the coming of the Serene Ones en masse, and the extreme weather that the making of the Stone created. Impressionable and scared humans might spin a story around how the world as they knew it had ended.”
“Mt. Ararat is, of course, in Turkey,” Rick pointed out.
“We have to get there before him,” Nial decided.
Bartholomew glanced at his watch. “He has a two hour start and he’ll use a private jet.”
“Commercial flights would be faster,” Sebastian pointed out.
Eurasia smiled. “There is a military jet refueling and prepping, right now, at Los Angeles Airforce Base, in El Segundo. It can get us there in thirteen hours, give or take.”
Nial hesitated and Marcus knew why. Up until now, this had been his operation, his project, involving people he knew and trusted. To accept the military transport, he would be giving up a lot of that control.
Winter touched Nial’s shoulder. “It’s the only way we can get Ilaria and her rifle into Turkey unnoticed and in a hurry,” she murmured.
“I think Ilaria’s rifle will be useless against the power of the stone,” he said.
“Not if we find Heru before he unleashes the stone,” Rick reminded him. “He has to retrieve it from wherever he left it in Turkey, then transport it to Mt. Ararat, assuming he knows where the amphitheater is, and that’s not a given.”
“We don’t know where it is, either,” Roman pointed out.
“In the middle, between two peaks. How hard can it be to find it?” Rick asked, sounding reasonable.
“I can have a satellite retooled to look in the area,” Eurasia said. “If it’s there and it is bigger than a yard across, we’ll pinpoint the location to within six inches.”
Nial let out a slow breath. “Very well. Turkey, in thirteen hours. The gods help us all.”
 



Chapter Thirty-Four
Bryon gazed at up the highest peak of Mt. Ararat in awe. He’d thought the mountain was a fairy story, and had been astonished when Heru had pointed to the map of Turkey and tapped the location.
His astonishment had worn off after a day of travel. Heru would only travel when he could arrive after it was fully dark, and the blinds on all the windows in the cabin had been kept closed at all times. The pilots of the small jet hadn’t been bothered by the restriction. Bryon wondered if the pilots were vampire, too. They accepted everything Heru told them with a degree of respect that only someone who knew who Heru really was would bother to show.
The jet didn’t have a long cruising range, not like the big commercial jumbos, so the journey to Turkey had been a taxing one, with stops every few hours. Bryon had tried to make the time pass more quickly by sleeping whenever he could. There was no food and no in-flight entertainment.
After what felt like a century, or at least a few weeks, they had arrived in a town called Doğubeyazıt. Bryon didn’t know how to pronounce the name. It was two in the morning, local time, but two four-wheel drive vehicles, with big tires and darkened windows, sat on the tarmac waiting. A woman was standing next to the one at the front.
The interpreter kicked at Bryon’s knee where he sat staring out the windows at the dun colored buildings that made up Doğubeyazıt. It was the first time Bryon had been outside the United States and the very different buildings were fascinating.
Bryon shifted his leg quickly, avoiding the freak’s shoe.
The interpreter grinned at him. “Come.”
Heru’s little interpreter had escaped out the back door of the house just as the CIA or FBI or Secret Service, or whoever it was, had bashed in the front door of Bryon’s house, screaming out Heru’s name. Bryon had been at the bar up the street, indulging in a quick beer and a few minutes of peace before heading back to the house that had once been his home. As soon as he had seen his house featured on the TV screen over the bar, he had faded outside and into the back alleys. That was where Heru and the interpreter had found him, forty-five minutes later.
Thirty minutes after that, they had climbed up the short set of stairs into the private jet. And now, indeterminable hours later, they were in Turkey.
Bryon got to his feet and shuffled forward. He was as stiff as a board after sitting for so long.
Heru stood at the door, waiting for them. They were the only three in the jet, and Bryon wisely stood back and let Heru descend to the tarmac. The interpreter pushed his way past and went second.
Heru sailed right up to the woman.
“You have it?” the interpreter demanded.
She nodded. “Safely in the other vehicle, oh wise one.” She didn’t seem to have any problems with the interpreter or Heru’s lack of English. She spoke perfectly good English herself. She opened the back door of the vehicle she was standing next to.
Heru lifted himself up. He didn’t touch anything, or haul himself up with the grab rails. He floated up and into the back of the vehicle. The woman didn’t blink.
The interpreter climbed in after Heru, making heavy going of the big step up, his little legs working hard.
The woman got behind the wheel, and shut the door. The back door shut in Bryon’s face and the woman wound down her window. “The other car,” she said shortly.
He was secretly pleased to be relegated to the second car and opened the back door to climb in. There was a big stone lying on the seat, with a blanket dropped over it, that didn’t quite cover the crumbling ends.
“What the hell?”
The driver turned to look at him. He had the dark skin of a native Turk, and a big moustache. He jabbered in the local dialect and pointed to the passenger seat next to him.
Shotgun. Okay, fine. Bryon shut the back door and climbed up into the passenger seat. It ended up being the best place to be, for as the two cars wheeled out of the town, he saw their destination ahead. Mt Ararat had two peaks, both of them snow-capped and glowing in the moonlight. In between the two, the land sloped gradually down to a valley of grey that the night mostly hid.
