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About Blood Revealed

To save their world, vampires and humans must fight together…against the deadliest enemy ever unleashed.

Nial, leader of the vampires, assembles his loyal followers yet again—and this time they must not fail. For the mythic Blood Stone has been broken and doomsday evil unleashed upon the world of humans in the form of The Others. To save the innocents, Nial and his kind must lift a centuries’ old veil of secrecy, revealing who they truly are.

This has never gone well in the past—will it be different this time? Maybe, if three unlikely heroes can be convinced to join the fight. When an action movie star, a deaf empath and an ex-soldier join forces, the action explodes—both on the battle front and in the bedroom.

Patrick Sauvage, Hollywood A-list actor, ‘comes out’ as a vampire. Good thing he’s learned a few extra skills as an action star—because he needs a new career. What actress wants to star opposite a guy who gives new meaning to the term ‘drop dead gorgeous’?

Dominic Castellano lost his hearing in a freak accident—and everything he loved along with it. But he has other talents to wield in the coming war—he can now sense what others can’t. And his charisma casts a spell on both Patrick and the third member of their triad.

Blythe Murray, LA single mom and ex-soldier, would rather forget her military service—but she’ll resurrect it when The Others invade their city. She’ll give her all to fight evil, and protect her children.

But no human woman can withstand the powerful and instant bond between her, Patrick and Dominic. The world is at war, the future uncertain, the enemy nearly unstoppable—so why fight the best thing they’ve ever found? The three can only hope it will be enough to carry them through the devastation to come.

WARNING: Contains frequent, explicit, heart-stopping MMF sex between two sexy alpha heroes and their feisty heroine, including ménage and anal. Also contains some violence, but no actual vampires were harmed in the making of this novel.
__

This is Book 4 of the Blood Stone series.

Blood Stone 1.0: Blood Knot (#1 Amazon Best Seller, Fantasy Romance)
Blood Drops 1.1: Southampton Swindle*
Blood Drops 1.2: Broken Promise*
Blood Drops 1.3: Vale*
Blood Drops 1.5: Amor Meus*
Blood Stone 2.0: Blood Stone
Blood Stone 3.0: Blood Unleashed
Blood Stone 3.5: Blood Drive – Blood Stone Boxed Set 1
Blood Stone 4.0: Blood Revealed
Blood Stone 5.0: Blood Ascendant (upcoming)

[*Blood Drops are short and novella length stories featuring the characters and situations in the Blood Stone series.  Droplet sized morsels for your reading pleasure.]

These are continuing characters and storylines. Reading the series in order is strongly recommended.



Praise for Blood Revealed.

I truly enjoy Tracy's work on any genre but this is my favorite series by far!! … Can't wait for the next one :) —Gwen

I did love this book, practically read it in one sitting! —J. James

Blood Revealed is a SEXY, FAST-PACED and THRILLING!!! —Taglife

Really enjoyed this book, especially Patrick! —Nyree

Well written and well thought out, the characters had you on the edge wanting to know what would happen next —Swanything2




Who’s Who and What’s What

abd Al-Malik:  Agent with Dairat al-Mukhabarat al-Ammah (General Intelligence Bureau) of Jordan.

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.

Blythe Murray:  Heroine, Blood Revealed.

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 AD

Dominic Castellano:  The deaf mute hero of Blood Revealed.

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 Dai Chi (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.

Jake Murray:  Blythe Murray’s son.

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.

Peter and Marcy Mathur:  Blythe Murray’s neighbors.

Pro Libertatus:  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.

Reggie Yima:  Host of a Saturday Night Live style entertainment show.

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.

Simone and Eloise Murray:  Blythe Murray’s twin daughters.

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.


Chapter One

When he was in the company of the few friends he considered “safe,” Patrick could freely admit he was a drunk, a drug addict and an all-around despicable person. When it came to his work, though, Patrick prided himself on the fact that he hit all his cues, never forgot his lines and only rarely missed a day’s work because of the booze.

Despite all that professional experience, Patrick was staggered by the degree of organization and stopwatch timing that Nial’s people were bringing to tomorrow’s big production. He had never seen such a tightly orchestrated affair.

His house in the Hollywood Hills was usually a calm oasis, an escape from the madness that was Hollywood, but today it was the vortex itself.

There were people everywhere. The security service to whom he paid inordinate amounts of money were doing their job despite the challenges. There wasn’t anyone in the room Patrick didn’t know or feel relatively safe with. Even so, there were five people sitting in his living room, which was extraordinary and made him feel mildly uncomfortable.

It had to be that making him itchy, or else it was the way he was being put through the wringer by Kate and Roman.

Patrick tried to contain his irritation, as Kate picked up a clipboard and a pen and slid the pen down the page.

“Let’s run through this one more time,” she said.

“I’ve got it.”

“Indulge me. Pretend your next Academy Award is on the line over this one.” She gave him a small smile that said she was aware of the pressure she was applying and felt guilty about it.

Patrick shifted on the cushions. “Honestly, Kate, I’ve been memorizing lines for thirty years. Do you want me to quote you on the agenda for tomorrow?”

Her smile grew a little warmer. “I’m sorry. I know how professional you are when it comes to movies.  This is different.”

Roman, who was standing behind Kate’s sofa, leaned down on the back of it with his elbows and threaded his fingers together. “She’s right. This is like nothing you’ve ever done before. You’re not going to be acting. It’s going to be just you up there. People are going to see you in a way they never have before.” His Greek features were overlaid with a degree of seriousness that had been driving Patrick slowly mad all morning.

“And therefore I should feed before I go on the stage and feed straight afterward if I can manage it. I should give myself breathing room and make sure that no one makes me angry. I should breathe before I get in front of the cameras, I should contemplate my belly button and if I stuck Mother Teresa in my back pocket that wouldn’t be a bad thing either.” Patrick opened his eyes wide and looked at them blandly.

Roman just grinned. Kate gave a little sigh and put the clipboard aside. “I suppose we’ve been hammering it a bit hard, haven’t we?” Her smile this time was full and lovely. She was a very beautiful woman, in a golden and peach way. Only Patrick had been surrounded by beautiful women his entire adult life. Beauty by itself no longer moved him, even while he could appreciate the flawless nature of it.

So he gave her a warm smile back and rested his arm along the top of the armchair. He glanced over to the far corner of the lounge room, where Garrett was standing facing the wall with a cell phone pressed to his ear. He was having an intense conversation in low tones that didn’t carry across the room, however the tension in his shoulders spoke volumes.

It seemed that Patrick was not the only one under pressure today. Garrett was also stepping out tomorrow and his human life was just as complicated as Patrick’s. Patrick let out a slow breath, as he realized one more time that he was no longer alone in this. Garrett had assured him that once he became a vampire, he would have a family that would never desert him. Patrick was still learning exactly what that meant.

The reminder was enough for him to draw the breath he needed and let it out again, along with all the petty frustrations of the morning. He smiled at Roman and Kate once more. This time it was a genuine expression instead of one that he had pulled out of his box of tricks. “I’ve got it, Kate. I won’t fuck this up.”

Her hand still gripped the clipboard.

“Formal announcement at five-thirty p.m.,” he added. “Then a media free-for-all at the Four Seasons. Stay away from the social media, pick out a CNN representative and let them have the first question because they will ask for hard facts and not ask the slippery questions. Be myself. Don’t lie.”

Kate pressed her lips together. Then she nodded. “That does seem to be the highlights.”

Over in the corner, Garrett gave a heavy sigh and put his cell phone away. He came over to where they were sitting around the marble coffee table and flopped onto the other side of the sofa, next to Kate. “They just don’t get it.”

Roman moved around the sofa and stood with his arms folded at the end of the coffee table, where he could look at all of them at once. “You can’t tell them anything now,” he said, “so of course they’re not going to understand why you can’t drop everything and rush back to Boston.”

“I own the bloody business,” Garrett complained, “except that doesn’t seem to make any difference. You would think that me telling them they really don’t want me back until this fuss is over and probably not at all after that, would be enough to get them to shut up and leave me alone. They’re like Pavlov’s dogs. All they can react to is the rise and fall of the index.” He grimaced.

Kate squeezed his knee sympathetically.

Patrick’s cell phone chirped, the back of it squeaking across the marble as it vibrated. He scooped it up off the coffee table and felt his own grimace form. It was the front gate security post. He sighed. “Now what?” He answered the phone.

“Sorry to bother you, Mr. Sauvage.” Billy’s calm tone filtered through the cell phone, sounding in control and collected as he usually did. “There’s a guy here who is insisting on entry, only I don’t have him on any of my lists. His ID says he is Dominic Castellano and it’s the most fake driver’s license I’ve ever seen. My snot-nosed baby cousin could put together a better ID than this. He insisted I push his request up higher.”

“Dominic is legitimate,” Patrick told him, although he filed away the information about the fake ID to consider later. Dominic was human and had no need for fake IDs like the vampires did. Although he did come from somewhere in South America and it was entirely possible that his presence in the United States was not legally sanctioned. That put another small question mark against Dominic’s name, together with all the other small questions that Dominic had generated in the few times that Patrick had ever met him. However, Nial employed Dominic and Patrick trusted Nial completely. Therefore, he had to give Dominic a degree of trust by extension.

That didn’t mean he had to like it.

Patrick squeezed the cell phone with his fingers. “Put Dominic on the main list, please, Billy.”

“Sure thing Mr. Sauvage,” Billy said. One of the things that Patrick liked about him was that Billy, once given an order, always followed that order to the letter.

Patrick put the cell phone back on the coffee table. Everyone was watching him expectantly. He shrugged. “I believe Nial is sending more information.”

Roman rolled his eyes. “More changes?”

Kate, who had a tablet as well as the clipboard in her hands, hefted the tablet. “I don’t understand why he couldn’t just email the information to us. Then he’d know that we had it. Sending messages seems a little bit old-fashioned. Or is that just Nial?”

“I believe that’s just Sebastian,” Garrett said. “Emails can be hacked far too easily and none of this must get out before we want it to.”

Patrick had seen more than his fair share of secret launches, special promotions held in reserve until sprung up from the public and all the security arrangements that went with them, but the planning around this particular occasion had been excessive. “I think everyone is being paranoid,” he said. “Maybe it’s justified on this occasion.”

Kimball and Efraim, the two vampires that had come with Garrett, Roman and Kate, were standing near the door to the big lounge area. How these two were standing was not quite guard-like. However, when footsteps sounded on the tiles outside the door, they both straightened, their attention caught. While nothing had been said openly, Patrick knew that they were guarding the door all the same.

It was more of the same overly paranoid security arrangements. Because it was his room and because he was trying to control the people in it, he was grateful for the vampire guards, who were much more efficient than any human security he could possibly hire.

The man whose real name may or may not be Dominic stepped into the room. Patrick glanced at him and felt once again the small shock he always received whenever he saw Dominic. Since the man had regained his hearing—or rather, since Winter had given him the ability to hear despite his permanently damaged eardrums—Dominic seem to change daily. Patrick wasn’t entirely certain what the change was. Dominic seemed to have simply grown. He seemed taller. He looked people in the eye far more easily than he ever had before and, of course, he spoke.

Dominic moved over to the group of sofas and armchairs where the four of them sat. He dug inside his leather coat as he walked and withdrew a sheet of paper and held it out to Garrett.

Garrett unfolded the sheet and began to read.

Kate looked at Patrick and smiled. “New information I guess.”

Dominic stayed on his feet. He crossed his arms in an easy pose and gave a small shrug. “Nial didn’t want to risk the information being sent electronically. So he sent me instead.”

When Patrick had first met Dominic, the man’s speech had been thick with the odd inflections and uneven modulation that marked a deaf man’s speech. In just a few short weeks, Dominic’s speech had grown smooth and even. Tenor seemed richer and deeper. His pronunciation was perfect. There was barely any hint of accent.

The quality of his speech and voice tended to make Patrick blink. It was the most astounding change of all the changes that had happened to Dominic lately.

Sebastian had explained that because Dominic listened to the intention behind words, the meaning that was in people’s heads as they spoke the words, it was much easier for Dominic to understand intuitively what words meant. For that reason improvements in his English and his pronunciation had been rapid.

“There’s a change to the schedule,” Garrett said.

“A major change?” Kate asked, sounding concerned.

“Minor,” Dominic said. “The press conference has to be moved by fifteen minutes to reach all the major networks.”

Patrick reflected on the irony of having to court media networks just like any other public relations team would. They were about to make an announcement that would change every human’s worldview, but had to schedule it in between network advertising. He drew in a deep breath, controlling his irritation.

It was the breath that did it.

The inhalation pulled air toward him and allowed him to sample Dominic’s scent. Smelling a human and reacting to it was something that Patrick was still getting used to. A vampires senses—his senses—were so much more sensitive than a human’s. A human’s scent, even their pheromones, could rouse unexpected sensations.

He had grown used to feeling a disjointed sense of yearning when he sampled someone. Roman had explained that the sensation was an undeveloped touch of blood fever, that the human he had scented had roused his hunger for their blood, except that because he was not ready to feed, the sensation was muted.

Muted was good. Patrick wasn’t sure he was ready to cope with a full attack of blood fever. He had been hearing stories from all of them about what it was like, about how it overrode free will and made a vampire blind to anything but the need to feed. Because Nial and Garrett were controlling his feedings with a stopwatch and a whip, the worst he had felt up until now had been a mild craving that passed within seconds.

This was different. Strong, almost overwhelming sensations rippled through him. Patrick could barely distinguish the different emotions. It was a hot, silvered cocktail that caught at the back of his throat, squeezed his heart and made the pit of his belly clench.

He dug his fingers into the upholstery on the arm of the chair, clenching desperately, trying hard not to let anyone else in the room see what he was doing. He controlled his breathing, keeping it as even and as slow as he could. There were four vampires in this room and all of them had extraordinary hearing. All of them would recognize what was happening to him if they took notice.

Garrett passed the sheet of paper over to Kate, who began to read while Roman moved behind her and read over her shoulder. Garrett looked up and his glance fell upon Patrick. His eyes narrowed.

In the back of his mind, Patrick knew that Garrett had spotted his distress. That was a secondary consideration. Right now, it was all he could do to control his reaction and stay sitting in the chair.

His heart leapt as he recognized that what he was experiencing wasn’t just hunger, but a ravening sexual need. It exploded through his body, making muscles clench and the cool blood in his veins race. He could even feel the blood grow warmer as his heart worked despite his best efforts to bring it back under control.

He was helpless to do anything other than watch Dominic as the man stood there, completely unaware of the scrutiny.

Patrick had been aware, before, that Dominic was a good-looking man.  The knowledge had been subconscious, a measurement that he had made just as he did with everyone that he met. Appearance was generally considered superficial yet it drove business decisions in Hollywood. Measuring a man’s appearance was an automatic defense mechanism here.

So he was aware that Dominic had subdued Latino good looks, and that was as far as Patrick’s assessment had gone. Now that knowledge seemed to sit in the front of his mind like a glowing neon sign. This time he saw not just the man’s dark hair and pale olive skin, but the thick locks of hair that waved forward to brush his forehead.

His eyes, of course, were his best feature. The intense darkness of them drew anyone’s gaze. He also had a square, sharply drawn jawline, softened by a scrubby beard and moustache that made his eyes seem even more intense by comparison.

Patrick couldn’t control his heart. He had spent weeks learning to keep it contained, to only let it beat when he absolutely must have a functioning heart. The intense training that Nial and Sebastian had pushed him through, that Garrett and Roman underlined whenever they could, centered around the conservation of energy, to extend feedings as far apart as possible. If he controlled his heart and only let it beat when he must, then he could stretch out the feedings far longer.

Patrick had been learning the way of it quite well, yet now his heart was a wild beast, not responding to him.

Now Roman lifted his head to look at Patrick sharply, as if his attention had been caught by a shout. Perhaps it had. Patrick was quite sure that his heartbeat was loud enough for Roman to hear it even across the room.

Thankfully, however, Dominic was completely unaware of any of it.

Patrick would’ve put that down to him being merely human, except that Dominic’s gaze, which had been roaming around the room, had focused with as much sharpness as Roman’s attention had been caught, except that his focus was on the far corner.

That entire corner of the room was taken up by a baby grand piano that stood with the lid down and covered with a brocade throw that had been artfully and casually tossed across it.

Because he was focused so much upon Dominic, Patrick was able to hear his heart beat loudly. It leapt in Dominic’s chest at a frantic pace. His breathing increased.  Curiously, none of that showed. Dominic simply stood and looked at the piano with an expressionless face.

Kate, the one other human in the room at that moment, lifted her head from the sheet of paper and looked around. Her attention had been caught, too. Perhaps it was the silence that had settled over the room. Nevertheless, she spotted Dominic’s fierce concentration on the piano.

“Do you play, Dominic?” Her voice was soft, as if she was afraid she would startle him if she spoke any louder.

Dominic didn’t jump the way Patrick expected him to. Instead, he drew in a breath that was sharp and hard. He swallowed.

Then with casual indifference, he swiveled away from the piano, putting it at his back. He shrugged. “No, I don’t play.” Then he deliberately changed the subject. “I’d better get back. Nial is expecting me to return and confirm that you’ve got the information.”

“An email would’ve been much quicker,” Kate groused.

Dominic didn’t reply. Instead he turned and hurried out of the room, nodding at Efraim as he passed. The two guards shut the door behind him, yet Patrick could still hear his footsteps moving down the tiled corridor. He listened until they faded beyond reach of his hearing, which was so much more powerful than it used to be.

He blinked and let out a slow breath, as the aching need in his body slowly subsided. His crotch was a heated juncture and his cock was throbbing in a way he remembered from when he was an adolescent. This was different, though. He would have to think about this, when he was alone.

He looked up and around the room and realized that while the two guards were looking steadily into the middle of nowhere, Kate, Roman and Garrett were all looking at him expectantly.

Patrick swallowed again. The silence stretched on. So he cleared his throat. “I gave myself away, didn’t I? Even to Kate.”

Kate shook her head. “I can’t sense things the way these two can, but I know how to read Roman and Garrett. You have their full attention at the moment. That tells me that something is going on with you.”

Roman had been bending over the sofa with his head close to Kate’s. Now he stood up and stretched, making it look very casual.

Garrett gave Patrick a warm smile. “You can’t hide anything from us. That’s just the way it is.”

Patrick licked his lips, feeling awkward. “I’m not trying to hide it,” he said. “Especially not from you. The truth is, I’m not even sure what it is that I should hide. What happened then?”

“You met a human who aroused you,” Garrett said.

Roman snorted. “He’s being polite. Something about Dominic’s human trail appeals to your vampire senses. It made you want to fuck him.”

The crudeness jolted Patrick. At the same time confusion swamped his thoughts.

“That’s Roman for you,” Kate said, with a small sigh. “Subtle as a sledgehammer.”

“I… I don’t…” Patrick trailed off helplessly, not entirely sure what it was that he was trying to say, or not say. He had started to deny something, yet there was a raw truth in Roman’s words that he couldn’t refute, especially to these three. Denial would be hypocritical. So he stopped, cleared his throat again and fell silent.

“Are you about to say that you don’t bed men?” Garrett asked.

“Remember what I said about reassessing all your old human standards and values?” Roman said. “I wasn’t just talking about justice, honesty and all that good stuff. I meant everything.”

Patrick nodded. He had absorbed this interesting facet of becoming a vampire quite early on. In fact, he had used his fame and the influence that it wielded, to bring him to this point where he could be made a vampire himself, just so he could grasp the altered values becoming a vampire would give him. Altered values, altered consciousness, altered needs. Becoming a vampire offered him hope, when every human intervention had failed.

And because these three had been instrumental in giving him that hope, he tamped down his irritation at their assumptions. Instead he kept a mild expression on his face and answered evenly. “I’ve had sex with men before,” he said. “This is Hollywood. There were directors… And getting the parts I wanted didn’t always come easily for me.”

Kate gave a heavy sigh. She out of everyone in the room would understand this better than most.

Patrick shrugged, just a little. “I was trying to say, I think, that especially now, I don’t do relationships.”

There was a small silence as they absorbed that.

Then Kate smiled reassuringly. “I wouldn’t worry about it too much,” she told him. “Dominic gives off that air that he’s not interested in a relationship with anyone, either. He’s one of those loners who wander the world all by themselves.”

Patrick thought Kate’s simple observation came far closer to explaining Dominic’s nature than anyone else had managed.

“You did well containing it,” Garrett pointed out. “I don’t think Dominic noticed anything.”

Roman gave another small laugh. “He was too busy staring at the piano.”

“It wasn’t just staring,” Patrick said. “It was much more intense than that. It was much more important to him than that.”

Everyone was back to staring at him again, so he shrugged again, trying to pass it off as nothing important.

Roman nodded. “Garrett’s right. If this really is the first time you felt this, then you did well keeping it contained.”

Patrick coupled up the compliment with the implication behind it and felt his jaw sag a little bit. “You mean it’s always this intense, every time I find anyone even a little bit attractive?” The idea filled him with horror.

Garrett and Roman exchanged glances. Now it was they who looked uncomfortable.

“What am I missing?” Patrick demanded.

“I think,” Kate said slowly, “that they’re both being guys and don’t want to tell you the yucky truth.”

Roman crossed his arms defensively, in much the same way that Dominic had. The muscles on his arms rounded as he clenched his fists. “It’s only ever been that intense for me with two particular people.”

Garrett studied Roman with an expression that seemed neutral, except that Patrick could see a strange warmth and softness about his eyes. Then he understood, with a flash of insight. “You’ve only felt it with Garrett and Kate,” he said softly.

Roman rubbed the back of his head awkwardly, then gave a self-conscious little grin.