The two cars drove steadily into the night, always heading toward the two peaks. Soon they dominated the view ahead, and as they drew closer, the peaks towered over them, and Bryon couldn’t see them without scrunching down and looking up through the top of the windscreen.
The Turk who was driving spoke no English, but he passed over a thermos after swigging from it. Bryon was thirsty and hungry, so he took the thermos and swallowed a great mouthful. The coffee was hot, very strong and laced with some sort of liquor. It tasted wonderful to his parched tongue.
The slope of the rough road grew sharper as they climbed the hill between the peaks. After an hour of driving, the cars pulled off the road. They began to work their way across the rough terrain, jolting and bouncing Bryon around in his seat. Their pace slowed.
He was thrilled when they finally halted. He opened his door and climbed out, quite happy never to sit again, if he could. He stretched his back, bending over and twisting.
The woman from the other car hurried over and opened the back door. She pulled the blanket off the stone and tossed it into the back, and stood back as Heru approached.
Heru reached in and laid his hand on the stone. For a moment it seemed like he was listening to it. Then he stepped back and held out his hand, palm up, the fingers together.
Bryon stepped back a couple of paces himself as the stone lifted gently off the seat. The car groaned as the suspension resettled itself. Bryon watched the stone ease out of the car, and hover three feet off the ground, right in front of Heru, who turned and began to walk up the sharp slope in front of the cars. The stone followed him, and it reminded Bryon of the first time he had seen Heru, floating gently down from the first floor balcony of the hall. This was the same thing, just a stone instead of Heru.
The slope was a bitch to climb. It was rocky, dry, and the shale kept rolling out from under his feet, making Bryon stumble and a few times, throw his hands out to keep himself upright. His palms were scraped raw. There was a stiff breeze and it was cold – the exposed skin on his face and hands was icy. The night was silent except for the sound of their progress up the slope.
At the top, Bryon paused to catch his breath and had it snatched away by his surprise. “Fuck me,” he whispered. Laid out below, and picked out by the moonlight, was a big round area, flattened out by either man or a freak of nature. It was an almost perfect circle and the edges were dug into the hillside to form a diameter of natural seating.
It was about thirty feet across. A very small arena and not a very useful one because there was a big rock sticking out of the middle of it. The rock had jagged edges, like it had been torn in two, and looked as sharp as razor blades.
Heru walked down the slope toward the arena, his pet stone following him. Now that he was lower than Bryon, Bryon could see that the stone was a big rectangle, maybe six feet in length. There was some sort of writing all over the front of it, or what would be the front if it was placed so it was standing on its short end. It looked incredibly old, like the statues and stuff that had come out of Egypt. Bryon had gone to see the Egyptian display when it had been in Los Angeles, but he had been unimpressed. He didn’t understand why people could get so hysterical about a bit of stone with some scribbles on it. It had all looked old and boring.
This stone here was the one everyone had been fussing about? He had heard gossip that the League vampires had let slide while he was among them. This had to be the Blood Stone that they had all wondered whether it was real or not.
Bryon followed Heru down into the arena. It was a relief to walk on something that was almost flat and even, although it was more of the same dirt as the slopes.
Heru turned to look at the stone. He raised his hand and the stone lifted higher by a foot or two, then drifted over the top of the jagged rock in the middle. Heru walked around the rock, watching the stone. It turned in time with Heru’s progress around the rock beneath it.
Heru halted and lowered his hand and the stone floated down onto the rock. It fit perfectly, the jagged peaks of the rock rising up around it, cradling it like it belonged there.
As the stone settled into place with a crunching, grinding sound, the wind stopped. It didn’t die away. It halted completely, between one heartbeat and the next.
The woman who had driven Heru stepped into the arena, her boots crunching on the grit. It sounded very loud. She stopped dead, looking around.
Bryon tried not to breathe too loudly. His heart was racing, but he wasn’t sure why.
“Can you read the words?” the woman asked Heru, who was standing over the stone, staring at it.
He shook his head.
“There are none who can,” the interpreter said.
How’s he gonna read it then? Bryon wondered.
Heru rested his hands on the stone. Instantly, he stiffened, throwing his head back like he was in pain.
The hairs on the back of Bryon’s neck stood upright, almost painfully. It wasn’t just his neck. The hairs all over his body were moving, lifting up, prickling along his skin. “Oh, shit,” he breathed, fear touching him.
* * * * *
“Down,” Nial murmured and everyone dropped to the ground, even though the edge of the slope was a bare five meters away, and Ilaria could hear movement, just beyond it. The hair on her arm lifted, making her skin tingle and tighten with the electrical charge. Added to the complete halting of the wind a minute ago, it implied that something was happening to the stone. She needed to get to the edge of the slope so she could spot her target. She needed to halt this. So she started to wriggle ahead.
Rick’s arm shot out and grabbed hers. He shook his head and put his lips right next to her ear. “It’s too silent. You’ll be heard. Wait.”
She bit her lip. Tension was beating at her, making everything throb. The need to do something was like a tightly coiled hair-trigger inside her chest and stomach. She looked over Rick’s shoulder. There were dark shadows scattered all along the slope – the others were lying in the dirt as ordered, even the one called Bartholomew.
Behind them, the two Overlanders sat with their doors opened, abandoned. White pebbles and sand on the back seat of one proved that Heru had the stone.
Ilaria waited, brimming with frustration. Heru was so close! She could edge up to the slope and pick him off before he knew she was there.
Then the chanted started, and she hunkered down instinctively. It sounded terrible, even though she could not understand the words.
* * * * *
Bryon watched, amazed, as Heru began to speak, his voice loud and firm. The language he was using didn’t sound anything like the usual jabber he spoke. His gaze was on the stone, very focused.
He was reading the stuff on the stone, Bryon realized.
Amazing.
* * * * *
Nial waved everyone forward, with his hand flattened out. Ilaria understood that he wanted everyone to keep low. She inched her way up the slope carefully, the Timberwolf on her back swaying as she wriggled. The slope turned to dry, rough stone right at the top and she eased her way up until she could see over the top. The others were doing the same, taking quick glances.
“He’s reading the fucking stone!” Roman said in a harsh whisper. “Nial, we have to move now!”
Nial looked over the edge, taking a long moment to study the rounded amphitheater Ilaria had seen when she looked over. He pulled back and shook his head. “I’m not sending anyone down there,” he said flatly. “Not now.”
“We let him break the stone?” Winter demanded.
“We wait,” Nial decided. “And watch.”
“You can’t just—” Roman began, but Nial held up his hand.
“I’ve made my decision,” Nial said flatly.
Ilaria bit her lip, glancing at Marcus, next to her. He gave her a strained smile. “It sounds like he has a plan. Let’s do what he says.”
“But you can set up right here, just so you’re ready,” Rick added.
The chanting went on as she pulled the Timberwolf over her shoulder, and slapped the shell box into place. The scope was already mounted and she eased the barrel up to the edge of the slope.
An orange glow was lighting the sky just ahead and she put her eye to the scope and looked.
The stone was glowing. A bright light came from the very heart of it. It was ebbing and pulsing, yellow and red and orange, and it was growing brighter as she watched.
Heru was standing at the end of the stone, reading from it. His arms were held out from his sides, like he was praying to the stone. The pulsing increased.
He was right there. She could stop this thing now. All she had to do was squeeze the trigger.
Ilaria looked at Rick and Marcus, to see if they were watching her. They were staring down into the arena.
She bent her head to the sights and took careful aim.
“Ilaria, no,” Rick said quickly.
From this distance, she couldn’t miss. She fired.
Nothing happened. The bullet should have gone right through Heru, but he didn’t blink.
“The stone is protecting him!” Marcus said.
A breeze brushed her hair across her face. Then a stronger wind whipped it into her eyes, and she jerked backwards, her eyes stinging. The wind began to howl, whistling against her left side, picking up dirt and dust and roiling it around the amphitheater. She could just see across to the other side, where the ground sloped up sharply to a similar slope to the one she was laying on. Dust was blasting sideways, driven by the wind. It was moving in a circle around the amphitheater.
Someone grabbed her calf and pulled her backwards, with enough power that she was dragged back helplessly. She snatched at the rifle stock, bringing it with her, and scrunched herself around to see who had hold of her leg.
It was Roman. He let go of her leg and leaned in close to her face. “Do not put your head up over the lip,” he said. “Stay as close to the ground as you can. It’s only going to get worse.” He looked at Marcus and Rick. “Did you hear that?”
They nodded, and Roman moved on to the next people – Sasha and Garrett, Dominic and Bartholomew, to tell them the same thing. He was keeping well below the top of the slope, moving up to people from behind.
Ilaria looked at Rick. “We’re too late to stop him, aren’t we?” She had to lift her voice above the howling wind, but the worst of the cyclonic gale seemed to be at the top of the slope. Where they lay a few feet down from the top, there was only a gentle plucking at her coat.
“I think we were too late the moment he dropped the stone into the cradle,” Rick said. “We can only wait this out.”
* * * * *
Heru dropped his arms, and looked around the arena.
Bryon looked, too. The wind was a deafening noise, but it seemed to be all outside the arena. There were little eddies lifting the edges of his hair where he stood, but that was all. The woman stood with her arms crossed, taking no notice of anything behind her. She was watching Heru.
The interpreter pushed against Bryon’s hip. “He wants you closer. Go to him.”
The stone was an almost blinding white, now. If Bryon looked at it directly, the brilliant light dazzled him and left him blinking with afterimages dancing against his eyelids. Go closer to that? He shook his head. “I’m fine right here,” he said, shouting the words.
The interpreter kicked him, aiming for the side of his knee. Bryon hopped out of the way, but the little freak’s boot made partial contact and he staggered.
“Go to him! Go! He commands you.”
“Alright, alright, alright!” Bryon limped slowly over to Heru, keeping his gaze averted from the blinding light.