Having being put in the spotlight once or twice this morning already, Patrick empathized with Roman’s awkwardness. So he shifted the subject. “I keep being astonished by how different Dominic looks, now.”

Kate nodded. “It’s not like he’s run out and got a body’s worth of tattoos, or put on a ton of weight, or something like that. Yet I feel surprised every time I see him. Would regaining hearing make that much difference to a person?”

Patrick found his gaze returning to the piano that stood innocently in the corner, the keys untouched and the instrument silent. “It just might make the difference,” he said. “I’ve seen it sometimes with actors, when they finally figure out the core of their character. Dominic has found his key.”

“Key?” Roman repeated.

“The key that unlocks a character, that lets an actor portray them completely and properly,” Kate said.

“I think that whatever took away Dominic’s hearing also stirred up his self-identity. Now he has his hearing back, he’s finding himself again.”

Garrett shook his head. “Except that no one ever gets to go back to what they were. There are always changes.”

Kate picked up the clipboard, hesitated, then put it back down firmly on the cushion next to her. “So, Patrick, are you ready for tomorrow?”

Patrick suppressed the sigh that wanted to emerge. He looked her in the eye and lied without a quiver. “Absolutely.”


Chapter Two

The Lobby Level Ballroom, Four Seasons Los Angeles at Beverley Hills

Dominic had never been afraid of cameras, until now. It wasn’t exactly fear.  Yet the highly-focused activity waving across the room as dozens of journalists and cameramen set up the gear, quietly talking to themselves, made him uneasy.

He kept sidling away from the mass of bodies and equipment, over toward the fire escape door where the red light shone.

It took him a while to realize what he was doing. At first, he simply felt fidgety. It was only when he realized he was continuously looking toward the fire escape door, that he knew what was bugging him.

He silently laughed at himself. He only had to dip into the minds around him to know that he was absolutely the last person anyone would focus on in this room. The invitations to the press conferences had been phrased in such a way that the media had been compelled to come, to find out what this earth shattering news would be. That was all they were interested in.

Also from his discreet dipping into minds, Dominic knew that they were highly cynical about what was to come. They were wondering if their time was about to be wasted in a massive way. If that happened, Nial’s people here today would be skewered by the media and hung out to dry. They didn’t appreciate being messed with.

Oh, they are in for a surprise! Dominic thought.

He set up the laptop on the table in front of the microphones. The laptop was hooked into a network that Sebastian had set up. The screen would let the four of them coordinate their announcement with London, Sydney, Washington, St. Petersburg and Delhi.

He fired up the laptop and called up the application that would display the five other conference rooms, then arrayed the feeds across the laptop screen so all of them could be seen at once. There were people moving about in front of the remote cameras, busy setting up just as he was.

As he worked, in the back of his mind Dominic gave thanks for Sebastian’s willingness to teach him a new trade. He had learned more in the last year about computers and the subdued artistry of a live network than he had thought could possibly exist.

That was what he was now, he thought, as he finished setting up. He was a computer hacker, one of thousands. It gave him a warm glow of belonging, at the same time he felt the usual dollop of regret for what might have been.

When the interviewees stepped out onto the low dais and the media straightened up and cameras began to snap, Dominic moved well out of the way to a dark corner where he would not be noticed and settled in to watch.

* * * * *

The Ritz Hotel, London, United Kingdom

The blazing camera lights created pockets of dark shadows. Marcus found one and put his back against the wall. He watched as Rick and Ilaria stepped out from the small green room the hotel had found them, following the distinguished gentleman in front of them.

Ilaria glowed. She was wearing a multihued dress that seemed to be made up of blues and greens and the dusky brown that played well against her skin and made the most of her eyes. Marcus forced himself to pull his gaze away from her in order to look around the room and try to measure the media’s reaction.

There was a low murmur of surprise and interest as they recognized the man with the silvered sideburns who was leading Rick and Ilaria over to the table.

“Sir Stephens-Bowes,” Marcus heard someone mutter. “What the hell?”

He kept his face expressionless even though a grin lit up his insides. They had fielded dozens of irate media calls demanding to know why they were being summoned to the Ritz, accompanied by veiled threats that if their time was being wasted they would rue the day. It was good to be able to surprise them in return.

James Stephens-Bowes stepped up behind the centralized microphones, while Rick and Ilaria stood behind him and to either side.

Rick looked calm and icily self-contained, as he always did when he was in public and Marcus marveled once more over his control. In the early hours of the morning, when Ilaria had been busy doing something that took her out of the room, Marcus had finally been able to get Rick to confess his fear over the upcoming revelation. He had spent dozens of human life-times keeping himself hidden, his true nature buried. In the next few hours all that was about to change. And despite the best political and analytical minds trying to figure it out, the vampires still were not entirely sure how humans would react to them.

Marcus admired Rick’s courage and a warm glow touched his chest as he realized he was probably the only one anywhere on the globe permitted to know that much about Rick, to see his vulnerabilities.

Then he saw Ilaria reach out and grip Rick’s hand and squeeze it gently and knew he was not the only one after all.

The room fell silent except for the sound of clicking cameras as Stephens-Bowes began to speak.

* * * * *

The Watergate Hotel, Washington DC, United States

To Winter, the fifteen second pause before the senator began to speak felt like a small ice age in length. She didn’t like the sensation of being exposed that standing up on the stage delivered. There were too many lights and too much attention. She had spent her life behind a mask. Now that was gone. It wasn’t just vampires who were about to be exposed today and it was too late to turn back now. The senator had begun his announcement and the room was so silent she fancied she could hear the cameras whirring, even though they were all digital. She could certainly hear the breathing of the journalists in the front row.

Sebastian leaned toward her just a little bit and murmured, “Relax!”

It was unfair, she reflected. Sebastian had been hiding from humans for far longer than she had, but he was responding to this with almost giddy delight.

She swiveled her gaze to the corner of her eye where she could just see Nial standing silently next to her. Sebastian was making up for Nial’s complete lack of reaction. Of all of them, Nial had the most to lose. If there was to be a strong reaction from humans, then it would focus on him, who was the oldest of them all. He had been alive when Rome was the center of the universe. That was something that humans could grasp, while the rest of their fantastic story would most likely be met with complete disbelief. Nial had put Senator Corcoran in front of them for the media to focus upon, to try to add weight to the message.

So far, judging by the total silence coming from the other side of the room, the disbelief they had anticipated was in full swing.

Winter breathed. Then took another breath. Then another.

* * * * *

Blythe hated taco salad with a passion. She hated the chemicals in the spices, she hated the taco chips and the way they would spear her gums unexpectedly and she hated the way the lettuce wilted and became soggy. Her kids, on the other hand, loved the stuff, so she made it at least once a week, in between meals that were secretly healthy, with their hidden vegetables and dense nutrition.

“Explain to me one more time,” Simone said as she labored over the cheese grater, “why we can’t just buy the shredded cheese instead of fighting with this stupid thing every time?”

Simone asked the same question every time they had the meal, so Blythe didn’t even have to think about her answer. “Because the shredded cheese has cellulose in it,” she said, just as Eloise said the same thing.

“You ask that question every time you do the cheese,” Jake pointed out. He was hunched over Blythe’s laptop, his finger moving over the mouse pad, his eyes glued to the screen. He spoke absently.

“You say exactly the same thing every time she asks the question, too,” Eloise replied.

“Then you should do the cheese,” Jake returned, “and we won’t have to repeat ourselves.”

“Sixty seconds,” Blythe warned as she gave the salad one more toss. “Jake, put the laptop away.” She carried the big bowl over to the table and settled on her usual chair as the twins arranged themselves on either side of her. Jake was on Simone’s left and still staring at the laptop. “Jake.”

Jake lifted up his hand, his attention on the laptop. “Wait.”

“I’m hungry,” Eloise complained. “Hurry up.”

Jake spun the laptop around so that everyone at the table could see the screen. “I think this is major.”

“That’s Patrick Sauvage,” Eloise said. “I don’t recognize the others.”

“Kathrine Lindenstream,” Blythe said softly, for she recognized the director from the hysteria surrounding her private life and relationships. Blythe didn’t usually have time for TV watching, but late at night when her brain finally shut down, she would soothe herself into sleep by watching mindless Hollywood reports on the gossip and scandal of the day.

“That’s Calum Garrett,” Simone said, pointing to the red-headed man on Lindenstream’s left. She and Eloise exchanged glances, the way they did when their minds were in sync, which happened more often than either of them would ever admit.

“She calls him Micheil,” Eloise said. “They both do.”

“Micheil,” Simone echoed, with a small smile that was far too sophisticated and knowledgeable for a sixteen-year-old girl.

“That has to be the other guy, then,” Eloise added, her attention returning to the screen.

“Roman something,” Simone finished.

They both bent to look at the screen more closely and Blythe realized uneasily that they were both fully aware of the threesome living arrangements that made Kate Lindenstream such a public figure these days. Blythe could feel her cheeks heating with embarrassment that her own kids were so well informed.

Jake was frowning. “Shut up!” he said sharply and stabbed at the keyboard. The volume leapt. The laptop was an older model that he had updated with the latest software and soundboard to cope with the games he liked to play on it. Patrick Sauvage’s voice drowned out Simone’s protest at being told what to do by her baby brother.

“…represent a threat to humanity that many of you will find hard to believe. You must believe us, though, for the danger is real and has been growing steadily for the last four weeks. Kate will explain the history and we will all tell you about the new factors that put our lives in danger, now. Then we’ll open the floor to questions. You’ll have dozens of them, I know.”

Sauvage stepped back and the blonde woman moved up to the microphones arrayed on the table in front of the small group. The two men the twins had pointed out arranged themselves on either side and just behind her.

Something in Blythe’s heart shifted as she studied the way they stood so close to the beautiful director. It didn’t seem to be rehearsed. Neither of them had glanced at the floor to find their marks. They had moved together in a natural instinct to protect her back and support her.

Not for the first time, Blythe wondered how it was possible to love two people at once, with the intensity that these three seemed to share. She recalled the night they had “come out” and the kiss the two men had shared on camera, live for the world to see. The passion had not been faked, as far as she could tell. Kate’s happiness as she watched the two of them together had also been quite genuine. That single moment had burned itself into Blythe’s brain, as she had tried to understand the dynamics such a relationship would generate.

It was a puzzle that Blythe pushed to the back of her mind, where most puzzles and questions and concerns lived. She didn’t have time, from day to day, to worry about anything beyond keeping a roof over their heads and food on the table.

“What is he talking about?” she demanded, as Kate Lindenstream glanced around at the cameras, pausing for a moment to draw everyone’s attention.

“I guess we’re about to find out,” Jake said. He reached for the bowl of salad, still watching the screen.

* * * * *

Sir Stephens-Bowes had one of the plummy English upper class accents that Marcus always found fascinating to listen to, regardless of what was being said. Every word they spoke was different, imbued with meaning that went far beyond what the commoner meant when he used the same word, which he often didn’t—not the way they said it.

Marcus forced himself to focus on the words themselves.

“…stone was found by American film director Kathrine Lindenstream nearly three years ago whilst conducting a research trip in Turkey. The significance of the find was not properly understood by anyone except a handful of people.” Stephens-Bowes paused. Then he looked up from his notes directly at the cameras. “What I am about to say next will sound fantastic to you, but it an absolute and indisputable truth that you must accept in order to understand the true size of the threat that faces humans everywhere.”

The silence in the room was complete. Marcus wasn’t sure anyone had the guts to even take a breath right at that moment.

Certainly, no one was looking bored or cynical.

* * * * *

“There is a race of people who have been living amongst humans since human history began,” the senator said slowly, carefully pronouncing his words, just as Nial had rehearsed with him for hours and hours. He paused, letting that sink in. “I am one of that race,” he added and deliberately paused again.

The pause was needed for there was a reaction from the arrayed press corps—something like an atavistic shiver that rippled over them as Corcoran spoke words that had once been the realm of pure fantasy to them. A murmur, like a breathed sigh, washed over them.

Disbelief? Disappointment? Winter was too keyed up to analyze the myriad expressions of the journalists she was facing.

“You know something of us from legend,” Corcoran continued. “Stories and movies have distorted the truth.  However, there is one thing the stories got right and that is our name. You have known of us as creatures of the night, which is demonstrably not true. Not anymore.” Again, a small pause, for emphasis.

Winter drew in a breath, fear almost choking her. Here it was. This was the moment.

“We are vampires,” Corcoran said flatly.

* * * * *

“You’re shitting me!” Jake cried at the small screen.

“Jake!” Blythe protested automatically.  Yet she was staring at the screen in disbelief, too.

“Vampires?” Eloise and Simone chorused together.

Kate Lindenstream was still speaking.

“Shut up!” Jake cried once more.

“…this is not a joke. It was once the stuff of movies.” She gave a small smile. “Not my movies, because fantasy has never been one of my genres. I have learned in the last few years that vampires are not fantasy. They are very real. They have been living among humans in silence and peace since humans walked upright. Events have been happening that make it imperative that humans know about them. About vampires and about the three ancient species that vampires were created to protect us from.”

She glanced around, as if to assure herself she had everyone’s attention. “You must know about vampires because these three ancient species are now roaming Earth once more, free from their pre-historic prison inside the Blood Stone. They have been released…and they are mankind’s mortal enemies.” She looked over her shoulder. “Roman?”

The shorter of the two men standing at her shoulder moved forward to take point.

“Hi,” he said simply. “Many of you know me as Adrian Xerus, yet that is only part of my name. My full name is Adrian Romanus Xerus. I was born a human in 1437, shortly before Constantinople fell to the Turks. I was enslaved like so many of us were and in 1457, I was made a vampire.” He held up his hand, even though no one spoke. “I tell you this only because you must understand that when I say I made researching the Blood Stone a pet project of mine, it means the research I did lasted centuries and I had access to sources that humans have never known existed. I will share all of that research and the resources will be available to anyone who wants them. For now, I must explain to you the enemies that you now face. These are enemies you had no idea existed, that you must now learn about as swiftly as possible.”

Blythe glanced at the red-headed man, Garrett, standing with the two of them. The world’s most successful finance guru and entrepreneur was a vampire? Her brain seemed to twist on itself one more time. Vampires really existed? Really?

“This is just a joke, right?” Jake said, glancing at her. “A big bullshit session to promote a movie or something.”

Blythe didn’t bother chiding him over his language. The question he asked was too loaded. “They look pretty serious to me,” she said slowly.

“Mom, does that mean that Patrick Sauvage is a vampire, too?” Simone said. “Patrick Sauvage?”

Blythe looked at the handsome man standing in the background. “I don’t know,” she said flatly. “I don’t know any more than you do. That’s what this press conference is for, I think. To tell us everything we need to know.”

“Then…humans really are in danger from monsters?” Eloise asked, her dimples fading as her eyes grew larger.

“Honey, I just don’t know,” Blythe said helplessly and truthfully. “Let’s just listen, huh? They’re trying to explain it all.”

* * * * *

“The Ĉiela are what early humans first thought of as angels.” Rick’s voice was firm, authoritative and controlled. None of the fear he must be feeling right now showed. He had been exposed as a vampire. He had to be freaking out of his sweat socks, yet none of it showed. “They are drawn to the light, to mountaintops and high places, wherever the sky is open and the sun is bright. We believe their leader died while incarcerated in the Blood Stone, along with many of their number, for they would have been denied light while captive. What their political structure and strength will be now is unknown to us. They have not been seen since the Stone was broken.”

* * * * *

“The Elah have a leader whose name has come down to us through eastern historical documents,” Nial explained. “The Chinese referred to him as Dai Chi and we believe he might be somewhere in the great forest in northern Russia. They prefer the trees to open plains and of these three new enemies, they are the most human-looking. That does not mean they are human in any way.” He looked around the room and Winter followed his gaze. The journalists were all scribbling or typing, their expressions absorbed. They were in full reporting mode, but Winter suspected that their questions were already forming. Of course, they would have many of them, just as she’d had when she had first learned about the Blood Stone and what the breaking of it meant.

“Before the Blood Stone was formed and the three species contained within it,” Nial continued, “the Elah were the strongest of the three. They were the political leaders. It is likely they will be the quickest to learn the ways of modern humans and to take advantage of our…your weaknesses.”

Winter caught her breath as Nial corrected himself. Had it been a deliberate slip, to remind them he was not human? Or had he momentarily lapsed into the centuries old habits of passing as a human?

* * * * *

“We have saved the worst for last,” Roman said and waited for the reaction to die down. “The last of the species are the Summanus. They are the least human-like in appearance. There is very little about them that you could relate to, yet despite that, they are intelligent, self-aware and utterly ruthless. Before they were bound into the Blood Stone, they had carved their way to victory over all other species by enslaving humans and using them as the shock troops in their war against the Ĉiela and the Elah. They use humans for food.” He waited out the collective in-drawn breath of his audience. “They see humans as food,” he finished.

This time, the outrage drowned him out.

* * * * *

Blythe was barely aware of the grip Simone had on her fingers. Eloise had her phone out and was texting someone, while Jake stared at the laptop screen with a fierce focus, his shaggy hair flopping over his forehead, just like Blythe’s tended to when she wasn’t strictly controlling it.

“This is beyond major,” he breathed.

“Mom, you should write about this, about the three enemies, on your blog,” Simone said.

“We don’t even know if this is for real yet,” Blythe pointed out.

“But it makes sense!” Jake shot out, tearing his gaze away from the screen. “Look at all the weird shit that has been happening. Raining frogs, floods across deserts, entire forests up and dying, trees bleeding, whole flocks of birds dropping dead.”

Blythe blinked at his fierceness and his detailed knowledge of the phenomena that had been plaguing the world lately. “That might just be a coincidence,” she pointed out.

“It’s not.” He sounded completely certain and confident and turned back to look at the screen once more.

Eloise went over to the coffee table, picked up the remote and turned on the big screen TV. CNN came on, as that had been the last channel they had been running. The same Los Angeles conference was showing that Jake had on the computer.

Eloise clicked through the channels, giving each one a few seconds on the screen. Every single one of the major networks was running the conference live. “Donna Blatson says that every channel is showing this or some other version,” Eloise said. “There are simultaneous press conferences around the world.”

KILM was showing a different scene. Eloise paused long enough for Blythe to absorb the differences. There were three people in front of the cameras, two of them dark skinned coastal Indians. One was speaking slowly and seriously, in what she suspected was Hindi.

“India,” Simone murmured.

“Try BBC US,” Jake said.

Eloise clicked again.

The man standing in front of the cameras had the same serious expression as the others. He was very tall and slender and spoke with an educated British accent.  Blythe found herself staring at his eyes. They were mesmerizing. Very pale, almost colorless. There was a dark-haired woman next to him who looked glamorous in the way most European women seemed to be able to pull off without effort.

An older man stepped up beside the two of them and spoke into the microphones. “We’ll take questions now.” He pointed. “Yes, Barney?”

“Go back to CNN,” Blythe said. “Then come and eat, Eloise. Everyone, let’s just listen and eat. We can talk afterward.”

Jake spun the laptop around to face him. “I’m going to take some notes for you, Mom.”

“You don’t have to do that,” Blythe said, a small tendril of alarm touching the center of her chest and making her stomach clamp. She reached for the salad bowl to disguise her reaction. “The blog is about personal security. This…whatever this is…it isn’t about personal security. It’s a much bigger scale than that.”

All three of her kids looked at her, with various expressions of surprise.

“Of course this is about personal security,” Jake said flatly, sounding far older than his fifteen years and far too much like his father. He pointed at the TV. “The Summa-whatever they are think of humans as food. You think they’re going to try to take out a whole city with their version of an A-bomb? They’re going to hunt us, Mom. They’re going to pick us off one at a time. What’s not personal about that?”

Blythe ladled far too much salad onto her plate, a rare confusion destroying her attention. She made herself nod. “You’re right,” she said. “I hadn’t thought it through.”

Jake grinned. “You’re still fogged about Patrick Sauvage being a vampire, is all.”

Blythe picked up her fork and shook her head. “That sounds so strange, when you say it out loud like that.” She nodded toward the TV. “Let’s just listen,” she said firmly. “Maybe I’ll be more inclined to believe this once they get through questions.”

She took a bite of salad, trying to lead by good example and grimaced. The lettuce was soggy.

* * * * *

About halfway through the question period, when she had reached the point where she couldn’t eat one more bite and had settled back to listen to the rest of the broadcast from her dining chair, Blythe realized that no one at the conference—the media as well as the interview subjects—had spoken the word that exploded in her brain with the shocking heaviness of truth.

No one had spoken of war.

Yet from past experience, Blythe knew in her bones that what was coming was nothing less than war. If these people, these vampires were right, then war would cover the globe. Not a single corner of the world would be spared.

War was coming to Los Angeles, to her neighborhood and perhaps right into her own home, where her kids lived.

It was hard to concentrate on the questions and answers, after that.  She did it because she didn’t want them to see her fear.


Chapter Three

Nial and the leaders of the Pro Libertatus had been very specific about the question period that each conference would end with. Dominic had been part of the crew to pass the directions on to the other groups around the world.

“You let it run as long as they have questions to ask,” one of the Libertatus PR people had explained. “You don’t refuse to answer any question and you keep answering until they give up and go home. We avoid any implication that we have something to hide. We’ve been hiding forever. To overcome that we must be open and fulsome. It will take a long time.”

Nial had explained it better. “This is the first time they will have heard any of this. We all had years and sometimes centuries to wrap our heads around it. We have to give them space and time to do the same.”

Dominic was glad he had found an empty chair, because forty minutes after Senator Corcoran had opened the room to questions, the media were still shouting each other down, trying to wedge in their query just ahead of each other. The louder they spoke, the greater the chance they would be heard and answered.