The interpreter stood behind Heru. “This is your reward, for your loyalty. Lay your hand on the stone, and you will absorb more power than any human has ever conceived possible.”
“Reward?” Bryon licked his lips. “I don’t want a reward,” he said. “I just want to go home.” His throat was sore from shouting.
“Take your reward, and you will be able to return home the moment you desire it. Such is the power I offer you.”
Teleportation? Bryon considered Heru. All the time he had been working for the vampires, he had always wondered what it would be like to have some of their awesome abilities. When Heru had appeared among them, teleporting and shoving things and people around with his mind, the concept that someone might really have those powers had kept Bryon awake for nights. It had never occurred to him that he might be able to have those powers for himself.
“Just touch it?” he asked.
“Just as I touched it. Reverently. Respectfully.”
With the breeze inside the arena brushing his hair out of his face, Bryon turned to face the glowing stone. He had to almost completely shut his eyes against the brightness.
Trembling with excitement and fear, too, he thrust his hand out, holding the palm flat like Heru had done. He leaned in, and gently lowered it. He couldn’t tell where the surface of the stone was. It was too bright.
Then he made contact.
Pain tore through his arm, rushing up into his head. Pain worse than anything he had ever felt.
Bryon screamed.
* * * * *
The agony-filled scream pierced the wind. It was a terrible sound and Ilaria clapped her hands over her ears, trying to shut it out. The scream was human.
Roman was gesturing furiously, telling everyone to stay down.
Then came a sound even more terrible than the scream. It was a rushing, high pitch whistling, like the noise of a jet engine and a kettle whistling, all rolled into one. The sound it was making grew louder and higher, building and building.
Rick pushed her hard, rolling her over onto her back, then over again, until she rolled up against Marcus, who was covering his own ears. Rick slid over the top of them both and pulled himself up over Marcus. He reached over and pulled Ilaria up against him, too, and she understood what he was doing. Both of them could withstand considerably more heat and violence than Marcus, who was just human. They could protect him from whatever was coming.
She looked behind her. Along the slope, the vampires were all doing the same. At least two of them were protecting each human among them and everyone was pressed against the ground, bracing themselves.
The screaming note rose higher and higher, until Ilaria could barely hear it anymore. Then something blasted out of the amphitheater. She looked up. A column of brilliant light, too bright to look at properly, was reaching up into the cloudless night. It seemed to go on forever.
A blast wave blew out over the top of the slope, plucking at them and she hid her face, holding on to Marcus grimly.
There was a smell in the air, of moldy leaves and earth and the sharp hot smell of grinding iron. She gasped and tried to not breathe any of the putrid smell into her lungs.
The column of light was roaring endlessly, muffling her hearing, but she realized that it wasn’t just her hearing. Her breath was harder to draw, and her head was pounding, like she had a headache, but she hadn’t had one of those for nearly a hundred years.
Air pressure, she realized dully, trying to think past the thickness. The air pressure was building.
The wind just above the lip of the slope intensified, matching the blasting column of air in noise and fury.
Then the light faded and died. The wind stopped. The air pressure popped like a balloon and she could suddenly breathe again.
Silence. Everything was still.
Ilaria rolled off Marcus and looked up. The others were, too. Nial stood up, peering over the edge.
It began to rain, in big, fat, stinging drops. As if someone had turned over a full bucket, the rain intensified into a solid deluge of water. It was cold. Then something hit her on the head, a small tap. Then more of them.
“Hail!” Nial shouted. “Into the amphitheater, now!” He began to scramble up the slope, pulling Winter up alongside him.
Rick grabbed her arm and began to haul her up the slope, too. He had Marcus’ arm in his other hand. Ilaria tried to sling the Timberwolf back over her shoulder, but Rick’s strength was too much for her to be able to keep her feet and swing her arm at the same time. She gripped the barrel of the rifle desperately, and concentrated on staying on her feet. The hail was hurting, a shower of pebbles against her back and head and arms.
She reached the lip of the slope and threw herself over it, then began sliding and half-running down the slope on the other side. Down toward the amphitheater.
There was no rain on this side of the slope. Instead, the air was filled with murmuring, and lights danced above in the sky, like a bright, fast display of the Aurora Borealis.
Ilaria brought herself to a halt, teetering right on the edge of the circular depression that made up the center of the amphitheater. When she had last looked through her scope, Heru had been standing in the center, next to the glowing stone. His interpreter had been a few paces away. Bryon, the human who had sheltered Heru, had been hovering by the edge of the area, while a woman that Ilaria guessed had been a vampire had been backed right up against the edge of the arena.
There was no one there now, except Heru. He was staring up at the sky, his arms raised, calling out in a language she did not recognize. It was not his normal dialect.
Everyone else had paused on the edge of the arena, too. Heru took no notice of them. He continued to speak, and amongst the words was one Ilaria recognized from Roman’s long, long lecture on the flight over from America to Turkey.
Summani.
Heru was calling out to the Summanus and the lights above his head were roiling in agitation.
Roman stepped over the lip of the arena, down onto the flat ground. He lifted his head up to the sky. “I call out to the Serena!” he cried. “Hear me! A great injustice has been done. I demand a hearing so the injustice may be righted! Do you hear me?” He waited, listening and watching.