Dominic was aware of the noise only because it was registering on a lot of minds as uncomfortably loud, making thinking difficult. He didn’t hear it himself, of course, but he could “hear” it through everyone else who registered it consciously.

The media were old hands at this sort of jostling for attention and most of them only considered the high ambient noise levels in a subconscious way and adjusted their microphone levels and recording equipment settings to suit the conditions.

Dominic was also able to measure how the steady, calm and factual responses Kate, Roman, Garrett and Patrick were giving were being received. It was interesting to see the four of them through the eyes and perceptions of the journalists, who were cynical by nature.

Although they were being given absolute and unglamorous truth, most of the media in the room were using journalistic standards to assess the information. They were patiently waiting for proof, rapidly considering alternative sources that could verify the fantastic story they were being fed. Many of them, having grown up in Tinseltown, wanted to see the vampires perform. They wanted fangs. Blood.

There was very little empathy for the four people being so thoroughly grilled and exposed there in front of them.

Dominic shifted on the chair. The matter of proof had been discussed thoroughly. He had been surprised to learn there was no easy way for a vampire to demonstrate he was what he was.

“We’ve spent our entire existence hiding who we are,” Nial had explained. “We don’t have the equivalent of a human’s business card to announce ourselves.”

Sebastian had been even more frank, speaking quietly as he bent over a circuit board, peering at the pathways, when Dominic had asked him about it. “Sure, we could show our fangs, even though it feels to us like exposing your genitals would to you.” And the hot, writhing discomfort the notion gave Sebastian did more to convince Dominic of that truth than any of the words he had used.

“If it helped, sure, we would do it,” Sebastian added. “It won’t help. Just like feeding in front of the cameras won’t help. None of what makes vampires different from humans will help convince humans we really are vampires, because most of it is negative. We don’t sleep. We don’t age. We drink blood using fangs to tear open human skin.”

The litany made Dominic grimace. “It won’t look good on camera,” he surmised.

“Besides, this generation of humans has grown up watching movies with special effects that are indistinguishable from the real thing. If they see a man with fangs on their television screen, they’re going to figure he’s got a really good set of prosthetics, or it was digitally added to the footage.” Sebastian shook his head. “We can’t prove we’re vampire in any way that humans are going to believe. They’ve become so sophisticated, they’re outsmarting themselves.”

“Then how…?”

Sebastian shrugged. “Time. Time will prove everything for us. The media are going to dig into our lives, turn them inside out and report on everything they discover, including the serial identities we’ve all used. And sooner or later, the Others will show themselves and do the work for us.”

Dominic recalled Sebastian’s prediction as the question period moved into the second hour. The rate and intensity of the questions did not seem to slow at all and despite the sometimes sharply personal aspect of them, the four people behind the microphones answered all of them.

From where he was sitting, Dominic could see the screen of the laptop sitting on the table in front of them and it seemed that the other conferences around the world were continuing for just as long as this one. No one had moved from behind the microphones. All of them were still busy speaking and taking questions.

Dominic wondered how the general public was reacting to this. Were the networks still airing the conferences? Or were they just recording for later? Either way, it would help spread the facts, as the footage would be analyzed and discussed on late night shows, daily shows and news channels everywhere, as well as filtering out onto the social networks on-line, where they would be even more thoroughly filleted, shared and liked…or not liked.

Then Patrick Sauvage stepped up to the microphone as one of the reporters shouted at him.

The question sounded aggressive even to Dominic.

“Patrick! We want to hear it from you. Tell us. What’s it like being a vampire?”

Dominic found himself dipping into the actor’s mind, even though he didn’t want to. In a big room like this, with nearly five hundred people reacting to bad news, it was difficult to focus on just one person and sample their thoughts. Patrick seemed different. His thoughts were clearer than anyone else’s. Maybe, because he had been rehearsed to death, he was thinking in a well-worn channel that made his thoughts uncluttered as a result.

Dominic could feel the man’s fear blooming underneath the almost meditative calm of his superficial thoughts. Patrick had been dreading having to answer truthfully about his private life and thoughts. He had been hiding the truth about himself for decades, just like the vampires had been. Now he had to come clean and it was terrifying.

None of his fear showed on his face. He gave the reporter a grim smile. “It’s a relief in many ways. I haven’t had to stave off cravings for a drink for months, just to start.”

There was something like a soft breezy wash of laughter from around the room. Tension was still too high for everyone to have a good belly laugh, though.

“Is that why you asked to be made a vampire?” Howard demanded and the room fell completely silent, except for electronic cameras humming. “So you would stop drinking?”

Patrick didn’t blink. His pleasant expression didn’t change. “Among other things, yes, that was one of the reasons.”

And Dominic could almost feel the man’s fear rise up like mercury in a thermometer, almost overwhelming him. Yet he didn’t move or flinch as the babble of reaction exploded over the room like fireworks.

And even though the man had a baby grand piano sitting gathering dust in a forgotten corner of his house, Dominic felt a keen moment of empathy for him and a grudging respect for his courage.

* * * * *

Simone wandered into the kitchen, her bunny slippers slapping the tiles softly. She yawned as she opened the fridge and looked inside. Then she glanced at Blythe where she still sat with Jake, watching the TV from the table. “It’s still going?” she asked.

Jake was still taking notes, typing furiously. It had only occurred to Blythe about an hour ago to wonder when he had learned how to type with ten fingers. It was an oblique reminder that her kids were growing up way too fast for her to keep up with. They were having experiences and learning life lessons that she could not be a part of. That would happen more and more often as they got older.

“Only CNN are running it now,” Jake said. “And we have to keep jumping to affiliate stations to get the full coverage.”

“How many questions can they have?” Simone asked, picking up the milk carton and shaking it, as if that would help her make up her mind.

“They haven’t asked half the stuff I want to know,” Blythe said.

“I don’t think military strategists are common among journalists, Mom,” Jake pointed out.

“You’ll just have to ask them yourself,” Simone said and let the fridge door shut solidly, cutting off the light.

Jake snorted.

Blythe had to smile, too. “I’m just a hotel receptionist now,” she reminded them both. “The chances of me ever getting to ask a direct question or two are so remote, I would have more chance of dating Chris Hemsworth than sitting down with vampires and studying their military strengths and weaknesses.”

“Then you believe this stuff?” Simone asked, surprised.

“I’d rather have proof,” Blythe said honestly. “Although, if you listen to it long enough, it starts to make a strange sort of sense.”

“Besides, isn’t Chris Hemsworth married?” Jake asked.

“And younger than you,” Simone said pertly.

Then Jake pointed at the TV. “Isn’t this conference happening in your hotel? That’s the logo, behind them on the wall, isn’t it?”

Blythe had noticed the logo a long time ago and didn’t look. “It’s a huge hotel. There’s a whole office full of people who take care of the events in the convention wing. Garrett and the others don’t stay in the hotel. I’ve never met any of them. I’ve never even seen them except on TV.”

Simone rubbed the apple she had selected against her pajama pants. “Maybe you’ll get lucky,” she said. “Just think, you could be one of the first people to meet a real, live vampire.”

“They’re not alive,” Blythe pointed out.

“Anyway,” Jake shot back, “who says we haven’t all met a vampire before now? They’ve been passing as human. We could have had neighbors and teachers who were vampires. The mailman could be one. There’s no way to tell if they don’t want you to know.”

The silence in the room was broken only by the soft tones of Kate Lindenstream answering a question that Blythe had missed and none of the director’s words registered, because Blythe was too busy dealing with Jake’s startling observation. Her chest squeezed. Jake had put his finger on a complication she hadn’t considered until now. How did they tell vampires apart?

“That’s…creepy,” Simone said.

“It is,” Blythe agreed softly as Simone shuffled back toward her bedroom.

Blythe got to her feet and picked up her coffee mug, intending to rinse it out. “We’ll just have to find out as much as we can about vampires and about the other races they were talking about.” She ran the faucet, holding her hand under the water stream to test the temperature.

“Know thy enemy?” Jake asked.

“I don’t think the vampires are an enemy,” Blythe replied, placing the mug upside down on the drainer.

“Just because they say they’re not?” Jake asked. His tone was curious, rather than confrontational.

Blythe frowned as she sat back down at the table, thinking it through. “No one does anything without a reason,” she said slowly. “If this isn’t some huge hoax, then because we have no corroboration or proof, for now we have to take everything the vampires have said at face value. With me, so far?”

Jake nodded. His clear blue eyes, so much like his father’s, were steady and filled with sharp interest.

“I keep coming back to why,” Blythe said. “Why are the vampires exposing themselves in this way? They’re apparently so good at hiding and blending in with humans, that they’ve gone unnoticed throughout all of history and could theoretically have gone on doing that for the rest of time. So why would they put up with that?” and she nodded toward the TV screen, where the journalists were still shouting out questions in a barrage that sounded a lot like the distant fire of a hundred AK47s. “The reason would have to be overwhelming. If they’re not lying, if they really are trying to warn humans, then the why makes sense.”

Jake frowned, staring down at his fingers curved over the keyboard of the laptop. “So, revealing themselves is proof that they’re speaking the truth?”

“If they’re speaking the truth. There could be other very good reasons why they’re doing this that they haven’t shared and those reasons could completely change the meaning. Maybe the vampires are our enemy and these others they’re talking about are the good guys, but the vampires want to get in first and ingratiate themselves.”

Jake rolled his eyes. “That doesn’t sound nearly as good as wanting to warn us. We didn’t know about them before tonight. If they really were our enemy, they would have been better off staying hidden and attacking without warning.”

Blythe stared at Jake, absorbing his advanced strategic thinking. Perhaps there was more of her in him than she had thought. “Exactly,” she said at last. “Then there’s Occam’s Razor.”

“I’ve heard of that,” Jake said, screwing up his eyes and forehead as he fought to recall the information.

“All things being equal, the simplest explanation is usually the correct one,” Blythe said, “and the simplest explanation is that the vampires are telling the truth.”

“So we should believe all this?”

Blythe shook her head. “There’s no proof, nothing to support what they’re saying. So we keep our options open for now.” She rubbed her fingers through her hair, only now realizing how tired she was. She still had blog posts to write before she could sleep, too. “While we’re trying to figure this out, we act as if they are telling the truth, because that has the greatest chance of being right.”

“How do we do that?” Jake asked. He grinned. “I love vampires buttons?”

Blythe smiled. “You and Simone and Eloise all know the drill. You take your panic buttons to school and I don’t care how the other kids tease you about it. You all make sure your cell phones are fully charged and working, twenty-four-seven. You watch your six and each other s’, too. You don’t go anywhere alone. And you kick in your sixth, seventh and eighth senses and walk around with your mental radar on high alert.”

“That’s war-time footing,” Jake pointed out, for all three of them had absorbed Blythe’s lessons on personal security over the years and understood the degrees of threat as well as she did. “If we’re to behave like the vampires really are trying to help us….”

“If they are really trying to help us,” Blythe replied, “then they’re not the enemy we need to watch out for.”


Chapter Four

Patrick tilted the chair back until it was balanced against the wall and rested his head against the plaster. He wasn’t tired, yet he felt utterly drained, light and empty like a reed that had been cored and emptied of its pith. The small sitting room was empty of people except for Kate, Roman and Garrett and the silence was heavenly. Outside the door, Patrick’s extended hearing could pick up the sound of many people still talking among themselves out in the conference room where they had finally finished the conference, five minutes before.

Roman patted his shoulder. “Okay?”

Patrick closed his eyes. “Fine,” he said truthfully.

“Hungry?”

Patrick considered. “For a moment out there, when they asked the question, I could feel the hunger kick in.” He opened his eyes and looked at Roman. “Actually, it was more like a sudden need for a double scotch on the rocks, yet not quite like it used to be when the idea would sit in the middle of my mind and yell at me until I had the drink. This time it was more like…remembering what it was like to feel it. It was distant and after a moment it went away.”

And that was a ground-breaking first for him. The urge to drink, to get high or just pleasantly pissed, had lived in his mind ever since he could remember, sometimes only whispering and sometimes shouting so loudly he couldn’t think and his body separated from his control and went about acquiring alcohol even while his brain watched in disgust and despair.

The question he had been anticipating, that he had been rehearsing answers to for weeks now, had kept that voice alive in his mind, sitting at the far back and silently murmuring its siren song.

The question had been one of the first that the media had asked…which Nial had also anticipated. As soon as Patrick had moved to the center of the cluster of microphones, the question had been shouted at him. “Patrick! Patrick! Does this mean you are a vampire, too?”

Patrick had drawn in a breath and wished mightily for the scotch that would numb the discomfort he was feeling. He concentrated on phrasing the answer, just as he did when delivering lines while aching for a drink. “Have I always been a vampire? No. Garrett was generous enough to turn me, last February.”

He spoke the words deliberately, in a measured cadence, for they were life-changing and deserved an appropriate delivery. And now the truth was out there for the world to see and hear. He had exposed himself, just as the other three had done.

And the need for a drink wasn’t there. It had just…gone.

The follow-up questions had become much easier to answer. He had only to answer truthfully, which made this an easier press conference than some of those he had attended in the past, when his sobriety, the quality of his work and his failed relationships had been mental minefields to be stepped through, while he hid the uglier details from the press so the movie he was promoting wasn’t tarnished.

It had been a relief not to have to weigh the consequences of each word.

Roman had his head tilted to one side as he assessed Patrick, so he sat up, righting the chair properly and gave Roman a warm smile. “I’m fine,” he repeated. “Better than fine. I’m not exhausted like I usually am after one of these.”

“I am,” Kate said tiredly. She had her head against Garrett’s shoulder. “I could fall asleep right here and now.”

Garrett glanced at Roman. “Figure it’s safe to try to leave the hotel? We should get her home and to bed.”

“Dominic said he would come and get us when it was clear enough to get to the parking lot,” Roman said. “And he can ‘hear’ if someone is hiding around corners, waiting for us.”

Patrick frowned. “I thought he could only read thoughts, not pick through minds like a dictionary.”

“That’s right,” Roman agreed. “Most people, if they’re hiding from others, can’t think of anything except the need to stay hidden and if they’ll be caught. Dominic says it’s like a neon light flashing in their minds. Very hard to miss.”

Patrick twined his fingers together, uneasy. When Dominic had been staring at his piano yesterday, had he picked up the neon-bright wanting that had dominated Patrick’s mind?

Garrett got to his feet and lifted Kate to hers. “Tomorrow is going to be an interesting day,” he said. “Time for sleep.”

Kate rubbed her eyes. Most of the makeup she had been wearing she had already wiped away. “As long as I don’t have to answer any more personal questions, I don’t care what tomorrow brings.”

The press had been particularly interested about Kate’s relationship with Garrett and Roman. Their interest had turned prurient and Patrick could see they were only just holding themselves back from asking what sex was like with a vampire. Kate had handled their questions with a grace that Patrick wasn’t sure he would have been able to manage if they had been as nosy with him. The one personal question they had hit him, about his reasons for becoming a vampire, had been hard enough to handle.

The tap on the door was barely there.

“Time to go,” Roman said. He scooped Kate up in his arms and she wound her arms around his neck. “Grab the door, Mikey.”

Garrett didn’t protest over Roman’s use of the diminutive, although Patrick had seem him freeze anyone else who tried to use any version of his name other than “Garrett”. He was an intensely private man, so tonight’s conference would have been as difficult for him as it had been for Patrick. He wondered if Garrett had felt the same touch of relief he had felt, once the truth had been spoken aloud.

Garrett, just like him, just like all of them, would discover tomorrow exactly what the consequences would be for revealing themselves for the world to see.

Patrick didn’t dread the coming day, which was another ground-breaking first in his life.

* * * * *

The inside of the limousine was silent. Kate was resting against Roman’s shoulder and from her breathing Garrett could tell that she was soundly asleep, in the completely relaxed and guard-down state she only ever could achieve when both of them were with her.

That was another factor that had made it imperative he stay in Los Angeles for the revelation. He would sooner stake himself than leave Kate and Roman alone to deal with what he knew would be a pack of rampaging bloodhounds after prey once the announcement was made.

Roman looked at him over the top of her blonde hair and gave a small smile that Garrett had no trouble interpreting.

“Yes, it’s done now,” Garrett replied.

“No regrets?” Roman murmured.

“I haven’t had any regrets since I kissed you in front of the cameras,” Garrett said flatly. “Life is good and will only get better. The Others are going to make it interesting, that’s all.”

He looked down as a muffled electronic buzz sounded.

“Shit, that’s her cell phone,” Roman said softly and furiously. “Dig it out of her pocket, before it wakes her.”

“Too late,” Kate said sleepily and without opening her eyes, she slid her hand into her pocket and pulled out the phone. She brought it up to eye level and only then opened her eyes. She thumbed the screen one-handed, her eyes narrowed.

Then they snapped wide open and she sat up. “Fuck!”

Garrett leaned over her shoulder and read the text message there.

Gotta cancel tomorrow, Katie. Sorry. I’ll have my assistant call.

“Frederick Lord cancelled,” he said. “That’s not good.”

Kate hefted the phone in her fingers like she was weighing either the phone or the implications behind the cancelled meeting.

“How much was he talking about?” Roman asked.

“Fifteen million,” Kate said absently. “It’s the fact that he cancelled. He’s not going to invest now. He’s spooked.”

She didn’t say why he had been provoked into pulling his money from her next movie. The press conference and the revelation were the only reasons he would contact her at this time of night.

“The timing could be coincidental,” Roman pointed out.

Garrett knew Kate wouldn’t believe that any more than he did. “Want me to talk to some people?” he asked her. “They’ll be non-Hollywood types and they’ll have money to spare.”

Kate looked up at him, her eyes wide, letting him see the soft vulnerability she hid from everyone except Roman. She looked like a hurt child. “If the land of make-believe and fantasy can’t accept me—us—then the staid old world financial market is going to run away screaming.”

Which was perfectly true, but he wouldn’t confirm it. He wouldn’t add to her hurt. So he kissed her instead, putting all his heart into it, letting his lips and his body show that she wasn’t alone in this, that at least one person did accept her and her life, completely and utterly.

Roman pressed up against her other side, his mouth against her soft cheek, his hand around Garrett’s neck, holding them both close to him in wordless reassurance.

He couldn’t hurt Kate by speaking the truth any more than Garrett could.


Chapter Five

Patrick usually ignored the television. He only had one in the house, a small flat screen he kept in his office and used as a giant computer monitor. He rarely watched live TV and avoided the Hollywood news shows with active distaste.

He was personally acquainted with most of the news being reported, anyway. The paparazzi were camped outside his front fence, three deep at times, creating a steady murmur of noise that washed over the fence, telling him he wasn’t alone even though there was no one else in the house.

On the third day after the press conference, Dominic Castellano arrived at the house and was passed through the security gate by Billy, as Patrick had directed. He was the first live visitor since Kate’s limousine had dropped Patrick at home that night. Whatever the reason for Dominic’s visit, it had to be compelling, because fighting a path through the media took real effort.

Patrick, alerted by Billy’s text, went to the kitchen door where Billy would have directed Dominic to enter the house, away from the prying camera lenses.

Dominic nodded hello as he looked around the kitchen curiously.

“Nial sent you?” Patrick asked. He stayed carefully far enough away that even if he forgot and breathed, he still wouldn’t absorb the man’s pheromones.

“Kate did.”

“She couldn’t email?”

“Not about this. And she can’t come herself, for the same reason I don’t think you could step outside the gate.” Dominic studied him. “Kate wants to know if you’ve spoken to anyone in the industry in the last three days.”

Patrick raised a brow. “She couldn’t ask me that on email?”

Dominic shook his head. “It’s complicated. Have you?”

“I’ve called a few people, sure.” Networking, schmoozing, staying in touch…Patrick barely had to think about it anymore. He did it instinctively. Maintaining friendships was as vital an art as extemporizing.

“Have they called back?” Dominic insisted.

Something squeezed in Patrick’s chest. “Not yet,” he said as lightly as he could. “That’s not unusual. They lead busy lives.”

Dominic crossed his arms. “It’s not unusual for anyone in Hollywood to leave Patrick Sauvage dangling for a call back for three days?”

Patrick looked at him, startled. It was the first time that Dominic had ever shown the slightest understanding of Patrick’s stature in the industry. It wasn’t exactly awe that he was expressing, though. It was a cynical knowledge that Patrick would have expected a long-term name in the industry to show, not a formerly deaf South American immigrant.

“I repeat,” Patrick said patiently, “they have busy lives. I just outed myself on national television. They’re going to hesitate about calling back. They’re going to think it over. We knew that would happen. Besides, I’m not shopping for a new movie right now, anyway.”

“Do they know that?” Dominic asked. “Try calling someone. Try really hard.”

“Why?” Patrick asked, feeling a thread of wariness.

“Just try. Kate is curious to know what happens when you do.”

Patrick lifted his hands and let them fall. “Fine. I’ll call Jim.”

“Jim?”

“James Cameron,” Patrick amended. “I’ve been in his submersible more than once.” In fact, Jim had taken him on a private tour over the wreck of the Titanic one memorable summer and despite never having worked together, they were good enough friends that the understanding was unspoken. When a role came up in one of Jim’s movies that was good for Patrick, it would be his.

He’d left his phone in the living room, so he turned on his heel with an impatient sigh and headed back to pick it up. He was surprised to find that Dominic had followed him into the room. Patrick stayed by the sofa and dialed.

The phone rang out and the impersonal voicemail message kicked in.

Patrick redialed and this time the phone went straight to voicemail.

Frowning, he worked his way through his Contacts and found the direct line to Cameron’s office and tried that. When the line went unanswered, he dialed the main line for the office.

The phone was answered immediately.

“Carol, hi,” Patrick said, injecting pleasantness into his voice. “This is Patrick Sauvage. I’m trying to reach Jim.  He’s not answering any of his phones.”

“Oh, hi, Mr. Sauvage!” Carol said brightly. She was a bubbling strawberry blonde with riotous curls and dimples that had fooled many people into thinking she was a walk-over.  However, she had a spine of steel and no one got past her if she didn’t want them to. “Mr. Cameron is at home today. Did you try the house phone?”

“I did.  Maybe the voicemail kicked in before he could untangle himself. Could you connect me with the house again?”

“Of course. Just a moment, Mr. Sauvage.” The line went dead while she did whatever she did to connect to the other phone. Then Patrick heard it ringing.

And ringing.

No voicemail picked up the call. It just rang endlessly, the buzz almost hypnotic.

Patrick hung up, jamming his thumb hard against the button. He glanced at Dominic.  The man was watching the piano again, like it might leap out of the corner and take him down if he didn’t monitor it every second.

Patrick pushed aside the doubts and worry that were building like a knot in his chest and stomach. He thought for a moment, then searched his contacts again and dialed another number.

This time the phone was answered after a dozen rings, which was just enough for Patrick to swear under his breath. “Sandy,” he said. “It’s Pat.”

Sandy Ackerman had directed one of Patrick’s early movies. He was a classic film director and unpopular in Hollywood because he wouldn’t play the political games, which he called A-Grade Bullshit, so work didn’t come his way as often as his talent deserved.

The silence that followed Patrick’s greeting was heavy and Patrick’s heart started to thud of its own accord. “Sandy?” he prompted.

“I wondered how long it would take you to work down the chain to me,” Sandy said, his gravelly voice loud over the phone. Dominic could probably hear what he was saying. The man didn’t believe in volume control. “This is sooner than I expected.”

Patrick realized he was sitting on the sofa. He couldn’t recall sitting down. He gripped the phone. “You’re my second call,” he said flatly. “The first wouldn’t answer. I know you will tell me to my face.”

“Aye,” Ackerman said heavily. “You’re poison, boy. You didn’t think you could dump that shit on us and not have everyone rear back and faint?”

“You’re one of the unbelievers,” Patrick categorized, almost automatically. “Does that mean everyone thinks I’ve lost my marbles?”

“Of course they do,” Ackerman replied smartly. “We only peddle fairy tales here. We don’t believe them.”

“No one has to believe anything,” Patrick said. “All they have to do is let me sell box office tickets for them.”

“You think the public is gonna swallow that crap any more than I did?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Patrick shot back. “They’ll come and see the movie because they do believe, or because they don’t believe. Either way, curiosity will get bums in seats.”

“And who do you think in this town will be mad enough to risk casting you, just to find out?”

Patrick swallowed, even though saliva wasn’t something he had to worry about any more. “I’m not crazy.” It was a desperate last plea for clemency.

“Maybe, maybe not,” Ackerman said judiciously. “Either way, it wouldn’t matter to most people. There’s been more than one actor who worked on a movie who was crazier than a shithouse rat.  You, though, went out and told people how fucked-up you are. That doesn’t buy forgiveness around here.”

Dominic was watching him now. If he was able to hear Ackerman as clearly as Patrick suspected he might, then what Ackerman was saying was enough to pull his attention away from the piano.

Dominic’s gaze reminded Patrick of why he had phoned in the first place and that it hadn’t been to find work. “If you think I’m so crazy, then I have nothing to lose by speaking the truth,” he said flatly. “There’s a war coming, Sandy. It’s a war you’ll end up fighting for yourself. No marines to march overseas and sort it out for you. You’ll be the soldier. You. This is coming to your doorstep. The Others…they’ll hunt you and your loved ones down.”

Ackerman drew in a deep breath, like he was controlling his reaction.

“You gave me a break when no one else would,” Patrick told him. “I haven’t forgotten that. That’s why I’m letting myself sound as crazy as you think I am. Take precautions, Sandy. Don’t let your grandkids out alone, especially at night. I don’t know when the Others will show up, but they will. Don’t let yourself be the first among the victims.”

“For Christ’s sake, Pat,” Sandy said roughly. “Do you know how fucking nuts you sound?”

“I know,” Patrick said evenly. “Although now I’ve got nothing to lose, so I’m doing you the only favor I have left to do. I’m warning you personally. When the first of the Others arrives, you’ll know I’m not crazy. Remember what I’m saying now and be smart.”

He disconnected and let the phone drop to the sofa cushion and hung his head. His heart was thundering in his chest and there was a tightness across it that he might have said was the forewarning of a heart attack, except that that was simply not possible for him anymore. His breathing was ragged, like he’d run a hundred yard sprint.

The tight, coiled tension in his gut and the urge to move finally alerted him.

He clenched his hand on his knee and looked up at Dominic. His vision had altered. Dominic was picked out in the morning light in variations of gray. Patrick could almost feel the man’s pulse.

It was calling him.

“Get out of here,” Patrick ground out.

Dominic pulled his cell phone out of his pocket, in an almost reflex movement. “What’s wrong?” he said sharply.

“Nothing. Everything.” Patrick gripped his knee, digging his fingers in. He opened his mouth and drew in air in a frantic gasp.

He could smell the human. It was a spicy, rich scent, touched with the coppery heat from the blood coursing through his arteries, a crimson chant that beckoned with more vigor than a glass of scotch ever had.

Now the man was standing next to him. “It’s blood fever,” he said into the phone and listened. Patrick didn’t recall him dialing, or speaking. Time was fracturing around him.

The man looked at Patrick sharply, a deep frown between his brows. “If I must,” he said slowly. Then he put the phone away, his gaze not shifting from Patrick. “They’re coming, but it won’t be quick enough. You’re going to have to feed from me.”

Patrick gasped. “No.” He didn’t know why that wouldn’t be a good idea, except that it was somehow tied up with sex or lust or…his thoughts wouldn’t hold together. The reluctance to feed from the dark haired man faded. What was his name?

He was taking off his jacket.

“I don’t know how to control it,” Patrick warned him, with the last of his coherence.

“I do,” the man replied calmly.

Patrick fell on him.

* * * * *

Pure ambrosia! The heat of the liquid lined his throat with golden joy. He could feel it infusing his body with energy. Radiance. He was glowing with it. He could sup upon this forever.

He had never been more aware of every inch of his body. It throbbed with health. It was powerful. Sleek. An animal at its prime, ready to work hard.

He bent his head to feed again, reveling in the glory of it all.

* * * * *

Dominic groaned as blatant, powerful arousal bloated him with aching need. He had been warned about this. Sebastian had told him that he wouldn’t understand until he had experienced it. Now he understood.

He barely noticed the minor pain from his torn blood vessels as they leaked his life blood. He was more aware of the vampire’s mouth on his neck and the sounds of lust he was making as he fed.

As soon as he heard the first thought that was clear and coherent, Dominic leaned back and shoved the heel of his hand against the man’s forehead and pushed steadily and hard, pulling his mouth away from his neck.

When there was enough room, he swung his arm in a full, hard circle. His hand cracked against the vampire’s cheek. He didn’t hear it.  Instead, he felt the power of the slap in the way his hand went almost instantly numb.

Sauvage staggered backward. His eyes were back to human normal. There was intelligence and understanding in his expression…and horror. He pressed the back of his hand against his lips, blotting the last of the blood there.

“You have to heal me,” Dominic said shortly. Already, the aphrodisiac was leaving him and the raw pain of the tear in his flesh was increasing.

The horror turned into mortification. Dominic thought Sauvage would have blushed if he’d been human. “I’m sorry,” he said, moving back toward him. “Sorry,” he repeated again, awkwardly.

“It’s fine,” Dominic told him. “Just fix this for me. It’s hurting.” He turned his shoulder to give Sauvage access to his neck.

He remembered Sebastian and Winter’s warnings and watched as Sauvage leaned in toward his throat. Sometimes, the blood fever wouldn’t let go easily. A vampire could sink back into the mindless driving haze, to feed endlessly until their victim was quite drained.

Sauvage’s embarrassment was enough to keep his consciousness here in the real world and he worked his mouth over the wound, using his vampire essence to heal it. His big hands were gentle, using minimal strength to turn Dominic to the angle he needed to work on the wound.

The pain receded, until it was gone.

Dominic moved his shoulder experimentally. It felt perfectly normal.

Patrick Sauvage had moved away from him, over to the window, where he was staring out at the hot September day, silhouetted by the bright sunlight beaming through the big window. There was a tightness about the man’s shoulders.

“Thank you,” Dominic told him. He deliberately didn’t dip into his mind.  Instead, he waited for the words to bubble up as surface thoughts as Patrick Sauvage spoke them, so he could hear them almost as normally as a human did. “Garrett will be here very soon. Their house is only a few kilometers away.”

The tension didn’t lessen. Instead, it seemed to tighten into a hard fist. “Did it hurt very much?” Sauvage asked. He didn’t look at him.

“Not once you dealt with it.”

“I mean…during….” The awkwardness in the man’s words and thoughts was thick.

“No, not then, either.”

It was a reminder of the swollen ache he had felt. The need to slake his appetite, to pin down someone and just ram himself home, over and over, until he came…it had sat in his mind like a siren song, beckoning him, making him throb. Every inch of him had pulsed.

Even just remembering the powerful arousal was goading him all over again. His cock stirred and gave out a single throb. Dominic cleared his throat.

Sauvage still hadn’t looked around. “Was there anything else, Dominic?” he asked.

Beneath the words was a clear thought. No, not a thought. An emotion. A sensation.

Wanting.

Desire.

A response to Dominic’s need.

Dominic licked his lips. The man…the vampire…had read his physical reaction and was responding to it.

Positively.

Patrick Sauvage reached up to grip the window frame. His fingers gripped the white painted wood. “You should go.” It wasn’t the alarming, get-the-fuck-out-now voice he had used before the blood lust had taken him. It was a warning, just the same. “What you’re feeling…it’s just a trick, a way to keep you sane after a feeding.”

Dominic nodded, then realized the man wasn’t looking at him and wouldn’t see it. “I’ve been living with vampires for a year. I know what I’m feeling is normal. Your reaction…isn’t.”

“Which is why you should go.”

That wasn’t what his under thoughts were saying. Patrick wanted him to stay. He wanted to explore this exploding need, to see where it went.

Dominic realized his heart was just about bursting out of his chest. He was weak because of the loss of blood and this was making it strain like an overtaxed steam engine. He didn’t consciously make the decision.  Yet he found himself sinking onto the buttery soft leather sofa. “I’d better eat something first,” he whispered.

Finally, Patrick Sauvage turned and actually looked at him. There was disgust in his eyes. “I should have thought of that,” he said softly and Dominic realized the disgust was self-directed. “Come back to the kitchen. I’ll get you a sandwich. And coffee.” He strode for the doorway that led to the back of the house where the big French countrified kitchen was. He didn’t look back. He expected Dominic to follow him as ordered.

Dominic hauled himself to his feet. Now the weakness was really making itself felt, or he would have told Patrick bloody Sauvage to take his sandwich and shove it. Instead, he followed him into the kitchen, some of his steps more wobbly than he liked. Sauvage was already digging through the refrigerator and bread was sitting on the counter.

Dominic pulled out a chair from around the big circular wooden table and fell into it. He propped himself up with an elbow on the table and watched the tall man make a sandwich that a gourmet lunch shop would have been proud of. Prosciutto, so thin he could see Patrick’s fingers through it. Two different types of cheese, one just as thinly sliced as the meat, the other very white and crumbly, dark green pesto, avocado and olives.

The bread was crusty and made the hollow sound that spoke of well-risen dough as Patrick cut off thick slices.

Dominic’s mouth watered long before Patrick put the plate in front of him and he didn’t hesitate to bite into it as Patrick went back behind the counter and made coffee. Espresso, of course. No filters or French press. The smell of sharp, dark coffee flooded the room.

The sandwich was the best Dominic had ever tasted. Once the worst of his sudden hunger subsided, he slowed down his eating and savored, instead.

Patrick was back to staring out the window again.

“No other vampire I know is as embarrassed about having to feed as you seem to be,” Dominic said. “Is that because it’s still new for you?”

Patrick looked at him sharply, startled. The same stiff awkwardness colored his thoughts. This time, Dominic listened closely. He frowned and swallowed the bite of sandwich. “What has feeding got to do with binge drinking?”

“You’re reading my private thoughts?” He sounded highly pissed.

“They’re not so private,” Dominic said, with a shrug. “You talk and I have to listen to hear what you say, yet what you’re thinking drowns out what you’re saying. And you didn’t actually say anything, anyway.”

“I was going to say that it’s none of your business.”

“Because you’re a big important film star who has to protect his privacy,” Dominic added. That thought had been at the very top of Patrick’s thoughts, unshaped by words.  The indignation had been very clear.

Patrick’s mouth opened. So did his eyes.

“Except you’re not that important anymore, are you?” Dominic said. “No one is taking your calls.”

The hurt seemed to leap out of the man’s chest. Dominic could feel it, as it swamped everything else in his mind. It wasn’t just hurt, either. There was a deep fear there, tied up with last night’s exposure. Patrick Sauvage was feeling threatened, as though his personal universe was imploding.

“Hey, the whole world is doing cartwheels right now. It’s not just you,” Dominic replied.

Patrick’s eyes narrowed. “That…is very disconcerting,” he said slowly.

“What is?”

“I didn’t even know that was what I was thinking, until you answered me, as if I had said it aloud.”

“I told you. Your thoughts are very clear. Louder than what you say.”

“Other people don’t…think as loudly?” The corner of his mouth quirked up, like he felt as silly saying it as it sounded.

“No.”

Oh. The single word, the surprise, was clear as a shout.

“Perhaps it’s because you fed from me. They say feeding creates a connection for a while.” Then Dominic remembered how he had been able to tap into Patrick’s thoughts more easily than anyone else at last night’s press conference. There had been no temporary bond then.

“Maybe.” Patrick wasn’t any more sold on that possibility than Dominic was. He dumped one of the dinky little European coffee cups and saucers in front of Dominic, the black sludgy espresso slopping a bit. It smelled divine, this close up.

The man’s surface emotion hadn’t subsided. Patrick was still trying to hold onto an old life that had shattered three days ago when he had told the world what he really was. He was only now starting to realize exactly what he had done to himself.

“If it helps,” Dominic said, picking up the little cup, “you’re not the only one who is getting kicked in the ass this morning. The President of the United States fired two cabinet members and three other Congressmen have resigned. There’s a French diplomat packing up his bags and the head of Mossad was nearly lynched last night in Israel…and the mob was made up of Palestinians and Jews.”

Patrick frowned. “All of them are Libertatus?”

“That’s where all the power-holders gravitated. League members…what’s left of them…they stayed on the fringes of human society. Best place for them, too.” The coffee was delicious, just like the sandwich. Dominic gave a gusty sigh and put the cup down. “Not that any of those old divisions really matter anymore.”

“No, I suppose not,” Patrick said dryly. He wiped crumbs off the counter with a sweep of his hand and tossed them into the sink.

“And yet you’re still feeling coy about feeding,” Dominic said.

Patrick glared. “You’re doing it again.”

“Stop thinking so loud, then. Why is feeding like drinking for you?”

Patrick took a deep breath. Then another.

Dominic nodded. “You feel out of control with both.”

“Jesus Christ on a pony….” Patrick muttered.

Dominic grinned. “Maybe you should think of this as a confessor and penitent relationship. Except you got to eat before you confessed. Now I’m bound by it and can’t tell a single other soul what you’ve told me.”

Patrick’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not Catholic.”

“I am. I was.” Dominic shrugged. “It’s a brave new world now, anyway. You might feel more relaxed about it if you dealt with the world as your real self. You’ve been acting a long time. Even after the cameras stopped rolling. Perhaps it’s time to stop.”

Astonishment warred with acute discomfort. And this time, Dominic could see it in Patrick’s eyes. He was not bothering to hide his reactions anymore. “Are you done punishing me for feeding from you, yet?”

“Is that what you think I’m doing?”

“Isn’t it?”

Dominic frowned, trying to sort out his own feelings. “Maybe. A little. Except I can hear that you’re all mixed up about a lot of shit that every other vampire doesn’t give a damn about because you were human a nanosecond ago, relatively speaking.”

“I don’t need counseling. I’ve got enough of them already.”

“Yeah, Roman can be a pedantic son of a bitch, can’t he?”

Patrick’s grin came from nowhere, as if it caught even him by surprise. “Wasn’t he an office clerk, in old Constantinople?”

“It shows, doesn’t it?” Dominic pushed the plate away, then pulled it back and cleaned up some of the crumbs, picking them up with a damp fingertip. “Garrett can be OCD about finance, too. They make a good pair.”

The thought/feeling/emotion came out of nowhere. Dominic wasn’t even aware he was still listening in on Patrick’s thoughts, so it came as a surprise to him. The image/memory of the piano. Glistening black varnish. The coolness of the ivory keys under Patrick’s (his) fingers. The sweet purity of the notes as they hung on the air in the empty room. He wasn’t a master at the music, yet the piano made up the difference, making any fumbling music he created sound purer and better….

An invisible hand grabbed at Dominic’s throat, almost cutting off his breath. He froze, his gaze on the empty plate, as his heart seemed to leap in a suicidal dash against the wall of his chest. It hurt.

And he still couldn’t breathe.

Patrick pulled out the chair next to his and sat down on it sideways, so that he was looking directly at Dominic.

Dominic lifted his head to look at him. It felt as if his bones and muscles moved creakily, straining against the shock.

Patrick gave him a small smile. “I don’t think I’m the only one who needs to stop pretending I’m someone I’m not.”

Dominic swallowed. “You son of a bitch….” The words tore at the back of his throat and he could feel the prick of tears in reaction to the pain and the panic that was locking his body down tight. Patrick had turned his ability to hear thoughts back on him in a way no one else had ever thought to try.

Serves you right, a small voice whispered. The voice was his.

“Who are you, really?” Patrick asked softly.

The fear rose up, almost swallowing him. He shook his head. He couldn’t speak. He just couldn’t.

The back door handle rattled and the door opened, bringing in a flood of harsh sunlight and baking heat.

“Hey,” Roman said. “I expected to find Dominic passed out on the floor and you curled up in a corner.”

Patrick got to his feet. “I got some food into him. He was swaying, afterward.” Patrick’s big frame hid Dominic from Roman’s gaze and it might have been a coincidence, except that he was suddenly unsure about anything Patrick might do. While Patrick kept him out of sight, Dominic fought off the looming panic attack, forcing himself to breathe.

“A feed for a feed. Seems fair.” Roman sniffed. “And coffee, too. Well done.”

Dominic could feel Patrick’s minor irritation and the mental reminder to himself that Roman meant well, even if it did come off sounding condescending. Feeling the flow of Patrick’s crystal clear thoughts helped Dominic to pull himself together. Deliberately, he dipped into Roman’s mind and felt the same muddy incoherency he got from most vampires and all humans, unless he really worked at piercing the chaos.

Situation normal.

That helped him sit up and then push himself to his feet and step around Patrick. “He did better than you know,” he told Roman, who was swinging his car keys around one finger as he sized up the situation.

“No, Dominic,” Patrick said softly.

Roman’s eyes narrowed.

An electronic warble saved Dominic from having to come up with something to deflect Roman’s interest. Roman dug into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone. “Sorry, I have alerts set for any hot news.” He glanced at the screen then at Patrick. “TV?”

“I don’t have one.” Patrick shrugged.

“Here.” Dominic pulled out his own cell phone and pulled up the TV app. “Channel?”

“CNN.”

He put the phone on the corner of the counter where they could all gather around it and see the small screen.


Chapter Six

Simone’s and Jake’s text messages arrived almost simultaneously, exhorting Blythe to watch CNN now.  She was already watching. Everyone was staring at the screen mounted in the corner of the lunchroom already, including her, even though she had been starving hungry five minutes before.

It was Times Square. The billboards gave that away. New York was having a gray, wet day, unlike the Indian summer L.A. was staggering through. They were three hours ahead, so it was already four o’clock there and rush hour was just starting to gear up…or had been until the creature had been spotted.

It was almost surreal to see Times Square empty of people and the traffic at a complete standstill, yet there it was on the screen.

The focus of the cameras was a single lone figure standing on the sidewalk motionless, rain dripping from its arms…and its wings.

Blythe began to catalogue the features almost automatically, measuring potential strengths and weaknesses. The thing, the being, had enormous wings that really did look like they were made up of big white feathers, except with the rain the feathers would be plastered down and pretty useless. Nevertheless, the being didn’t have the wings tucked up behind him—or her—where they seemed to emerge. There was a hinge in the wings and they were lifted up in a spread “M” shape, the tips of the wings spread out, as if they would straighten up with a snap at any second. The wings kept moving slowly back and forth, opening and closing. Blythe had no idea what she was looking at, although she knew without doubt that the wings were moving that way to keep them ready for sudden take off.

The creature was feeling threatened.

In the foreground of the camera, she could see more than a dozen of New York’s finest uniforms all huddled together behind Plexiglas riot shields, taking one slow step at a time toward the creature, while the rest of New York shrank back, watching in unnatural silence.

Even the TV anchor wasn’t speaking.

The creature had two legs that it stood upon, upright like a human. It had a discernable face and arms.  Everything else was different. Alien.

The face had a nose— a rather small one. There was a mouth that was vaguely human. The two eyes were huge things and even though the camera was zoomed in from far away and details were fuzzy, the eyes still looked…sad. It reminded Blythe of Manga images, of people with huge, soulful eyes. This creature’s eyes were also filled with bewilderment.