Ilaria turned to Rick. “I could kill him now,” she whispered, nodding toward Heru. The Ancient One stood barely fifteen feet from her and his attention was completely upon the skies over his head.
Rick shook his head. “Let’s wait,” he suggested. There was a deep crease between his brows and his voice was distant. He was thinking deeply.
“Serene Ones!” Roman cried. “Come to me!”
“We have come.” The voice was quiet, but there was a musical cadence to the words that called for attention.
Roman spun, looking across the arena. The Blood Stone was gone.
A woman stood on the other side of the rock where the Blood Stone had been sitting. She seemed to be lit from within. She didn’t glow, but there was a luminescence to her skin that made her distinctly non-human. She walked slowly around the rock, watching Roman. “We have heard your call, Roman Adrian Xerus.” She was wearing jeans and a simple white top, which made Ilaria think that the clothing and the woman’s appearance had been instantly adjusted to match the person who had called for her presence.
Heru moved around his end of the rock, heading toward her. He began to speak, but the woman held up her hand and he fell silent. “You will speak in your turn,” she told him. Heru grew red in the face, his throat and lips working, but his mouth did not open. She had silenced him.
The serene one stopped at what looked like a pace away from Roman, but her feet, encased in elegant boots, were not touching the ground. “We are listening,” she finished gravely.
Nial waved everyone forward. He stepped over the edge onto the arena floor and moved to stand behind Roman. Marcus helped Ilaria over the edge, and they stepped over to join Nial, as did everyone else.
The woman watched them assemble with mild curiosity. She did not seem to be surprised in any way. Her eyes were unblinking. She fixed her gaze upon Roman, waiting patiently.
Roman lifted his hand and pointed toward Heru. “This one has delivered grave ills upon the world. He has unleashed the old races, which you locked away inside the Blood Stone thousands and thousands of years ago. He has killed and maimed and injured in his quest to release the Summani, the Elah and the Ĉiela, simply so he may gather more power for himself. He calls to the Summani, to bargain with them for his new glory. He is corrupt and unfeeling.”
“Yet he is of your race,” the serene one pointed out. “Has this new race we left behind to care for our world become so corrupt?”
“Like any race, madam,” Nial said over Roman’s shoulder, “there are corrupt souls among the many good ones.”
She glanced at each of them. “It pleases me to see humans and the blood working together. This is as we designed, but the synergies I see among you surpass our expectations. I will listen to your plea.” She looked at Roman expectantly. “Tell me how this one has lost his way.”
Heru looked furious. He was trying to shift his feet, without success. His arms waved wildly as he worked at lifting them.
Roman drew in a deep breath. “It’s a long story,” he told the serene one.
“I have all the time in the world,” she said, with a glimmer of a smile.
Roman began the tale back in the past, when he had first heard about the stone. He summarized quickly the hundreds of years since then and his quest to learn more about it. Then he looked at Nial. “This is Nathanial Aquila Valerius Aurelius, madam. He will explain the progress vampires have made, and their integration with humans, which will happen very soon.”
Nial bowed low to the woman, who gave another small smile. She clearly liked being kowtowed to.
He straightened and began to speak, outlining the political situation with the vampires and humans. He did not lie and he did not omit a single fact, including those that did not paint vampires in the best possible light.
“I appreciate the truth that you have provided me,” the serene one told Nial, as he stepped back.
Roman gestured to Kate. “This is Kate,” he told the serene one, who had not moved in the many minutes they had been speaking. “She will tell you how she found the stone.”
Kate stepped forward and nodded at the woman. She told the story of how she had chased down a local rumor in the small Turkish town of Çayönü, during her archeological research for a movie. The Serene One did not seem to have any trouble understanding the concept of research, movies or any modern terminology that Kate used. She listened attentively, her attention never wavering.
Rick stepped up beside Kate and when Kate had finished explaining how Heru had stolen the Blood Stone from her own trailer, he bent low in a deep bow. “I will tell you about Heru, madam, for I know him well. I can tell you about his excesses.”
She nodded in acknowledgement. “Speak,” she told him.
Rick told the tale of how he had come to be in America, and the work he had done for Nial. Then, meeting Ilaria and discovering her inscription. He pulled Ilaria forward and Ilaria bowed as low as he had done, holding the rifle behind her.
“I see the mark you both wear,” the Serene One said. “But it has lost its effectiveness. Tell me why.”
Rick explained how he had deliberately retrieved his memories of his inscription, in order to free Ilaria. Marcus stepped up beside them, taking Ilaria’s hand. He didn’t speak, but she was glad he was there. It was a silent support that helped her stay still under the woman’s steady gaze.
Bartholomew stepped forward, then. “I would like to explain the balance of power in this world, and how Heru has put the future of both humans and vampires in jeopardy by breaking the stone.” He spoke for three minutes, his voice rolling across the amphitheater, as he painted a future that looked bleak and dismal. Ilaria listened to him speak of a world forever at war against the three races Heru had released and shuddered. Bartholomew was not lying.