Stop anthropomorphizing! she told herself sternly. She didn’t even know yet what this creature was called, let alone whether it felt anything like emotions or feelings. Projecting human reactions upon it could be a tactical mistake.

The eyes did look sad. The slump in the creature’s shoulders looked dejected. The way it stood there in the rain, staring at the slowly approaching squad of policemen was almost…pathetic.

It was wearing what looked like a metal skin. She wondered if it was a carapace, like insects had, protecting the vulnerable internal organs. Or it could simply be armor. She couldn’t make assumptions just yet.

The top of the head was the weirdest part of it, once she had got over the wings themselves. It looked like feathers and bone were growing straight out of the top of the head. The bone stood up like long fingers, making an elongated sort of crown, while the feathers shot straight up from the forehead in an elegant V-shape that formed a peak that reminded her of birds, except these feathers were spread out, instead of brushing up into a point. It was an odd cross between a Vegas show girl’s headpiece and a woodpecker’s raked-back crest.

“It’s gotta be one of those angel things they was talking about,” Doris Estrada said, around her mouthful of Dairy Queen.

With a jolt, Blythe remembered the notes that Jake had been taking last night. Ĉiela—angels. Elah—the most human. Summanus—the really bad guys.

“It’s a Ĉiela,” she said.

Everyone glanced at her, surprised.

“Not the other ones?” Doris said. “The…the…lar, something.”

“El-lah,” Blythe said, emphasizing the difference. “The wings says this is one of the Ĉiela. The Elah look sort-of human, they said.”

Jimmy Zimmer, who tended to sit in the corner and just listen, most days, gave her a sharp look. “Scoping out the enemy, Major?”

Blythe could feel herself blushing. “They’re called The Others, by the vampires,” she said as evenly as she could.

Jimmy Zimmer didn’t stop looking at her. “So they do,” he said finally.

“Oh! Oh! Look!” Doris cried.

Blythe turned back to look at the screen, just as the Ĉiela—she was almost certain it was a Ĉiela—spread its wings out. They really did seem to snap into a locked position, too. Something had spooked it, or the police had gotten too close. They were only a dozen feet away now.

The creature bent its knees and sprang straight up into the air. The wings gave a mighty beat, then another, as the crowd in Times Square and Doris Estrada cooed and squealed. The two powerful down strokes had lifted the creature up higher than the billboard behind it. The billboards were huge in Times Square. The biggest was nearly eight stories high. So the creature could leap from a standing start up to nearly ninety feet with minimal effort. It certainly hadn’t had to take off like a weighed-down albatross.

That spoke of huge power in just the wings.

What else was powerful about it?

What else could it do?

The Ĉiela kept rising, the wings beating steadily, until the camera couldn’t track it any more. Then the broadcast cut back to the studio anchor, who looked as dazed as Blythe felt.

The world had proof now. Vampires were real. The Others were real.

And all Blythe could think about was her kids, out there alone.

Vulnerable.

She got to her feet. “I have to get back to the desk early,” she said to the whole room. She swept her uneaten lunch back into the bag and stuffed it in her locker, her heart beating hard. Her appetite had fled.

* * * * *

European Union Headquarters, Brussels, Belgium

Rick wondered briefly if the heads of the European Union were trying to wear him down with the repetitious cycle of questions, or if they simply didn’t understand.

Either was a possibility. He had been invited to the interview.  The invitation, delivered by four men in suits and quiet manners, sitting in their little cottage in the Cotswolds and overpowering the decor, had held the flavor of a command.

Rick had welcomed the chance to speak to the collective heads of Europe and had willingly accepted the invitation. That they seemed to know who and what Marcus was and readily agreed to him coming along had been reassuring. Marcus was in one of the interpreter booths, probably swearing a blue streak at the time this was taking.

Marcus had been offended by nearly every human reaction to the vampires coming out and had spent the last week in a foul mood that only lifted when Ilaria came into the room. Rick understood that Marcus was fuming over the petty insults, the rudeness and prying that Rick had gone through since the revelation. He had volunteered for this, though. They all had. It was necessary in order to warn humans.

And now that humans had seen the Ĉiela in Times Square, the whole world suddenly wanted a piece of the nearest vampire. In Europe, Rick was the most visible vampire besides Sir Stevens-Bowes, who was now just James Stevens-Bowes. His hereditary title had been stripped from him within hours of the press conference. Another small price. James had escaped to the Scottish Highlands so now, Rick was it.

He didn’t let any of his thoughts show on his face. Instead he gave the chairman a polite smile. “I didn’t say we had estimates of the Others’ numbers, Mr. Chairman. I said that we had guessed what their numbers might be.”

“An educated guess is another way of saying an estimate, is it not?” The chairman stared down at him from behind his high blue table. Rick sat at a folding table in the middle of the hall, surrounded on all sides by the blue desks that climbed up to the gallery and booth level, where Marcus was.

Rick wished he was there, too. He kept his smile in place. “Estimates are based on solid intelligence, Mr. Chairman. We have no intelligence about the Others at all. I assure you, we have merely guessed at what their numbers might be, based on the very little we know about them. The facts we do have predate modern civilization and much has changed. In this matter, vampires are as blind as humans.”

“And you have no military strategies to provide us?”

“I am not a soldier, Mr. Chairman. Any military advice vampires could give you would be hampered by the staleness of our information.”

“Yet you say you are here on Earth to defend humans.”

“To help you fight off the Others, Mr. Chairman. Humans will need to defend themselves.”

“That makes you a rather useless guardian, does it not?”

Rick held very still, riding out his impatience. “On the contrary,” he said carefully. “Vampires have been helping humans defend themselves throughout history. You simply were not aware of that fact until now.”

“Yet you say you are not a soldier.”

Rick held still again. He borrowed Marcus’ trick and mentally counted to ten. “Mr. Chairman,” he began again, forcing himself to a reasonable tone. “When I was human, I fought the Normans when they invaded England. Later I fought Fatamids in Jerusalem, Saracens in Acre and the French every time they twitched in England’s direction. I’ve fought Germans, the Irish and the entire Scottish rebellion. I have faced the Red Army, invading Vikings and Palestinians who just wanted their country back. Every time the community I was living in was threatened, I took up arms and defended that country and the humans in it. We have all fought for and defended humans, whenever it was needed.” He gave a wry smile. “We live a very long time, Mr. Chairman, so it would be fair to say we have all done our share of defending the human race, as up until now it seemed to be bent on self-destructing.” He paused. “In all that time I have never been a professional soldier.”

* * * * *

Marcus realized someone was standing next to him in the dark booth just before they spoke.

“Your friend is a very cool customer, Marcus Anderson.”

Marcus turned away from the view of the EU assembly hall, down below, to glance at the newcomer. Tall, very slender, with thin, brown cheeks and a narrow chin. Big brown eyes. The name came to him automatically. Adam Bouteflika. “Are you here with the French delegation, Adam?”

Adam smiled, revealing slightly crooked teeth that were nevertheless very white. “That would make sense, wouldn’t it?”

“As this is the EU, it would be an adequate lie.”

Adam’s eyes narrowed. “Excuse me?”

“Tell me,” Marcus said, turning back to watch Rick be filleted by the assembly. “Do the French know they have invited Jordanian intelligence into the heart of their union?”

Silence.

Marcus glanced at Adam and didn’t bother hiding his grin. “You really think we didn’t know that you weren’t the Algerian French national you claimed to be?”

Adam pressed his lips together. “Even in Morocco, you knew?”

“I knew within a week of meeting you that your real name is Abd Al-Malik and that you are a high ranking member of the Dairat al-Mukhabarat al-Ammah. You were being coy, so no one said anything.”

Adam grimaced. “I suppose it was easier to keep an eye on me that way.” He had been educated in England. His accent was British, with a small hint of the exotic cadences of the Middle East.

“Exactly.”

Adam gave a tiny shrug. “Identities and loyalties are rather passé now, aren’t they?” He nodded toward the window and down at the floor of the assembly hall, where Rick sat in the cleared-out center, the focus of everyone’s attention. “We all have a common enemy now.”

“Is that why you’re in this booth? To shore up an ally for Jordan?”

“That’s for the diplomats to sort out,” Adam replied. “I did slip in here to listen to your friend’s interview. Intelligence on the Others is in short supply. My people are keen to learn all they can about the new enemy.”

“So instead, you’re standing here talking to me.” Marcus didn’t believe more than ten percent of what Adam was saying and even as he spoke, he was trying to figure out what the man’s angle was. What did he really want?

“There is a strange rumor going around,” Adam began, then paused.

Marcus didn’t rush in to help him. Instead, he looked back down at Rick and waited the intelligence officer out. It wasn’t like he had asked for this conversation.

“They say you and he…” Adam hesitated again, this time with a delicate pause. When Marcus looked at him, he lifted his chin a little jerk to indicate Rick, down below.

Marcus couldn’t help the smile that formed. “Are you asking if I’m living with a vampire?”

“I suppose, yes. That is what I am asking.”

“No, I’m not living with a vampire,” Marcus said.

Adam’s lips pursed and he gave a small nod, as if this was the answer he had been expecting and was satisfied with it.

“I’m living with two of them,” Marcus finished.

Adam’s eyes widened, just a little, before he got himself under control. His features returned to the tanned, smooth and urbane expression he habitually wore. “I suppose there are a great many truths that will be uncovered in the next few weeks, now that the dam has been broken.”

“I wasn’t hiding it,” Marcus pointed out. “Although you’re the first with guts enough to ask me directly. I’m wondering why, though.”

Adam gave one of the Latinate shrugs that seemed to say everything and nothing at the same time. “You have a reputation as a loose cannon. Perhaps everyone else did not ask because they did not wish to risk your reaction to such a question.”

“Exactly. It’s a personal question. Why do you care who I’m fucking? It’s not like you can put the squeeze on me by threatening either of them. Both of them could break every bone in your body and grind them into dust with their fingers if you tried anything and Ilaria is barely a hundred pounds even with her clothes on.”

Adam held up his hand. “I wanted to know if the rumors were true because it is difficult to find people who have accepted the fact of vampires and the coming war. You sleep with two of them. You know a war is coming. You will hear me when I say what I must.”

Marcus studied him. “Are you here on your own, Adam? Does the Mukhabarat know you are here?”

“I told them I wanted to hear what Europe’s most prominent vampire had to say.” Adam shrugged. “I heard what they were whispering about you and I thought there was a good chance you would be here in Belgium, too.”

“And now you’ve found me?”

Adam drew in a breath. “We have listened very carefully to all that has been said about the Others. Not many of my brethren believe such things, of course…even the Ĉiela in New York City was dismissed as more creative American television. We have been monitoring, anyway. The more cautious among us believe that it is wise to keep tabs upon a possible enemy.” He gave a disarming smile. “In Jordan, we are surrounded by enemies. Monitoring all of them is a habit we cannot halt now.”

Marcus gave him a sour smile in return.

“The Blood Stone was broken in eastern Turkey. That is uncomfortably close to the Middle East.”

Marcus pressed his lips together, weighing his answer. “Humanity got its start there. So did the Others. The Stone had to go back there to be broken.” He shrugged.

Adam nodded. “It is ironic, is it not, that most humans think of vampires as being an ancient race, when in fact, vampires were not created until thousands of years after humans.”

“You have been studying,” Marcus murmured. “Vampires wouldn’t exist if humans didn’t. Of course they came along afterward.” He shifted on his feet. “I don’t know why you guys think you’re being singled out. The Others are going to spread out around the globe. We believe the Elah have already moved into Russia. And the Ĉiela have made it across the Pacific. The Times Square thing wasn’t a hoax.”

“Oh, I am not one of those that think everything Americans do is a conspiracy.” Adam moved closer and dropped his voice. “Stop being defensive for a moment, Marcus Anderson. You must listen, instead.”

Marcus’ heart squeezed. There was something about Adam’s voice, or maybe it was his expression, which was three steps beyond grave. “I’m listening,” he said truthfully.

“You speak of the Ĉiela and Elah. We know as much as you about them both. Yet no one speaks of the Summanus. No one has seen them.”

“They’re nocturnal.”

“And they must move across the land, rather than fly over it like a plane. That is the conclusion we have drawn, too.” Adam shook his head. “There are people missing in our lands, Marcus.”

Cold, invisible fingers walked slowly down his spine, making the small hairs rise up almost painfully. “People go missing all the time,” he said weakly.

“Not in these numbers.” Adam gave another smile.  It was a stiff shadow of the genuine thing. “Jordan is in a position to have conversations with people who you would find it impossible to speak to. Syria, Lebanon, Iraq…these countries have all been losing people in vast numbers. So has Israel and so have we.”

Marcus swallowed.

“It began in the north,” Adam added, his voice low. “And it has been moving south ever since.”

Turkey was to the north of Iraq and Syria.

Marcus breathed in deeply. “Why aren’t you telling…shit, everyone, the whole world about this?”

Adam shook his head. “You have forgotten your history, Marcus. All these countries have lived in virtual isolation throughout history. They solve their own problems. They do not reach out to the west. It is an alien concept. It has not occurred to them to even announce that there is a problem.”

“So why are you making sure I know?” Marcus demanded, because everything about Adam’s posture and his tone said that there was another shoe to drop on this. Adam was getting to the reason why he had hunted Marcus down to talk to him in the first place.

Adam’s gaze was almost sorrowful. “I have contacts in Syria.”

“Of course you do,” Marcus said impatiently.

“Three days ago, the As-Sa’iqa started rounding up any Syrian suspected to be a vampire.”

The As-Sa’iqa was Syria’s special forces. Commandos and black ops. Marcus’ mouth was dry enough that it clicked when he tried to swallow. “There are barely any vampires in the middle east. It’s too hot, too dry.”

Adam spoke as if Marcus had not interrupted him. “They’re rounding them up, beheading them in the nearest public square and letting them bleed out. They call it—” and he said something in Arabic, too quickly for Marcus to follow.

“Something water,” Marcus whispered.

“Returning our life’s waters to the earth.”

“It’s a pogrom.” Marcus felt sick. “Vampires aren’t the reason their people are missing. Don’t they know that?”

“They hear what we hear,” Adam said, “and they believe even less than we do. It is Syria, Marcus. You speak of an invisible enemy all while your friends have shown themselves. That is an enemy the Syrians can see. There have been riots in the streets. People are scared. So the As-Sa’iqa are giving them something to vent their fear upon. When someone is beheaded, they dance upon their blood, stomping it into the ground. In this way, the people are controlled. Contained.”

Marcus tried to draw in a deep breath.  His chest was too tight. “This is bad.”

“It is, indeed,” Adam said gravely. “Yet it might be worse.”

Marcus gave a hollow, scratchy laugh. “How?”

“If the Summanus can travel south, they can also travel north and east and west. Has anyone spoken to officials in Georgia or Azerbaijan? Greece lies to Turkey’s west. So does Bulgaria. Has anyone asked Turkey? Can anyone even raise Istanbul?”

Marcus wanted to say that Adam was being stupid and melodramatic, but he couldn’t.

He felt sick. Shaky.

“This is really happening,” he whispered. “They’re coming, just not the way we expected.”

“Given what you do know of the Summanus, did you really think they would rush in uniform phalanxes, in the open light of day for the world to see?” Adam grimaced. “They would not think of this as war. We are food. They are merely migrating to where the food grows the most plentiful.”

“And harvesting as they go,” Marcus finished. The urge to tell someone about this, to warn everyone, was overwhelming. He couldn’t stand still a moment longer. He might have said thank you or goodbye to Adam. He didn’t remember doing it.

By the time he reached the big doors onto the assembly floor itself, he was running.


Chapter Seven

Los Angeles, Two Weeks Later

Blythe lifted her left hand into position with her right, resting the wrist against the keyboard padding, so her fingers could reach the keys. There was just enough feeling left in the fingers that she could type. Slowly.

She resettled the ice pack against the bandage on her forearm, then used the mouse to pull up a new blog post window and pecked out a title line.

How to Defend Yourself Against a Summani

The cursor blinked in the text box, waiting patiently, while she stared at the screen. She could hear the twins moving around upstairs. From their footsteps, she could tell they were in Jake’s room, probably hovering over his sleeping form. She understood why. They were as worried as she was.

Thinking of Jake made it all come rushing back. Delayed fear squeezed Blythe’s throat and caught at her chest with a vice-grip. For a moment the images on the screen swam, as her vision faded and the memories came rushing back. It was as if she was there all over again.

Why had she stayed back to work longer? Ever since she had taken the job at the Four Seasons, that had been an agreement between her and her supervisor. As a single mother she needed to be back home at a reasonable hour each night. With the fuss over the Others, it seemed like every day was filled with frantic media events where one or another of the Los Angeles vampires chose their hotel to hold the press conference, or the interviews.

In a way she didn’t blame them. She wasn’t sure she would want media knowing where she lived, either.

So everyone was stretched to the max and it had seemed only fair to agree to stay back for a couple of hours to cover the influx around the dinner hour. She had texted all three kids to let them know she wouldn’t be home for dinner and to leave instructions about making sure dinner was served and that everyone ate.

Since she had put her family on a personal war footing, all three of them had been very good about making sure they returned home before sunset. Except that it had been weeks since the vampires had come out and apart from the one sighting in Times Square, life was going on as usual. Everyone had started to relax, including herself.

It had been getting close to seven p.m. and she had been starting to think about going home, when she got the text from Jake.

Simone stayed for dinner at Carly’s place. Going over to walk her home. We’ll be straight back.

Jake was conscientious enough to reassure her that they would be walking straight back with no detours. Then Blythe looked out the windows and noticed it was pitch black outside.

She didn’t panic then. That would come later. In fact, she felt the same sense of carelessness that had probably let Jake figure it was a good idea for either of them to be out after dark. They had all let down their guard.

Blythe consciously noticed that sunset had come and gone. As soon as there was a break she checked with Johnson, who thanked her for her work and let her go home. Thankfully, she hurried back to her locker and picked up her gear, then down to the subbasement to her car.

She wheeled out of the hotel parking lot faster than normal. She still hadn’t been feeling any great distress, yet something made her hurry, anyway.

The L.A. traffic that usually clogged the highways around dinner time had subsided considerably by the time she hit the freeway. She was able to make really good time getting home and turned into the driveway only forty minutes later.

Her instincts had been driving her, even though she hadn’t realized it then. She dashed into the house, dropped her bag and called out. “Jake!”

Silence.

“Simone! Eloise!” This time she spoke louder, a hint of worry increasing her volume.

Overhead, she heard the sound of feet hitting the floor, then footsteps.

Relief touched her. And that was the first time she realized that the tension had been building inside her since before she had left the hotel. She waited as patiently as she could, until Eloise walked into the kitchen, looking puzzled.

“Jake and Simone are not back yet?”

Eloise frowned. “Jake went to Carly’s place ages ago. They’re not back yet?”

Blythe sighed. She picked up a keys again. “Stay in the house!”

“Where are you going?”

Blythe wondered if Eloise had been sleeping. She seemed to be having trouble putting things together. “Make sure your cell phone is on,” Blythe told her. “And stay in the house,” she repeated firmly.

Blythe ran for the car and cruised along the streets to Carly Mathur’s house. In the dark it was difficult to check every single person she passed, although she slowed down enough to look at pairs, as her stomach crawled. She had no idea why she was so panicked, but she obeyed her instincts as they had served her well in the past.

The problem was, there was so many shortcuts and alleys between her house and Carly Mathur’s house. Jake and Simone were walking and would use all of them.

Blythe reached the Mathur’s house without spotting either of them. She parked in front of the bungalow and ran across the lawn—screw the footpath—and hammered on the front door. The door opened almost immediately and Pete Mathur scratched at his tank top as he stared at her and tried to put together who she was.

Blythe didn’t have time to fuck around. By now her instincts were screaming at her. She gave Jack a stiff smile. “I’m Blythe Murray, Peter. My daughter Simone and my son Jake were here. Are they still?”

Peter put it together and straightened up, as if he had been caught slacking off. “Geez no. Marcy insisted they stay for dinner, before they went home. That Jake of yours is growing into a tall guy, isn’t he?”

Blythe gripped the frame of the storm door, her chest tightening. “How long ago did they leave, Peter?”

His brows came together, as it finally registered on him. “About…I don’t know…. Maybe fifteen minutes?”

Blythe nodded. “Then they’re still out there,” she concluded.

Peter shifted on his feet. “Is something wrong? Is there something I can do?”

Blythe shook her head. The last thing she needed was civilians getting under her feet. “It could be nothing,” she said truthfully. “I just know I’m feeling uneasy.”

“Perhaps I should come with you,” Peter said slowly, as if he was beginning to understand that he had some responsibility in whatever might have happened.

So she shook her head again and gave him a smile. “I’m sure it’s nothing,” she assured him. “I’m just being a paranoid mother. I’ll go find them with the car and take them home and I’ll give you a call when I get back home, too.”

Peter looked relieved. “Yeah, kids these days.”

Blythe tried to give him another reassuring smile.  She was already moving away from the door. She turned and ran for the car, slid into the driver’s seat and gripped the steering wheel hard.

Before putting the car in gear and taking off, she mentally tracked the probable route the kids would have taken. She didn’t know it as well as they did, because she always drove.  Although, they had been living in this neighborhood for twelve years now and she had gotten to know more about the shortcuts than any of her kids realized.

There were alleys and side roads that would let her check almost every section of the route. There was just one chokepoint that she wouldn’t be able to reach with the car, not even to get a distant glance at it. First, she would check the other sections.

Blythe drove faster than was safe for that quiet neighborhood. In ten minutes, she was able to establish that Jake and Simone were not in any of the alleys or foot paths that cut through the back areas of the neighborhoods. That just left the chokepoint.