“The Blood were put upon this world to protect and help humans,” the serene one replied. “You protest your ordained role in human affairs?”
“Not at all, serene one. We look forward to the challenges that face us. It will be a pleasure to fulfil our purpose after so long has passed while we lingered in the shadows.”
“This creature may be of our race,” Roman said, pointing to Heru once more. “But he has worked to destroy members of our race. He holds no regard for humans at all. They are less than ants to him.”
The woman turned to face Heru. “You have been provided the means to hear all that was spoken against you. What do you say?”
Heru began to babble. The woman did not seem to have any issues understanding him, just as he had clearly understood her. He spoke for a couple of minutes, and the woman held up her hand. He fell silent. From the look on his face and the way his jaw worked, his silence was her idea.
“The breaking of the stone called for a blood sacrifice. You were the one to summon the races from the stone, yet you did not offer yourself up in return. Instead, you mislead your servant into paying that price for you. We watched you do this. It condemns you, just as the words of these people do.”
Heru tried to speak. He tried to lift his feet. His face was very red.
“You are an old one,” she said, speaking as if he was listening to every word. “You are like the Summani you tried to call to you. The light of the sun is your enemy. It is time you met the enemy you fear, Menes Heru Asar Iah.”
Heru stopped struggling, staring at her.
From the sky above him, a shaft of pure sunlight appeared. It bathed Heru in a tight circle of daylight.
He threw up his arms, protecting himself, and screamed. His flesh began to smoke and bubble.
Ilaria tried to draw away, horror circling through her. But Marcus and Rick kept her locked between them. “You should watch all of it,” Marcus said. “Then you will know absolutely that you are free.”
Flames were licking over Heru’s body, then with a soft whoosh, his clothing caught and the flames leapt the length of his body.
Heru dropped to his knees, the screams fading. There was another small puff of energy and the flames disappeared. Instead, there was a small pile of dust that stirred in the shifts of wind. The sunlight winked out.
“So passes another legend,” Nial murmured, sounding sad.
“She’s gone!” Patrick said.
The Serene One had disappeared.
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Chapter Thirty-Five
Two weeks later.
Winter opened the door, looking flustered. “Marcus, you made it!” She surprised him by kissing his cheek as she drew him into the house. “Everyone is here,” she added.
“Everyone?” he asked, his heart sinking. He had just spent an intense five days being debriefed by the CIA. It had been during one of the marathon sessions that McLaren had revealed he was a vampire, and that two others in the vampire unit were also vampires.
After Marcus had told his story for the first time, McLaren had turned into a reasonable…well, human being. McLaren was Libertatus, but that division between vampires was fading fast. Between the two of them, they had hammered out the story they were going to give to humans who were not yet aware. The story didn’t have to hold water for too long, so the debriefing had only lasted a few days, rather than the weeks they could have held him.
Marcus had suffered through the process with as much good grace as he could muster. He wanted to see Rick and Ilaria. He wanted to be back at the apartment. He wanted to go back to the big house in the Hollywood Hills. The people who frequented Nial’s home were infinitely more interesting than most of the normal humans Marcus knew.
This morning, McLaren had officially cut him loose and had walked him out to the pavement. It was a glorious day. Eighty degrees and cloudless. Marcus had let the sun play on his face.
“You’re really going back to them?” McLaren asked suddenly.
“I’m really going back.”
“I know Cyneric Pæga. We met a few decades ago. He’s a prick.” McLaren grimaced. “But from what you say, he has reason to be.”
“That’s what I thought about you.” Marcus smiled. “You don’t know him as well as you think you do.”
“I guess.” McLaren turned back to face the doors. “I’ll be in touch. The next few weeks are going to be…interesting.”
Marcus had headed for his car and driven straight out here, with Pantera playing at full blast. It had helped wash away the mental cobwebs that five days of sitting in a room and breathing canned air had given him. So had thinking about Rick and Ilaria.
But if everyone was here, did that mean the Libertatus…and McLaren? He’d just got away from all that.
Winter gave him another warm smile. “They’re both here,” she told him. “They arrived about twenty minutes ago. Don’t worry, it’s just family.”
Family. The word gave him a jolt, but he thought it over as he made his way into the big front room. There was no other way to describe the people who worked directly with Nial. They were an eclectic mix of normal humans, enhanced humans, vampires, former vampires and other species, like Winter. They were more than just co-workers, too. After the breaking of the stone, Marcus had seen them all differently, and knew they felt the same. Something had changed them all that night. There was a common glue drawing them together.
Ilaria hurried straight over to him as soon as he spotted her. She threw her arms around his neck, jumping up to do so, and rained kisses all over his face, then kissed him properly, a long, deep and lingering kiss that made him forget to breathe. He came up for air, and smiled at her. “Hello to you, too,” he murmured. Everyone standing nearby was smiling.
Ilaria gave him the small, warm smile he liked to think was reserved just for him. Or at least Rick and him. The smile spoke of share secrets and intimacies. It never failed to make him feel wonderful and prompt memories of the three of them in bed, making his breath pause.
“They’re having a party,” Ilaria told him. “You got here just in time.”