Her heart was starting to hammer now. She wheeled the car around, the tires squealing a bit on the tarmac, and made her way to the side street where the fenced in sidewalk emerged. The land developers, in their wisdom, had had gas pipes laid neatly between houses and all the houses fed onto that big main pipe. Nothing had been built over the top of it and the city had laid down a concrete path. The residents on either side had put up their fences and now the three hundred yard path meandered between the fences across the length of one city block.

In Blythe’s mind, it was a chokepoint, because once someone was in the tunnel, there was no way to get out other than going through. It was tactically a bad news route. Her kids wouldn’t think of it that way, though. They would only think of it as a way to save five minutes and the effort of having to walk around the block rather than through it.

Her instincts were screaming at her now. So she didn’t drive right up to the mouth of the alley. Instead, she stopped the car about twenty feet away. She killed the engine and eased herself out, shutting the door quietly.

Grouping the big bunch of keys in her fist, she moved over to the mouth of the alley and pressed herself up against the palings. She drew a deep breath, then carefully looked around the corner.

At first she didn’t see it.

Jake and Simone were standing together, clinging to each other, their eyes wide.

Her relief at seeing them both alive was so intense, that at first she didn’t notice anything else.

Then the thing moved.

It was between her and the kids and must have been hunched down, considering its next move. Jake and Simone were frozen with fear, so it had time to consider.

Blythe’s arrival had stirred it. She had been quiet, but clearly not quiet enough. In the back of her mind, she made a mental note that the creature had phenomenal hearing.

It rose, straightening up so that the things it was standing on grew longer. There was a joint in the middle of what would have been legs, that she might have called knees, except that they pointed backward like a dog’s hind legs.

She got the impression of sinewy strength, as the thing turned its head to look at her. Deliberately, she stepped out into the middle of the footpath, cutting off the exit.

The head was bony, with very little spare flesh. Very high cheek bones extended into bony projections that emerged from what might have been its temples. Blythe only processed that in the back of her mind, where her strategic center sat. She was more conscious of the thing’s eyes, which were red and glowing, like something out of a horror novel.

There was a snout and far too many teeth, that were long and yellowy and gnashed together. The bottom jaw descended, then snapped closed.

Her heart leapt. “Get away from my kids, you fucker.”

She had its full attention now. It turned on its springy hind legs to face her.

“Jake. Simone. Run out the other way and around the block. I’ll meet you on the street.”

Neither of them moved.

“Go!” She shouted, her throat hurting at the intensity she used. “Now!”

Simone stirred. She took a step back, then tugged on Jake’s arm, drawing him with her.

Jake seemed to shake himself. Blythe had seen that sort of paralyzing shock in civilians caught between crossfire, or who had survived the falling of a bomb that had landed far too close.

“Jake, move your ass or I’ll kick it for you!” She had to get him moving.

The thing between them gave another little spin-hop and turned back to face Jake and Simone. It had sensed that its prey was escaping.

Blythe didn’t panic. The old instincts were in full command now. “Run!” She screamed and at the same time, she sprinted toward the thing. She had no weapons except the keys in her hand and she clenched them hard, forming a fist and letting the points of the keys emerge between her knuckles.

Simone gave an hysterical sob and ran for the street, terror driving her. Jake turned to follow her, finally, finally moving.

The thing didn’t like it. It made a sound that even now three hours later, Blythe could still hear in her mind. It was a two-toned screeching, the lower tone like the heavy noise that emerged from a sub-woofer at full volume, the higher note an almost inaudible shriek.

At the sound, Jake turned back to face it. He knew as well as Blythe did that the creature was about to launch itself in attack. It was instinct to turn to face your attacker. He would’ve been better to keep running, although he didn’t know that. He was only fifteen. And he had never been through a war like she had.

Jake held his hands out, not in surrender, but as if he could bail the thing up. Then she realized what he was doing. He was stopping the creature from going after Simone.

Fear speared her and drove power through her legs. As she launched herself at the thing, a sound came out of her that was almost primordial. She was venting all her fear and panic and rage. At the same time she bought her fist swinging up and around. She aimed high, for the facial features that must surely be as vulnerable as a human’s.

She never connected. The thing raised its arm, not with its fists up like a human would have.  Instead, its elbows projected out. It swung the elbow which connected with her arm in a glancing blow that only just barely redirected her swing.

That was all that was needed. Hot agony clamped her arm and a sharp pain ripped along the tender flesh of her inner forearm. She cried out and staggered backward. Her whole arm went numb and she just barely caught the keys as they fell out of her fingers. She gripped the keys in her right hand and tried to shake life back into her left. She couldn’t even move it.

She moved back, away from the thing.

It hissed and she knew it was measuring her.

This close to it, she grew aware of the stench that rose from its hide. It was a mix of rotting meat and ancient dust that clogged her nose and made her gag. She gripped her jaw tightly against the reaction and studied the elbow of the creature. There was another bony projection sticking out from the back of the elbow, like a point or a claw. There were more of the claws on the back of what would’ve been its knuckles—the joints at the end of long fingers, which look like they had an extra joint.

She glanced past the Summani and saw that Jake had shaken off his paralysis and had almost reached the end of the alley. Simone was nowhere to be seen. Relief touched her and she looked up at the dark creature speculatively.

The Summani gave another short squawk. She wondered if it was some sort of communication. She couldn’t remember if the vampires had said they could talk or not. Perhaps this was talking for this thing.

It took a step back. Then another.

It was retreating.

Blythe made herself stand still and look into its eyes, daring it to move toward her again. She understood as clearly as the creature did that if she backed down at all, it would leap on her. Perhaps this was the first time it had come across any sort of human resistance. She didn’t know and would find out later. For now she had to hold her ground.

It took another step back. There were fifteen feet between them now. Then it turned and started taking long, loping steps that might have been its version of running. Because of the dark color of the hide, the creature blended in with the shadows, until she could no longer see it.

Blythe immediately turned and sprinted for her car, her teeth chattering as delayed panic set in. She fumbled the keys with her one good hand, because it wasn’t her dominant one. She got the car going and wheeled it around in a hard circle and screamed back to the street.

Jake and Simone were clinging to each other again, standing under the full light of the streetlamp, their heads turning as they looked for her. Simone spotted her first and pulled Jake into a run toward her. They tumbled out onto the street and Blythe stamped on the brakes long enough for them to open the doors and fall into the car.

Then she got the hell out of there.

On the way back to the house she dialed 911 and reported what had happened. There was a long silence at the other end of the phone, then the woman’s professionalism kicked in and she took the details down without a quiver.

“The Summani didn’t feed,” Blythe told the woman.

On the seat behind her, Simone drew in a quivering breath of horror.

“If it’s hungry,” Blythe continued, “it will continue to hunt until it finds food. There are kids, families, all over this neighborhood. You have to warn them.”

Then she disconnected and tossed the phone onto the seat next to her, because she needed that hand to drive. Using just the side of her wrist and her knee didn’t lend to accurate driving.

Simone and Jake were silent until they reach the house. Still driven by fear and shock, they ran into the house. Blythe checked the front and back yards, the keys held firmly in her hand, then secured the house. Everyone helped her check all the doors and windows and when they were finishing, Simone looked at Blythe with big eyes. “Won’t they be able to just break the windows and come in?”

Jake jerked, like he had been touched with a live wire.

Blythe considered and discarded a dozen different reassuring answers. Pleasant lies would not serve them now. So she looked all three of her kids in the eye. “They won’t break windows to reach us because there’s too much food just walking around out there.”

Simone began to cry silently, her tears rolling down her cheeks. Eloise hugged her, while Jake stared out the window, his shoulders square. He was shaking, too. He was very white.

There was one patent cure for shock that worked on everyone Blythe had ever administered the cure to. She turned toward the stairs. “Hot chocolate for everyone,” she declared.

She put lots of sugar in the mix and insisted everyone drink up. By the time they had all finished their mugs of chocolate, she was starting to feel some life come back to her hand. The arm was still mostly useless. It was good to know that the toxin was not a permanent one.

Even though it was still relatively early, Blythe insisted everyone go to bed. Sleep was another restorative.

She tucked all three of them in, even though Jake protested that he didn’t need to be tendered to like a three-year-old. Then he yawned mightily.

Blythe kissed him, anyway.

Then she made herself another hot chocolate and sat down at the kitchen table with her laptop to catch up on blog posts.

Now she was staring at a blank screen, wondering what to write.

It had been Jake’s suggestion that she tell everyone about the Others and how to fight them, that first night when the vampires had come out.

It had never occurred to her that her family would be among the first humans to deal with the Summanus. She had managed to tuck the knowledge about the Others into the far recesses of her mind and for the last two weeks have been living a perfectly normal life. This was despite having told the kids that they were on a war footing. Now she was paying for her lack of discipline.

The problem was, she hadn’t been able to take any of it very seriously, even though intellectually she understood that this was not a hoax.

Well, now she knew better.

And it just happened that she had a platform that others would listen to. Jake was right. Not only must she tell everyone what she knew about the Summanus, she had a moral obligation to shout it as loudly as she could.

She resettled her hand so her fingers were lined up on the keyboard properly. She thought for a moment, then began to type.

The Summanus are not like anything you’ve ever seen before. They look like animals that have been put through some mad scientist’s laboratory experiment and have emerged at the other end as some ungodly creature that has an appointment with the devil. They are not animals the way that you and I think of them. They are smart. And they know how to fight.

They have defense mechanisms you’ve never seen before. They will use them against you if you try to fight them. So let me tell you about them….


Chapter Eight

Los Angeles, three weeks later.

Dominic trailed after the other three as they all walked into the big living room. As usual the room was filled with light, the sun streaming through the big windows. Dominic wasn’t sure why he’d ever thought the room was attractive. All he knew as he dragged himself one foot after another behind the others was that he didn’t want to be here.

Where the hell would he go?

Nial, Sebastian and Winter had been forced out of their house by a combination of media frenzy and hypocritical neighbors who had used all their considerable financial clout to pull strings and have them removed.

A lot of legal precedents had been quoted.  What Dominic understood was that Nial, Sebastian and Winter were not wanted.

Perhaps Nial had understood that just as clearly, because he had not tried to fight the injustice of being turfed out of a home that he owned and a neighborhood in which he had lived peacefully for years. When Roman, who had been a lawyer in a lifetime some years ago, had glanced over the writ, he had shaken his head. “There’s all sorts of room to argue the point here,” he had told Nial. “This is very close to being a nuisance suit. They’re really stretching it. You could argue it and I think you might win.”

“There’s no precedents, because vampires have never been processed as themselves in the eyes of the law,” Nial pointed out.

Sebastian had been steaming. “So you will be the precedent.”

Nial curled his fingers around Sebastian’s neck. “I know this is hard,” he said softly. “We knew that this sort of thing might happen. For now, we give way. This is not the time to argue civil rights, not when the Others are out there.”

“So where are we going to go? What people will accept us?” Winter had asked, voicing the question in Dominic’s mind. As he had been living in the big house for over a year, he was as interested in the answer as they were.

He had assumed that Nial would try to reach some arrangement with Garrett, Roman and Kate. Garrett, however, killed that prospect from the get-go. He had been frank. “I’m being forced out of my own corporation and they’re talking civil suits, too. So I’m going to be setting up permanently here in LA. I’m sure that Kate and Roman would want you to stay with us, but we just don’t have the room. It’s a small house. We never planned for anyone other than us three to live here.” He shook his head a little. “Although if this goes on, we may have to think of a more permanent arrangement for everyone. Living as humans in individual living quarters may become impractical.”

“Communes?” Kate asked, looking amused.

“Don’t laugh,” Nial had told her. “Even human lifestyles are being reinvented at the moment. Garrett may be right. Living together in big groups may be our only defense against the Summanus, particularly if they get together with the Ĉiela and the Elah.”

“I don’t think things have gone nearly that far yet,” Patrick had said from the corner of the room. They had been all sitting around Garrett’s big kitchen at the time. Dominic noticed that Patrick tended to pick a far corner in any room he happened to be in. He would stand back and keep his mouth shut. It seemed to him that Patrick had been subdued for weeks. Since the revelation, really. But then, the man’s career had imploded, so that was understandable. Now, though, Patrick was speaking up and what he was saying was quite unexpected. “I have a huge house. There are seven bedrooms and just as many bathrooms. Why don’t you move in with me, at least until things get settled?”

Winter had protested. What had decided the matter was the strength of the security surrounding Patrick’s house. The media had not forgiven him and the paparazzi hung around outside the house all hours of the day, hoping for a glimpse. Which meant that Patrick didn’t move out of the house very much, unless he could be smuggled out to avoid the paparazzi. The increased security sold Nial on the idea.

Now it was a week later and they were all moving into Patrick’s house. Dominic was distinctly uneasy at the idea. He had proposed finding himself an apartment somewhere in LA.  Nial had refused to consider the idea.

“We need you close by, Dominic,” he had told him. “And I think you need us, too. You’re vulnerable out there on your own.”

Which was quite true. Dominic had no trouble accepting that. He was not a fighter, even though he had done his fair share of fighting in the last few years. It looked like he would be doing a lot more of it, too. The Summanus had invaded Los Angeles with the thoroughness of a rat invasion. No one went out at night anymore. Humans were adjusting to the idea that after sunset, all life came to a screeching halt.

And it seemed that Dominic had an advantage over most humans and vampires, one that he had acquired as a result of his deafness, which was ironic. He’d never thought that being deaf would provide such an benefit. He was able to sense the presence of the Summanus, even if they were undercover. That meant that he could tell if a Summanus was hiding and waiting for a human to come within reach.

He had expected that once humans had seen the Summanus for themselves and the truth of what the vampires had explained to them that first time they had exposed themselves, would gain for the vampires human acceptance. Even though the humans were more than happy to use the vampires as a defense mechanism, acceptance was very far from reality.

So Dominic had not argued very hard about finding his own apartment. And now here he was in Patrick’s house again, standing in the room where the piano was. He turned his back on it, as Patrick came into the room. Patrick was wearing jeans and a sweater in a blue color that made his eyes pop. It was the most casual clothing Dominic had ever seen him wearing. It seemed that Patrick was adjusting to his new life, too.

“Everything’s ready, Patrick said. “Come with me and I’ll show you the rest of the house. You can pick out what rooms you want. Do you need three bedrooms, or just one?”

Winter had pursed her lips and Sebastian just grinned.

“Three bedrooms would be good, if you can spare them,” Nial said easily.

“Three it is then. Come and see them.” Patrick had moved off ahead of the other three, who had followed him, leaving Dominic alone in the room.

Dominic put his backpack and duffel bag down slowly. He couldn’t help it. He found himself turning to look at the piano even though it was the last thing he wanted to do.

While telling himself he should follow the others, he moved over to the shining instrument. He realized his hands were straightening the brocade thing lying over the top of it, straightening out the folds with compulsive movements. The touch of the black lacquer under his fingers was cool. He let his fingers slide across the wood.

It was a simple step after that to move around the corner and sit on the bench. Someone had carelessly left the lid up and the keys gleamed crisp white in the morning sun. He stared at them.

He didn’t make a decision to touch them, yet his hands came up, anyway. They hovered over the keys, his fingers automatically moving into position. He watched the tips descend, until they made contact with the keys.

They were not ivory. Instead, they were a high quality resin that the better piano keys were made of. Resin didn’t stick to the fingers as plastic could, especially after several minutes of playing, when the fingers and hands could get sweaty.

Just by touching the keys Dominic could tell that this was a very good piano. Someone had known what they were doing when they had bought it. The keys snuggled up under his fingers like old friends.

His heart was drumming and for right now that was all he could hear because there was no one else in the room. He didn’t really hear it though. He could feel it because the beats were so hard.

He let his fingers simply touch the top of the keys for a long moment. His mind was yammering at him to stand up and walk away. He just couldn’t.

Finally his fingers pressed down. Wagner’s Tristan Chord, the unusual opening to Tristan and Iseult.

Nothing.

His heart lurch sickeningly.

Clumsily, he pressed the chord again.

Still nothing.

The truth slammed into him with the impact of an anvil landing from a great height. His chest creaked.

How long did he sit there, with his fingers hovering over the keys, while the horror circled through him, making him sick with despair? He lost track of time. His vision swam as the tears gathered.

He did not dare touch the keys again. Yet he couldn’t take his hands away.

When the hand settled on his shoulder, he knew it was Patrick from the unique signature of his thoughts.

Dominic forced himself to turn his head away. He closed his eyes and tucked his hands onto his thighs, like he was hiding them away.

“You were a pianist, weren’t you?” Patrick’s mental voice was soft and filled with empathy.

Dominic swallowed. He still couldn’t look at him. “You mean you haven’t looked into my background yet and found out who I am?”

“It didn’t seem fair to do that, not without your knowledge. You don’t want to tell me yourself?”

“Why don’t you ask Sebastian to tell you? I can’t. Not now.”

He felt Patrick sit down next to him on the long bench. “What’s wrong? What’s happened?”

Dominic shook his head. It seemed impossible to say the words aloud.

“Is there something wrong with this piano?”

The defensive note in Patrick’s thoughts was almost funny. He thought Dominic was disparaging his very fine piano, which he had probably spent months looking for and days haggling over the price.

“Dominic?”

Dominic turned on him. “Don’t you get it?” He put his fingers over his ears. “I’m deaf.”

Patrick shrugged. The line over his fine nose deepened into a frown, though. “Winter cured you. You can hear again.”

“I can’t hear the music!” The cry tore out of him from deep inside his chest bringing pain with it. Tears gathered in the corners of his eyes. They hurt.

Patrick was staring at him with gathering horror. He was starting to get it. Dominic drove the point home, anyway.

“I can’t hear the music. I’m deaf. I can hear people because they have thoughts but a piano doesn’t have thoughts. I can’t hear the piano. I can’t hear an orchestra. I can’t follow the beat. I can’t hear the notes. Music is still lost to me.”

Patrick’s gaze dropped away from his. His shoulders lifted and dropped in a heavy sigh. His thoughts circled endlessly around the awfulness he felt. Building up from underneath that was a sense of identity.

Dominic recognized then that Patrick really did understand. Patrick had lost his art, too.

Was that why he kissed him? He wasn’t sure. Yet he found himself leaning through the few inches that separated them and pressing his lips up against Patrick’s.

Patrick’s breath expelled in a rush and he could feel the man stiffen and surprise. That only lasted for a second. Patrick groaned and his hand came up to hold Dominic’s head steady. Now, Patrick was kissing Dominic. That felt perfectly natural, too.

There was an inevitability about this moment, as if they had been circling around it and drawing closer for weeks.

Tentatively, their tongues met. They had bypassed the moment where one of them could have drawn back and pretended nothing had happened. They were both committed now. The kiss deepened.

Dominic realized that his hand was pressed against the keyboard and the keys were depressed. The room would be filled with discordant notes and he could hear none of them….except there was a distant echo of jarring chords from Patrick’s mind because Patrick could hear them. It didn’t matter. Not right now.

He felt the other person’s surprise in his mind at the same time he heard the throat clearing from somewhere across the room. Patrick jumped to his feet.

Dominic mentally sampled Patrick’s awkwardness and underneath it, a sense of defiance.

Dominic looked around. Sebastian was standing just inside the doorway that led to the family rooms at the back of the house and the stairs up to the second floor. He had a grin on his face that he was trying hard to suppress. “You took so long finding Dominic and bringing him up to the bedrooms that I figured I’d better come and see if you’d been dragged off by the paparazzi or something.”

“No one steps inside this house unless I say they can,” Patrick said.

He was deliberately shifting the subject. Dominic appreciated that.

Sebastian jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Should we just sort out the bedrooms and bathrooms for ourselves? I think I’ve got the lie of the land up there.”

“No, it’s fine, I’ll come up and help,” Patrick said.

Dominic got to his feet and moved around the piano, his fingers trailing along the black lacquer. “If there’s a small room at the back of the house overlooking the garden, could I have that?”

“Of course,” Patrick said immediately.

Dominic very carefully didn’t look for the emotions underneath his words. There would have to be a reckoning, of course. The kiss would have to be explained and spoken about. But it would have to come later, preferably much later, after Dominic had found time to think this through.


Chapter Nine

It had been a long day of moving heavy computer equipment around and unpacking boxes. That was the excuse Patrick gave himself for shutting himself up in his bedroom early that night. In truth, he wanted to get away from all the people in his house, so that he could be alone and think.

Because of his fame and because he spent his life in front of cameras, the vast majority of the world figured he was an extrovert, that he liked being among people.

It had taken him many years to understand that he was an introvert and that being among people for a long period of time tired him out. He drew energy from being alone and having time to think things through and sort them out, whether that was on paper, or in his head. Up until he realized that, he had spent miserable years passing time among virtual strangers, letting the cynicism of Hollywood color all his dealings with other humans.

He didn’t mind being in front of cameras, because when he was there, he was generally not being himself. He had lines and directions and a job to do. Being in front of cameras was part of his work.

Being among people as himself was a different sort of work, one that taxed him to the point where diving into a bottle had seemed like a much better proposition.

He had opened his house up to others. It had been a deliberate choice and a sensible one, yet he still had to deal with the impact of having people around him all the time.

So he escaped to his bedroom, sat on the bed he no longer used and listened to the silence in the room and let his body relax.

There was a lot to think about.

The tap on the door ten minutes later told him that he wasn’t going to get that chance. Even as he opened the door, he knew who it was.

Dominic frowned as he looked at him. “You want to be alone. I’m sorry, I should have left this until tomorrow or something.”

Patrick shook his head. “No, it’s okay. Let’s deal with this before it goes sour on us.”

“Goes sour?” Dominic gave a short laugh.

Patrick stepped away from the door and beckoned and Dominic followed him into the room and shut the door behind him. “Goes sour. You spend forever thinking things over and turning them over and mixing them up into a churn of sick feelings, until you don’t know which way is up.”

“That’s what you do? Go over things forever?”

“You don’t?”

Dominic’s smile was small and there was a twinkle in his eyes. “I’m here, aren’t I?”

True.

Patrick drew in a breath and let it out. “So let’s talk.” He waved toward the arrangement of easy chairs over by the window. Dominic made no move to head toward them. Instead he pushed his hands into his pants and Patrick could see that his hands were fisted under the fabric.

So Patrick stayed where he was in the middle of the floor. He let his hands hang loosely by his sides. When he had first started acting, it had taken him many weeks to learn how to stand still and not fidget with his hands and arms. The average human couldn’t stand and not cross their arms or put their hands on their hips or otherwise keep their hands moving. It was as if they didn’t know what to do with them while they were standing there.

But such movements, if they were not portraying character or story narrative, were a distraction on film. He had been forced to learn how to stand still and only let his hands move in ways that progressed the story.

Now it was easy to just stand there and wait out Dominic, because the fisted hands in his pockets said that Dominic wasn’t nearly as laid-back about this as he was trying to make himself look.

Dominic’s jaw worked.

“Is there another name I should use for you?” Patrick asked.

Dominic’s head tilted a little. He looked puzzled. “Name?”

“I’m presuming that Dominic is not your real name. Should I keep using that, or is there a different name I should use?”

“Dominic is my real name.” He shrugged. “It’s my middle name. One of my middle names.”

“How many middle names do you have?”

Dominic held up his hand and checked off a finger for each time he spoke. “Antonio Dominic Vincenzo.” He held up the three fingers with a small smile. “I’m Dominic now.”

Patrick understood what he had not said. He was Dominic now because he had put the past behind him. Today had been an aberration. Probably something that he regretted now. It had been a difficult moment for Dominic to learn that even though he had his hearing back, music wasn’t to be a part of that.

Dominic’s eyes narrowed. “Exactly,” he said softly.

“I’m sorry,” Patrick said quickly. I think more frankly in my thoughts than I would speak aloud, because I’m not used to you having access to the thoughts as well.”

Dominic’s smile broadened. “Well, it cuts through all the bullshit, doesn’t it?”

It does. Patrick deliberately spoke the words in his mind but didn’t say them aloud. And then, because he really did want to cut through all the awkwardness, he reached back to the memory of the day that Dominic had walked into his house and he had sampled his scent. The unexpected arousal that had ripped through him and the way that Dominic’s presence had played upon his consciousness ever since. The longing and need was not something that he was deliberately invoking. It caught him by surprise every single time. It was there, nevertheless.

How could he explain that this was not something he was deliberately seeking out? It was as much of a surprise to him as it was to everyone else. He liked women. He loved women. He loved them enough that he’d been through four disastrous marriages and dozens of failed relationships, enough to keep the tabloids cranking out copy for twenty years now.

When Dominic walked into the room…he just knew. And his whole body leapt.

Only, he didn’t know if this was all part of being a vampire and something to ignore. Perhaps it was a passing thing. Roman had explained that vampire sensibilities when it came to sex were far more acute than the average human’s. Patrick had to adjust to that, was still adjusting to that. If he pursued this, whatever this thing was, with Dominic, then he might be doing it for all the wrong reasons….

Dominic pulled his hands out of his pockets and moved over in front of Patrick. He was a tall man, surprisingly tall for a South American, yet Patrick still had three or four inches to spare. Even so, Dominic held his own.

Dominic looked him in the eye. “You can sort out all the reasons why later. Just know that I’m not doing this for any of the reasons that you might have.”

Patrick’s heart squeezed and stirred to life. So did his body. “Why are you doing this?” His voice was hoarse.

“I didn’t know until this morning that you and I are the same.”

“How?”

“We must create. One way or another we must. It is the only way we can be happy.”

Patrick’s surprise was smothered by Dominic’s mouth against his. The kiss was every bit as good as the one from this morning. Except now they were both standing, which meant their bodies could meet and mingle, just as their tongues were.

The pressure of Dominic’s hips against his made Patrick groan. He was wrong. This was much better than this morning.

At first Dominic was hesitant, his hands only resting against Patrick’s chest, as if he dared greatly. For that reason Patrick found he couldn’t reach out and pull Dominic closer. He didn’t want to rush him. He didn’t want to startle him away. Except he really wanted to hold him while he kissed him. Dominic’s eyes opened and this close-up Patrick could see that they were really as black as they seemed, not just a dark brown.

“Do what you must,” Dominic said. He picked up Patrick’s hands and drew them around him. “You are not my first by a long shot. You’re just the first man.”

As Patrick absorbed that, Dominic grinned, gripped the back of his head with his big hands and long fingers and pulled him closer.

This kiss was much better. Patrick let his hands run freely and this time it seemed quite natural when they separated that he fumbled with Dominic’s belt. “I’ve never taken off another man’s belt before.”

“You’ve had other men as lovers.” It was not a question.

“Yes. But there was no seduction involved.”

Dominic stepped back a little and looked at him.

Patrick deliberately recalled the uncomfortable sex he had had to endure early in his career. He hadn’t had to remove any belts because the men who had taken him had been naked to begin. Sometimes they didn’t even bother being naked, or taking off their clothes at all. An open fly would do the job.

“Ah,” Dominic said softly. “A transaction, not a seduction.” He grinned. The warmth in his eyes was soothing. “I guess we’re both beginners, then.”

After that, there was no words. Patrick didn’t know if Dominic was reading his thoughts and didn’t care. They were at one and it worked.

Eventually, the clothing was gone and they stood with nothing to hide. Dominic’s cock was as rampantly erect as his, throbbing readily between his thighs. His eyes were sleepy, thick with arousal.

“Damn!” Patrick said softly, as he realized something.

Dominic’s eyes opened a little wider. “Perhaps there’s some in the bathroom, in the back of a cupboard somewhere.”

Patrick nodded and headed for the bathroom and flipped on the light. He felt awkward and foolish.

“It’s not like you planned this,” Dominic called out from the bedroom. “If you had, then I would be offended.”

And just as Dominic had suspected, there was a bottle of lubricant, long forgotten, at the far back of the cupboard. It was a left over from some seduction of one blonde or another. He couldn’t remember who and he was quite sure they had moved on to bigger and better things.

Thankfully, he took the bottle out to the bedroom and placed it on the nightstand. “Very new at this,” he added.

“Good,” Dominic said flatly. He picked up his hand and drew him onto the bed, which was mussed from where Patrick had been laying on it earlier. Neither of them bothered drawing the covers or tossing pillows.

For a moment their eyes locked, as they settled on the bed. A small silence followed.

Patrick cleared his throat. “Does this seem in any way strange to you?”

Dominic didn’t smile. His expression was sober. “Do you mean, we should both be freaking out because we’re in bed with a man? Because it seems to me that would be the natural reaction, yet I don’t feel that way at all. Do you?”

Patrick shook his head. “Not at all.” He let the corner of his mouth curl up. “Although I still have my learner’s permit. So…” He pushed on Dominic shoulder, forcing him to lie down on the mattress. Dominic cooperated and Patrick settled over him. He looked him in the eye. “I’m just following my instincts, okay?”

“I know. That’s all I have to go on, too. We both know how to do that, right?”

Yes.

Patrick didn’t bother vocalizing the affirmative, because he knew that Dominic would pick it up from his thoughts, anyway. In a way, having Dominic inside his brain made life a lot easier. It certainly helped him circumnavigate a lot of awkwardness.

So he pressed his lips against the base of Dominic’s neck and tasted the salty heat of him. It seemed perfectly natural to let his lips trail down to the flat discs of his nipples. One at a time, he licked them and sucked them into his mouth, to nip at them with his teeth.

Then, still going with his gut, he let his lips move farther down onto the flat plain of his stomach. There was a dusting of dark hair there, which was odd after kissing so many women in the same position. Odd, yet good.

Dominic was breathing hard and his heart was slamming in his chest. Patrick could hear the heartbeat as loud as a shout. The sound of it was driving Patrick onward, inflating his desire with every passing second. It wasn’t just the sound of Dominic’s arousal that was goading him. The scent, the human markers that Patrick had first sampled and been so powerfully impacted by, were all around him, a hundred times more powerful now they were so close together.

It was intoxicating in a way that no amount of alcohol had ever managed. Patrick didn’t feel drunk, he felt alive, with every nerve twitching and every blood vessel in his body hot with fast-flowing blood.

The tip of Dominic’s thick, heavy cock brushed against Patrick’s cheek as he moved downward. Dominic groaned. The sound was delicious.

Patrick settled himself between Dominic’s thighs, shoving his knees aside to make room for himself. Dominic’s head rolled back on the pillow and his eyes closed as Patrick gripped his cock.

“Do not spare me.” Dominic’s accent was the thickest that Patrick had ever heard.

“No way that’s going to happen.” His own voice was as thick and distorted as Dominic’s.

He ran his tongue around the red and sensitive flesh at the tip of Dominic’s cock. His body was pounding with need. Everything he was doing to Dominic was just driving that lust higher. His cock was throbbing between him and the sheet and felt like a molten steel rod. He could finish this so easily and so quickly, but wouldn’t.

With a growl of hunger he pushed his lips over Dominic’s cock, sliding them down the shaft that felt as superheated as his own. Dominic reared back on the bed, his hips lifting, shoving his cock deeper. Patrick feasted upon it, enjoying himself in a way that no meal or drink had ever imparted. He could have kept going forever, except that he became aware of Dominic’s growing stress, the way his hands were fisting the cover into a tight wad and the shortness of his breath. He was too close to coming and Patrick didn’t want it to end this way.

He lifted himself up and Dominic gave out a soft desperate groan. His eyes opened, not all the way because they were heavy lidded with lust.  His glance, though, was speculative.

“I don’t just hear your thoughts,” he said. “I can feel everything you do. You liked what you were doing.”

Patrick shrugged, perhaps for the first time feeling a touch of awkwardness. “Of course I did.”

Dominic sat up, his cock jutting up against his stomach, red and glistening. “You were giving, not taking. How much will you like it when you have to take?” Using a strength that Patrick had not suspected him to have, Dominic flipped him over so that he was on his hands and knees. Using that same strength, he rearranged Patrick’s knees so that he was spread open and exposed.

Patrick let out his own groan. It was incredibly arousing to be vulnerable this way. He dug his fingers into the cover, trying to breathe. His heart felt as though it might explode with only a little more excitement. He was going to pay for this later. He would have to feed sooner rather than later and feed deeply, too.

Then all his concerns evaporated as Dominic slid his hands down along his back and over his ass. He slid his fingertips between his cheeks and stroked between his cheeks.

Patrick let his head drop and his eyes close, riding the almost overwhelming excitement.

He listened as Dominic picked up and opened the bottle of lubricant, heard the liquid squeeze out and swallowed against the surging pleasure. Just anticipating what was to come was delightful.

Dominic stroked him from his anus to the base of his balls. Tension snapped Patrick’s spine taut. His breath squeezed out of him in a wheezy moan. When Dominic’s fingers curled around his balls and squeezed, the groan that pushed out of him felt like it was being drawn up from the bottom of his belly. He was beginning to shake with the coming climax.

Dominic worked the lubricant into him, his fingers invading the channel, a mini preview of what was to come.

Patrick realized that he was actually sweating, something that could only happen to a vampire at the very end of their exertions.

The tip of Dominic’s cock replaced his fingers and pushed up against him, spreading him. Then he nudged his way inside and paused. “So tight,” Dominic murmured.

He eased his way inside another inch or so and again paused. Patrick was grateful for that. It had been a very long time since he had been taken this way and his body had to adjust. Besides, it had never been like this, not really. This time he welcomed the invasion. This time it felt good. Better than good.

Finally Dominic was all the way inside and Patrick could feel the touch of his pelvis against him. Dominic was breathing as heavily as he was.

His fingers gripped Patrick’s hips, digging in. He began to move, sliding in and out of him with slow steady movements as they both adjusted to the new sensations.

The slowness didn’t last. Very quickly, Patrick’s orgasm built once more, gripping him and driving his body, climbing toward the peak. Dominic rammed himself into him as he worked toward his own climax. They were both groaning and panting now and that made it even better.

Patrick tried to hold on, but it was impossible. It felt like every muscle in his body squeezed and clamped down hard as his climax tore through him with the power of the cyclone. He heard himself cry out.

Dominic thrust twice more, then came with a hard heavy grunt, his body stiffening against Patrick’s.

They stayed motionless together and Patrick listened to the combined heartbeats and sampled the air between them, which was a delicious bouquet. Roman had railed at him about letting his instincts guide him.  Surely this was one such moment when his instincts had been right? The mingling of their scents created a blend that was almost perfect. And utterly indescribable.

Dominic withdrew and pulled on Patrick’s shoulders, making him kneel upright. Then he twisted around him, took his face in his hands and kissed him. It was a hard buss, his lips pressing against Patrick’s as if he was trying to communicate something that way. Patrick thought that perhaps he knew what Dominic was trying to say without saying it.

When Dominic let him go, Patrick nodded. “Yes it was,” he said, in response to the thought he couldn’t read.

Dominic tilted his head and studied him. “You do understand. I knew you would.” His black eyes were grave, yet there was a warmth there that Patrick had never seen before. How had he ever thought that Dominic was a loner?

The thought struck him from nowhere and he opened his mouth and spoke it aloud because Dominic would hear it anyway. “I still don’t know who you are.”

“Yes you do. More than anyone else.”

“Even the most basic of walk-on characters have a back story,” Patrick pointed out. “Actors invent the back story if one isn’t given, but it’s always there. It’s how you know why the character does what they do.”

Dominic seemed to understand that too. “Knowing my back story would not help you. I’m not that person anymore.”

Patrick recalled the harsh tension in Dominic’s shoulders as he had sat at the piano and pressed the keys, unable to hear them. “You are that same person,” he said gently. “You’ve just been denying it.”

“You don’t know that. You don’t know who I was.”

“I know enough. And I know I’m right. Or you would not be in this room right now.”

Dominic considered that, his gaze roaming over Patrick’s face for long minutes. Patrick sensed that he was on the verge of a decision and remained silent, letting him take the time he needed to decide.

Then Dominic sighed. “Noé Antonio Dominic Vincenzo Medina,” he said slowly, pronouncing each name carefully.

Patrick sat up, startled, as he put the first and last name together and recognized it.

Dominic rolled off the bed and headed for the bathroom. He spoke over his shoulder. “You can look up the rest on Google. Then you’ll know everything. And I do not have the strength to tell you myself.”


Chapter Ten

His new house guests claimed more than four bedrooms. Sebastian’s precious technical equipment arrived by truck and a room had to be found to house it all. Patrick had two of the front rooms cleared out. Before he had bought the house, they had been used by a producer as a home office.  Patrick rarely stepped in them.

So the business of vampires relocated and Patrick found his house had become headquarters for vampire affairs.

Oddly, he didn’t mind at all. He had always considered himself a loner and he still liked to be able to go off by himself and think, although he was learning to appreciate the bustle of business. This business was different from Hollywood. It was far more honest and direct, which was a complete novelty for Patrick.

Two days after Dominic unofficially moved into his bedroom, Patrick wandered into Sebastian’s office and looked around. Sebastian had been working night and day and the banks of Internet servers and computer equipment looked like they were functioning now, unlike the snarl of boxes and cords that had arrived in the truck.

Sebastian looked up from his computer keyboard and nodded a greeting, then his attention slid right back to the screen. Patrick settled himself on the chair opposite the desk the computer was sitting on.

“You look like a man on a mission,” Sebastian said.

Patrick debated with himself one last time. The morning after he and Dominic had made love, he had spent twenty instructive minutes with his computer in his office. For two days he had been mulling over what he had learned, trying to decide what he should do with it, if anything.

Now he was in Sebastian’s office, he was reconsidering all over again.

Sebastian cocked a brow at him curiously.

“This would be a lot easier if you just read my mind,” Patrick complained.

Sebastian’s grin was full of mischief. “You’ve had more practice with that than anyone else in the house.”

Patrick didn’t even bother trying to feel guilty or embarrassed. This was a big house, although it wasn’t endlessly big and it was impossible to hide the fact that he and Dominic were together. Dominic made no effort to hide it and Patrick had followed his example with a degree of defiance, daring anyone to speak of it.

This is the first time anyone had even referred to it indirectly, which was fine by him. He was still trying to sort out his own feelings about the man in his bed.

“Does the name Noé Medina mean anything to you?” he asked Sebastian.

Sebastian’s lips pursed as he thought about it, then he shook his head. “Nope. Should it?”

Patrick waved his hand toward the banks of computers. “You listen to classical music. I’ve heard it.”

Sebastian shrugged. “I listen to a lot of stuff. Mostly it’s background noise while I work. There’s some Mozart in there, sure. He’s supposed to be good for creativity because of his mathematical preciseness.” Sebastian looked at him more closely. “You like classical, too?”

“There was a time, before the acting bug bit me, when I seriously considered becoming a concert pianist.”

“Then the piano out there isn’t just for show?”

“It gathers more dust than I would like. In fact, I think my ambition outstripped my talent when it comes to the piano, so I have remained an ardent listener rather than a serious player.”

Sebastian was fast. “Then Noé Medina is one of those that you listen to?”

“Noé Medina was on the fast track to become the world’s best pianist. He was young, yet he still managed to outstrip some of the masters. They were touring him around the world and he was playing all the hotspots. Vienna. London. Russia. There were albums and accolades and awards.”

He had Sebastian’s full attention. “You’re speaking about him in the past tense,” Sebastian pointed out.

Patrick nodded. “Six years ago, while visiting family in Chile, Noé Medina accepted the challenge by friends to dive from the top of the Marianas Cliffs. Those cliffs are forty meters high. Cliff divers jump from them all the time, usually safely. The problem was, Noé Medina had just arrived in Chile after a long haul flight from London and it takes more than twelve hours for the body’s equilibrium to adjust. From that height the average body drives deep into the water. His eardrums burst. He was in hospital for two months recovering from the pressure sickness. He recovered, all except his hearing. Of course, that meant his career was over. There have been deaf composers, but a pianist must be able to hear what they are playing.”

Sebastian remained very still. The silence in the room was total. Then his gaze swiveled toward the door. On the other side of the closed door was the other office room that Dominic used.

Patrick nodded, even though Sebastian had not asked the question.

Sebastian let out a heavy breath. “Why are you telling me? He doesn’t even use the name anymore. Clearly, he doesn’t want anyone to know.”

“He told me.”

“No offense, Patrick.  You’re in a privileged position when it comes to Dominic.”

“Now I am a vampire and that divides my loyalties. Nial needs to know who he is, even if his real name is never spoken aloud again. Lines are being drawn these days.” Patrick made himself say the very heart of what had been driving him here in the first place. “I don’t ever want anyone to wonder what Dominic’s motives are, or question why he does what he does for us.”

Sebastian nodded slowly. “You might be right. When there is a quiet moment—if there is a quiet moment—I will let Nial know.”

“Let me know what?” Nial spoke from the doorway behind Patrick, forcing him to turn on his chair to spot him.

Nial was coming into the room and a woman trailed behind him, her head swiveling as she took everything in. She was tall for a woman, perhaps five ten. She was nicely slender, while her arms that emerged from the sleeveless top were rounded with muscle. She was walking in a way that made Patrick think of Roman, although he had no idea why. It was something about the way she carried herself. He had made a study of the way people walked, trying to copy the more interesting forms for his characters, yet whatever it was about the way this woman walked, it was subtle.

She had pitch black hair cut short, except for long bangs that fell over her eyes. Normally Patrick liked women with longer hair because it seemed more feminine.  However, this woman made short hair seem just as sexy and feminine as long locks did.

Not that she was classically beautiful the way Hollywood actresses were. For a start, she looked older than the perpetually young women that populated the movie industry. Patrick guessed that her age was close to his forty-plus years.  Her face was filled with history. He could tell just by looking at her that she had lived a very full life.

His curiosity quotient kicked into gear. Who was she? Her dark eyes, which were dark brown, unlike Dominic’s pure black, seem to be holding stories inside them.

Nial looked at Sebastian expectantly, waiting for an answer to his question.

Sebastian shook his head. “It’s for later,” he said simply.

Nial nodded. “Blythe, this is Sebastian. You would have seen him at the press conference, too. Sebastian, this is Blythe Murray.”

Sebastian didn’t put his hand out to shake hers. Since the revelation they had all learned to let humans offer their hands first. Blythe Murray didn’t hesitate. She pushed her hand out and Sebastian gripped it and shook, then looked down at their hands in surprise. He looked up at her face once more. “You’re the blogger posting about the Others.”

“I’m not the only one posting about the Others.” Her voice was gorgeous. There was a husky quality that caught the ear and snagged the attention. It wasn’t the sort of throaty, post-sex voice that actresses spend thousands of dollars cultivating. Hers seemed to be quite natural and she wasn’t trying to enhance it in any way. It was just rich and delightful all on its own.

“You’re not just any blogger,” Sebastian replied. “You’re doing more to help humans defend themselves than vampires have been allowed to do so far.”

And Blythe Murray actually blushed. It wasn’t studied and she wasn’t pretending. She was genuinely embarrassed.

Patrick couldn’t draw his eyes away from her. He saw her gaze flicker toward him just before Nial turned to him and held out his hand. Patrick got to his feet.

“I’m sure Patrick needs no introduction,” Nial said. “Nevertheless, let me introduce Patrick Sauvage to you. Patrick, this is Blythe. I believe Blythe may be of considerable help to us. She seems to know more about the fighting methods of the Others than anyone else, including us.”