“A party at two in the afternoon?” he asked.
“Why not?” Rick asked, moving closer to them. He gave Marcus a smile of his own. Marcus knew for certain that Rick’s smile was for him and Ilaria – Rick remained Cyneric for everyone else, even though none of them had hidden their relationship. It was going to take a long while for Rick to learn how to be himself with everyone, instead of the biological computer construct he had used for centuries.
Rick stroked the back of Marcus’ neck, where no one could see the caress. “It’s good to see you,” he murmured. “You have been missed.”
“Terribly missed!” Ilaria declared, her arms tightening for a moment.
“What, exactly, are you wearing?” Marcus asked her, untangling himself and putting her at arm’s length so he could study the effect. Ilaria’s clothing choices had grown more eccentric and individual as she worked to learn what she liked and didn’t like, and develop her personal style. Sometimes the result was odd. Sometimes it was very pleasing indeed – like the day she had worn a chiffon wrap dress and nothing beneath it. That had been rousing day.
Today she wore leather shorts – and they were very short – over black stockings and boots that came up over her knee. The shirt was a floral print, and she had casually tied it at the front without bothering to fasten any of the buttons. Over the top, she wore a jacket…or maybe it was a coat. But it was long, coming down past the boots. The inside of the jacket – coat – was the same material as her shirt.
“Very interesting,” Marcus said approvingly, his gaze returning to the way the shirt curved around her breasts, and revealed the flesh between them.
“Sorry to interrupt,” Sebastian murmured, next to them. Rick stepped away, putting a good pace between them. Sebastian held out a champagne glass toward Marcus. It was empty.
Marcus took the glass and tipped it upside down. “Put some Jim Beam in there, and I’m set.”
“Not too many of us can drink the real stuff, in this room,” Sebastian said, “and Nial won’t toast with water – he says it’s bad luck. So we toast with empty glasses.”
Nial tapped a spoon against the side of his glass and the room fell silent. Marcus glanced around at the faces that made up this ‘family’. Kate, Garret and Roman together. Winter, Nial and Sebastian, whom he had finally discovered were all married to each other. Dominic, who stood ‘listening’ to everyone with a contended smile on his face. Sasha, who showed no signs of returning home any time soon. Rick and Ilaria. It was a huge family, but Marcus had grown to like all of them.
“This may be the last time we are collected together in one room like this,” Nial told them. “Humans are starting to ask questions we cannot answer with anything but the truth. Hailing frogs and falling ash, rivers running blood, birds massing and trees dying overnight. Humans may not know what we know, but they are sensitive to portents and symbols. They are becoming aware of the greater world around them. They still do not know why most of eastern Turkey was without power for three days, but…” He glanced at everyone in the room, his gaze circling around. “It’s time to tell them. They must be warned, and we must prepare for what is to come. The world we knew has gone and our new reality is waiting for us.”
He held up his glass. “The world ahead will have many evil and bleak days, but let us agree to work to fill our glasses with joy, happiness and above all, freedom for each and every one of us. Bona valetudo.”
“Cheers,” Marcus said, lifting his glass. Rick’s and Ilaria’s touched his with soft clinks.
* * * * *
The Cotswolds, Britain.
“Are we there yet?” Ilaria asked impatiently, rocking on the seat, with her knees to her chest. She was wearing a sundress today, and the hem stopped a long way short of her knees, so with her stilettos propped on the edge of the seat like that, most of her thighs were on display. The back of the sundress didn’t exist. It scooped down nearly to her ass and was a dire distraction whenever Marcus looked in that direction. He was glad he wasn’t driving.
Rick smiled. “Patience,” he told her.
Marcus snorted. “Fat chance that’s going to happen. Where are we, anyway? I got lost about thirty turns back. These stupid roads wind back on themselves, I swear.”
“The roads all follow the original cart tracks. Rosenwold has been a village since Saxon times,” Rick replied. “Nearly there.” He turned the small car they had rented at Heathrow into a lane that looked barely wide enough to let it through. There were dry stone fences on either side, with gates and stiles. Stiles, Marcus repeated to himself. This part of England was a living, breathing cliché. Ilaria was over the moon about the chocolate box scenery.
Rick negotiated around a sharp bend, then pointed. “There,” he said.
Ilaria sucked in her breath, pressing her hand against the side window as she looked. “Oh my God!” she squealed. “Stop! Stop!”
“Not in the middle of the road,” Rick replied. But he was smiling.
The cottage he had pointed to was a lot larger than others in the area – it had two floors, with gable windows punching out through the thatched roof. The windows were lead-lighted, the bronze lead lights gleaming with care.
The walls were whitewashed, and there were six double windows across the front of the cottage. Marcus could feel his jaw descending in astonishment. There were roses and green ivy clinging to the walls around the windows.
The garden out the front of the house was a mass of flowers and shrubs. Blooms of every shade and color were nodding in the early summer sunshine. There was even a picket fence.
Marcus pushed forward between the two front seats. “You own this? You?” he asked Rick.
“It’s one of my homes,” Rick said casually. “But I haven’t lived here for years.”
“Ooooh, it’s beautiful.” Ilaria sighed.
Rick pulled the car into a narrow driveway and parked on the hardstand that was clearly a modern addition to the front yard. He ducked his head to look up at the house through the windscreen, then looked at Ilaria. “They’re not mullions in the windows…but will it do?”
She grabbed his head and kissed him soundly. “I love it! You knew, when I was talking about my dream house – you were thinking about this one.”
Rick stroked her cheekbone. “I wasn’t sure, then. I am now.”
Marcus got out of the car and stretched. “You’re talking in euphemisms again,” he told Rick as he unfolded himself from the low vehicle and stood up.
Ilaria stepped out of the car, her legs looking very long under the short dress. She had put on a pair of dark, big sunglasses. With her dark hair shining in the sun, and the white dress which made her olive skin gleam, she looked like a million dollars. She looked at Rick over the roof of the car. “He’s right. You’re being obscure.”
“I’m not about tell all out here in the yard,” Rick replied. He walked around the car and along the path to the front door, which he unlocked and pushed open.
Ilaria wandered along the path, pausing to sniff flowers, or sigh over them. She reached up and kissed Rick’s cheek as she stepped in the door. Marcus followed her inside, curious.
It was as charming inside as it was out. The walls were still white, but there was dark wood furniture and thick cushions everywhere. A grandfather clock ticked loudly in the corner by the fireplace. A big sofa sat in front of the fireplace and chairs were pulled up beside it. “It’s perfect,” Marcus said.
Rick sat on the back of the sofa, watching them explore.
Ilaria pushed her sunglasses onto the top of her head and looked at him, her hand on her hip, which did interesting things to the scrap of material that made up the back and lower half of her dress, and hiked the hem up another inch or so.
Marcus wrenched his attention away from her legs and looked at Rick, too. “You were being obscure,” he reminded him.
Rick crossed his arms, his long legs stretching out. “This isn’t a subject I find easy to talk about,” he began.
Marcus rolled his eyes. “A stiff upper-lipped Brit like you? Who’d’ve guessed?”
Ilaria giggled.
Rick gave a small smile. “Laugh all you want. I haven’t done this for a very long time.”
“Done what?” Ilaria asked.
“Well, for a start, bringing you home. Both of you.” He stood up restlessly. “That’s a lie,” he said flatly. “I’ve never bought anyone home. Not like this. Not when I want you to stay as much as I do. The others all left sooner or later. I can’t conceive of a time when I would want you to go.”
“I can’t stay forever,” Marcus said gently. “Eventually, I’m going to grow old and die.”
Rick shook his head. “We will turn you. I’m not going to give you up that easily.”
Ilaria’s expression was soft and warm. “But you aren’t going to ask us to stay, are you?” she asked, sounding wise.
Rick shook his head. “I’m doing this all wrong,” he said flatly and turned his back on them.
“It’s okay—” Marcus began.
“No, it’s not,” Rick shot back, turning to face them again. “Why can’t I say it?”
“Because it’s new and scary and you’re not used to it,” Ilaria told him.
Rick closed his eyes. “I love you. I love you, Marcus, and I love you, Ilaria.” He took a breath that sounded shaky. “I wasn’t looking for this…I didn’t want it, but now that I have you, I never want to let you go. I want to lock the door and keep the world away while I have my time with you. But as soon as I think about finding some way to bind you to me and keep you by me forever, I feel sick.” He pushed his hand through his hair with a desperate sweep of his fingers. “I don’t want to lose you. But I don’t know how to make sure that never happens.”
“You can’t,” Marcus said flatly. “You can’t stop people dying, or leaving. Life doesn’t work that way. All you can do is love as hard as you can while you have the time to do it.” He stripped off his jacket and dropped it on the back of the sofa next to Rick. “I love you both. I keep being surprised by how much I love you, but I feel the same way. I feel uneasy as soon as I think about commitments or ceremonies or anything like that. Probably it’s because of Katya – everything was fine until we had to define our relationship and make it formal.”
Ilaria placed herself in front of them. “I don’t want a ceremony or a commitment either. The idea of bonds of any type….” She shuddered. “No, I do not want them. But I want you both to stay with me.”
Marcus picked up her hand, then Rick’s, and placed them together in his. “That’s how we do it,” he told them. “We don’t commit. We don’t make promises. We ask for what we want – and you have to ask, Rick. No euphemisms or expecting us to mind read. Each of us is free to say no and walk away at any time.”
Rick took a deep breath. “Very well,” he said. “I have to remain in England for the next…well, no one knows how long. I am Nial’s agent here until things change. Ilaria, you agreed to be at Nial’s beck and call, but your base has always been Europe. Marcus, you are the CIA’s vampire contact for western Europe.”
Marcus grinned. “There’s something I never thought I’d hear said about me, ten weeks ago.”
Ilaria smiled.
Rick shook their combined hands a little. “I want you both to stay here, with me, in this house. For as long as you want, until you want to leave.”
Ilaria sighed. “I would love to stay,” she said softly.
Rick looked at Marcus.
Marcus smiled back. “I thought you’d never ask.”
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