Patrick followed Sebastian’s cue and didn’t hold out his hand. With him, though, Blythe hesitated. Then after a second, she lifted her hand and held it out.

Patrick didn’t understand her hesitation.  Humans had such mixed and complex reactions to vampires that he often didn’t understand them. So he gave her fingers a gentle squeeze, feeling the heat in them that marked her as human. Her skin was incredibly soft. It was the sort of softness that made one want to stroke it.

Then she leaned into the handshake properly and put some strength into it. There was power there that was unusual for a woman. That was why Sebastian had looked at her hand in surprise.

Patrick put it together then. The way she walked, the muscles in her arms, the power in her grip and the subject of a blog. “You are former military?”

Her dark eyes widened. “You read my blog?”

Patrick shook his head. “I stay away from the Internet. There’s only so much gossip about myself I can absorb before it becomes too much.”

“Then…?” She seemed puzzled.

“The way you walk, on the balls of your toes. You keep your hands free whenever you can. You quartered the room as soon as you came in. And you write about fighting the enemy.” He gave her a smile to ease the moment. “It’s part of my job to notice how people move and behave.”

Her lips thinned. “You must be popular at parties,” she said dryly.

Sebastian laughed, then cut it off quickly.

Patrick suppressed his own smile at her quick wit, because he suspected that she wasn’t being witty at all, not deliberately. Her defenses were up. Why she felt she had to be defensive with him, he had no idea why.

He let it go. If he tried to analyze every single human he ever met and the thick catalogue of weird reactions they had to him, he would never get anything done.

“Is Dominic around, Sebastian?” Nial asked. “Blythe has an idea, a very good one, that Dominic might find very interesting.”

“He’s in the big living room,” Patrick said. That was where he had left him, sitting at the piano bench staring at the closed lid of the piano. Dominic would almost meditate as he communed with the piano without touching it, a few minutes each day. Each time Patrick suppressed the urge to coax Dominic into lifting the lid and pressing the keys. He only had to remember the agony in Dominic’s eyes when he had first played the piano to know he couldn’t inflict that sort of pain again.

Sooner or later, Dominic would lift the lid on his own. He may not know it, but Patrick could see it in every tense line of his body when he sat at the piano. The old Dominic wasn’t lost at all. The old Dominic was fighting to be heard once more and Patrick knew that the old Dominic was winning, an inch at a time.

* * * * *

Why was he torturing himself this way? Why had he ever touched the damned piano?

Dominic dug his fingers into his knees, the only way he could stop himself from lifting them up and resting them on the piano.

Patrick didn’t know that with each passing day, Dominic could track his mind from farther and farther away. It had to be part of the growing intimacy between them. It meant that Patrick was never far away from the center of his attention. Possibly that would make the actor happy, yet it also meant that Patrick could not hide anything from him.

Dominic knew that Patrick was discussing him with Sebastian right now. He even knew why and understood Patrick’s decision. He didn’t really mind, not with the people in this house and especially because Patrick was not doing it openly, so Dominic’s past would not become a topic of conversation. He didn’t know if he could stand that. He didn’t know if he would be able to cope with people sympathizing all over him for the loss of his hearing and his career.

Now that Patrick knew, he spent a lot of time grieving the loss of the music that Dominic had once loved. Not the music that Patrick would never hear, but the music that Dominic himself had personally lost. Patrick was the first person who had truly understood what it was like.

And now Patrick was feeling that same loss all over again and it was echoing in Dominic’s mind like a long, distant wail. He squeezed his eyes shut and pressed his thumb and forefinger over the bridge of his nose, trying to block it out.

He pushed his hands out, fending off Patrick’s thoughts.

Cool wood under his fingers.

Dominic opened his eyes again. His hands were resting on the cover of the keys, his thumbs up against the bead of wood that helped a player open the cover. He watched himself lift the cover and reveal the keys. He laid the cover back gently against the piano and sighed as the light from the window shone on the shiny surface.

There was someone else talking to Patrick now, someone he didn’t know. Whoever they were, they were puzzling Patrick, behaving in ways that didn’t make sense to him.

Knowing he would hear nothing, Dominic let his hands hover over the keys, before starting to play. Franz Liszt’s Sonata in B Minor had a pedestrian name yet was, in Dominic’s opinion, the most beautiful piano solo ever written. It was a favorite of his and he barely had to think about the opening chords.

He was rusty. More than rusty. His fingers felt thick, as if they didn’t belong to him. He could remember the notes and in his mind he could hum the tune as he played.

Then he began to actually hear the notes. Some of them, anyway.

He fumbled the chord as he realized he was listening to Patrick listening to him play.

He snatched his hands away from the keyboard as Patrick and the others walked into the room.

“Don’t stop playing because of us,” Patrick said.

Dominic shook his head and stood up. He dropped the lid closed, not quite letting it slam.

There was a stranger among them, a woman, who must’ve been the one who had confused Patrick. Dominic studied her curiously. She was almost his height, with hair as black as his and a self-possessed air that was intriguing. Perhaps that was why Patrick had been confused. Most people who first met Patrick tended to become self-conscious because of his fame. However, this woman was patently not moved. She wasn’t even looking at him.

With a start Dominic realized that she was studying him, instead.

Her eyes narrowed. “How old is the knife wound?” she asked.

Dominic touched the scar on his cheek that most people never even noticed under the three day growth he maintained. “I got it about four years ago, in a bar in Argentina. I pissed off the wrong people. I did that a lot back then.”

“Death wish?” She seemed amused. “Argentina’s wrong people are heavy weights.”

“It might have been,” he said. “I hadn’t thought of it that way.” He rarely thought of the first years after the diving accident in any way at all. It was a black time and there were parts of those years he couldn’t even remember, including how he got to Argentina in the first place.

“If you emerged with just a scar on your cheek, then you know how to fight. Congratulations on coming out of it alive.” Her eyes were alive with interest. He knew she would have asked him more if they had not been surrounded by people. Instead, her gaze flicked toward Nial. “This is Dominic, I’m guessing.”

Dominic grinned at her. “I am Dominic. You came to see me?”

“Blythe is our new military expert,” Patrick said flatly.

She rolled her eyes. “Hardly that. I do know little bit about the Others.”

Dominic pointed at her. “You write that blog, the one about survival.”

“The blog has become much more popular since the Others arrived.”

“They used to talk about it in Acapulco, when I was there. Pros and cons. Mostly pros. They liked you.”

Blythe looked pleased.

“Let’s all sit down,” Nial suggested. “Blythe says she has an idea that is right up your alley Dominic.”

Dominic settled himself on the sofa opposite her and waited for her to speak. The others all sat around them. Patrick sat next to him.

Blythe lean forward over the coffee table. “May I speak frankly?”

Dominic deliberately held himself back from listening to more than her words. She was intriguing and this was a startling opening to the conversation. He decided he would rather be surprised than dig into her mind and find out for himself what she was thinking. “Frank is good,” he told her.

“Nial has explained to me that you are deaf and you hear only because you can read minds.” She gave a self-conscious laugh. “I would’ve said it was the stuff of fantasy, but with the arrival of the Others and the revelation of the vampires, we’re all living in fantasy times these days. So a mind-reading deaf man really doesn’t seem all that extraordinary, next to those things.”

“Has no one introduced you to Winter yet?” Dominic asked.

Blythe’s gaze flickered toward Nial uncertainly.

“Winter is a Curandero,” Nial explained.

“She can heal people with her touch,” Sebastian said, “and that is only the beginning of what she can do. She’s over at the house, cleaning up, so I’m afraid you’ll have to wait for another day to meet her.”

Blythe licked her lips as she absorbed that information. Then she gave a small nod. Her gaze came back to Dominic. “Teaching humans how to defend themselves against the Summanus is only a start. So far the Elah have only been seen outside the cities and no casualties have been reported, so it’s possible they may be a neutralized enemy, if they are an enemy at all. That is still to be established. The Ĉiela are too few in number to be seriously considered a threat and they have not attacked humans yet, either. I’ve been tracking sightings and there haven’t been any Elah or Ĉiela seen for several days. The Summanus, though….”

She didn’t have to finish the sentence. Everyone in the room was more than familiar with the human toll taken by the Summanus.

“Teaching humans to defend themselves against the Summanus is critical,” Dominic argued.

“Yet still only the beginning. You know that saying about teaching people to fish?”

“Give a man a fish and you feed him for a day.  Teach him how to fish and he feeds himself for life,” Patrick said softly, pulling the quote up from his encyclopedic memory.

Dominic looked at Blythe politely, waiting.

“We can keep fighting the Summanus as they invade our cities,” she said. “We can pick them off one by one. On the other hand, if every single human became a fighting machine and killed a Summani every day, we would still be outnumbered. I have done some number crunching that says the Summanus number in the millions. They will overwhelm our cities like cockroaches unless we do something more than simply pick them off when we see them.”

Dominic shrugged. “That makes sense, but I don’t see where I come into this.”

“Nial says that you can hear them in your mind, when they are close.”

Before the news had broken that the Summanus had reached Los Angeles, Nial and Sebastian and he had met their first Summani. Possibly, they were one of the first in the city to see them, although if the Summanus had arrived in the numbers that Blythe was speaking of, then they were not the only humans and vampires to see them that night.

They had been returning to the car after one of the endless press conferences and media interviews that Nial and Sebastian had been forced to endure after the revelation. The car had been parked in a low lit public parking area surrounded by trees.

Dominic had felt the murky shadows in his head, like travelling fingers of black mist draping themselves over his thoughts. It was a little bit like not being able to breathe under water. It was the most uncomfortable sensation he had experienced mentally since Winter had woken up that part of his mind.

The novelty of it had slowed his footsteps while he explored the sensation, trying to figure out what was wrong. At that time he had thought the issue was with him, that there was something wrong with his head. Yet he had sensed the very alien intelligence behind the writhing black fingers dragging his spirits downward.

He gripped Sebastian’s arm. “There’s something there. Something not good,” he whispered and nodded toward the trees.

Neither Nial nor Sebastian doubted him. Neither did they hesitate, which might have been fatal. Without speaking, the two immediately picked up their pace to a speed that Dominic could not match. They moved to the car, unlocked it and got in before he was halfway across the parking lot.

Nial backed out and accelerated the car toward Dominic, without sparing the tires. They had squealed in the still night. Sebastian threw open the door and Dominic fell into the back seat even as the car started moving again.

They reached the end of the row and Nial turned the car toward the exit. That was when the Summani stepped out of the trees. Perhaps the Summanus were still learning human ways then, because it did not try to get out of the way of the car.  Instead, it stared at them, its arms working as if it was trying to figure out how to fight the car.

“Holy shit!” Sebastian cried.

Dominic was too shocked to say anything aloud. Even then he recognized the creature as the source of the black inky fingers and their depression in his mind.

Nial stamped on the gas and the nose of the Audi dipped as it leapt forward. The corner of the hood clipped the Summani. Its legs were so tall they were taken out from underneath it. The heavy body slammed into the hood, crumpling it, before sliding off and rolling along the tarmac behind them.

That had been the first Summani Dominic had ever seen. It hadn’t been his last.

He looked at Blythe now. “Yes, I can sense them when they’re near.”

She nodded. “That’s a great early warning system you have there. Have you thought of using it another way?”

“What way?”

“Have you ever wondered where the Summanus go during the day?”

“None of us of had the time to wonder that,” he said. “I’m only thankful they do disappear during the day.” If the Summanus had been able to travel during the day, then life in the cities would have become impossible. They were nocturnal, though, so daily life could carry on during daylight hours with a semblance of normality.

She leaned forward again, clearly coming to the crux of her proposal. “I have been thinking about it,” she said. “Every single nocturnal creature on earth nests during the day. Some species nest individually and some of them nest in groups.  They all hole up for the day, usually somewhere safe and enclosed. That’s probably why no one has ever found the Summanus during the day. You could find them. You know when they’re close. You could track them down.”

Dominic stared at her, trying to absorb that she was serious. He realized he was dipping into her mind when he felt the confirmation for himself. She was in deadly earnest.

“And what do I do with them when I’ve tracked them down?” he asked curiously.

She sat back, relaxing. “We kill them all.” Her voice was harsh and unforgiving.


Chapter Eleven

“I’m not a fighter,” Dominic told her.

“He’s not,” Patrick Sauvage agreed quietly.

“We’re all fighters, now,” Blythe argued. She could see the doubt in Dominic’s eyes and needed to drive the wedge in. “Besides, you didn’t get that knife wound while picking daisies. You might not have been born a fighter and you might not have chosen it, yet sometime in your past, you’ve fought for your life. Fought hard. And won. That’s a saleable skill these days.”

Dominic’s black gaze flickered over her face. Was he reading her mind, now? She kept her thoughts focused on her plan, just in case. Nial had explained that whatever Dominic might pick out of her thoughts, he would keep to himself.  He had to read her mind if he was to hear what she was saying. She just wasn’t sure she wanted Dominic to know what she was thinking, even if he did keep it to himself.

She had thought it would be odd dealing with a deaf man who could hear.  Because he was no different from a person with full hearing, until this moment she had forgotten that he “heard” what she heard herself saying.

“You don’t have to worry,” she added, “I will be with you and anyone else who is good with a sword.”

“Sword?” Sebastian repeated, startled.

She sighed. “This would be much easier if you’d read my blog. The Summanus have the reach of us, but they don’t use weapons. Just their hands and the thorns on their elbows and the back of their knuckles.”

“And they use their jaws,” Nial pointed out dryly.

“Exactly. Bullets just slow them down, even soft-nosed ones. With a sword, though, even the shortest human either matches or can outreach a Summani. If you can get the tip of the sword into their abdomen area, you can rip out their entrails. That kills them dead. Or, if you’re good enough with the sword, you can decapitate them. That works very well, too.”

Everyone was looking at her with eyes wider than normal.

“People email me with their observations,” she said defensively. “I just collate the data.”

“So you haven’t personally decapitated a Summani with an antique Zweihänder, then?” Sebastian asked.

She reminded herself that everyone in the room except Dominic was a vampire and had lived through times when swords were commonplace. Was Sebastian testing her? Or teasing her? She wasn’t sure, so she looked back at him steadily. “I haven’t seen a two-handed German longsword in my entire life. My neighbor is a fencing enthusiast and he borrowed a sword from the local medieval enactment group. He got three Summani that night and no scratches himself.”

“Serves you right, Sebastian,” Nial said, while everyone else smiled. Dominic chuckled.

“Sebastian raises a good point, though,” Patrick Sauvage said quietly.

Blythe still couldn’t quite accept that she was sitting only three feet away from him. He looked nothing like he did in the movies…and yet it was recognizably him. And for some reason, he didn’t like her. He was reserved, rather than being fulsomely charming like most of the movie stars she had met who had stayed at the hotel.

“Before you toss Dominic into the thick of a Summanus nest to fight his way out,” Patrick continued, “it would be nice to know you are forming your theory based on something other than what your neighbor boasted about.”

He really didn’t like her, she realized. Yet it was a fair question.

She reached down and pulled up the leg of her trousers, then pushed down the top of her boot and turned her leg so that the side of the calf muscle and the big, thick and red scar there was visible. Then she turned her hand over so that the inner wrist was showing, where the smaller and older scar still showed pink. “I speak from experience, Mr. Sauvage,” she assured him.

There was another small silence while everyone ogled her scars.

“Summanus toxin,” Nial said. “If you don’t mind, I would like Winter to examine those. She may be able to tell us something about the toxin and a possible antidote.”

That meant she would have to come back to this big house another day. That would be another day of lost pay. Her heart sank a little.

“That would be a problem?” Nial asked, his voice cool. He had spotted her reaction, even though she had tried to hide it. She had heard that vampires had super senses.

“She loses too many shifts already because she’s out fighting the Summanus,” Dominic said. “She has to keep the money coming in.”

Blythe sighed. “I have children,” she explained.

“How many?” Patrick Sauvage asked and his tone was considerably warmer than before.

“A boy, Jake. He’s fifteen. And Simone and Eloise. They’re both sixteen.”

“Twins. How delightful,” Nial said.

“They’re sixteen,” Blythe said flatly. “No one is delightful at sixteen.  However, I think my kids are better than any other kids in the world, so we’ll leave it at that.”

“You’re on your own?” Patrick asked.

“Since shortly before Jake was born,” Blythe replied. She gave him a stiff smile. “Not every man is a hero, except in his own mind.”

“And sometimes not even there,” Patrick Sauvage replied. His mouth quirked in a wry grimace.

Startled, Blythe studied him. That was a comment that would need reflection, later. She looked at Dominic. “Would you help me find the Summanus? Find where they sleep? The risk would be minimized because we would do it during daylight hours and you wouldn’t be alone. I’d bring others who have had experience fighting the Summanus.”

“What about your job?” Dominic asked.

She hesitated. That was a good question. She didn’t know how much goodwill she had left at the hotel. She had dropped shifts a lot in the last few weeks and even though all the managers knew what she was doing, it was trying their patience.

“I’ll pick up your wages,” Nial said flatly. “Whatever hours you spend hunting the Summanus will be paid hours.”

“You can’t…” she began.

“He’s richer than Croesus,” Sebastian said lazily. “Take his money. He won’t miss it. In fact, you should hit him up for a danger bonus while he has his wallet open.”

“A good idea,” Nial said. “Let’s say five hundred a shift. Does that sound reasonable to you?”

Blythe stared at him, the words not quite making sense. “Five hundred?” she said blankly.

“Five. Hundred. Dollars. Per shift, as danger money, on top of your normal wages,” Sebastian said slowly, grinning. “Say yes before he changes his mind.”

“She says yes and thank you,” Dominic said.

Blythe let out a shaky breath. Nial had just more than tripled her normal wage. That made her an official mercenary, something she had sworn she would never become.

Dominic was right. In her mind, she had agreed to it already.

* * * * *

Afterward, they laid in silence in the dark, their heartbeats returning to normal. When the silence extended for longer than Patrick thought he could stand, he spoke. “Are you worried about tomorrow?”

Dominic rolled onto his stomach and looked at him. It was dark in the room yet Patrick could see the details of his face clearly.

“I think you are,” Dominic said.

Patrick sighed. “Yes.”

“She says it will be perfectly safe.”

“Except that no one has ever come across a sleeping Summani before. You don’t know if they can still move around, if they can fight back…”

“I guess we’ll find out tomorrow.”

“I don’t trust her,” Patrick said. It took guts to say it aloud, even though he knew that Dominic could pluck the thought from him without the words, if he wanted to. Yet he had to say it, to know that Dominic had heard him. “She is hiding something.”

“Maybe. Maybe she’s just a single mother, with worries she keeps to herself.”

“You know that from what you saw in her mind?”

Dominic shook his head. “I tried not to dig into her mind. I can’t always read everyone as easily as I can read you and I don’t always want to.”

Kids. Patrick worked that one over in his mind one more time. Three kids. Blythe Murray defied all the stereotypes of a single mother. She was controlled, contained. There was no hint of a frazzled and overworked woman juggling too many things at once.

On the other hand, her concern about the money proved that she was just as challenged as the average single parent trying to spread too few dollars over too many expenses.

Then he forced his thoughts away from the subject. Getting to know people outside the industry was always a very bad idea.

“She’s not really an outsider, though, is she?” Dominic said, as if Patrick had spoken aloud.

Patrick didn’t voice the tiny seed of irritation he felt. Dominic would read the irritation for himself and besides, he did it so often that Patrick had grown used to it.

“I suppose she’s not an outsider, if you are looking at it from the perspective of the vampires. You know I was thinking from an industry point of view. That’s a habit that isn’t going to go away anytime soon.”

Dominic sat up. “Do you mind that I’m going to work with her tomorrow?”

“Of course not,” Patrick said quickly.

“Then what is it about her that you don’t like? Something was biting you this afternoon.”

Patrick sat up, too. He wasn’t tired, of course, but he had come to like lying beside Dominic while he fell asleep at night. He had heard Sebastian and Nial talk about this phenomenon before  and now he understood it better. Keeping a favorite human company while they slept was a privilege.

It seemed that Dominic wasn’t interested in sleep. He was going to pursue this.

“I told you, I don’t trust her,” Patrick replied.

Dominic gave a little shrug. “You don’t know her. How could you trust her? You’ve spent thirty years keeping your guard up, wary of anyone who wasn’t a professional. It’s not like you can drop that habit overnight. You just said so yourself.”

Patrick couldn’t dispute that.

Dominic wasn’t finished yet. In the dark he tilted his head as if he was looking at Patrick closely, except Patrick knew that he could only see him as a dark shadow. “In Blythe’s case, you don’t want to put your guard down.”

“Let your guard down,” Patrick corrected. It was very rare for Dominic to make a mistake with his grammar.

“Whatever. Don’t dodge the point.”

Patrick forced himself to find an answer for Dominic. It seemed only fair that he explain himself. He wasn’t sure why he was wary of the woman. She was the antithesis of anyone he had ever been romantically involved with—a single mother, not in the industry, not stunningly beautiful, although she had an odd attraction about her that seem to derive from her physical strength and possibly a mental strength, too. She was a brunette, she had short hair and she wasn’t impressed by his fame.

So he didn’t have his guard up because he wanted to avoid a relationship with her, because that was never going to happen. Besides, there was Dominic.

“Thank you,” Dominic said softly, a small smile forming at the corner of his mouth.

“I think,” Patrick said slowly, “that it really is just habit. A holdover from before. All my protective shields go up when I come across a fan. It’s automatic now, after all this time.”

“She isn’t a fan. She barely looked at you. It’s not like she asked for your autograph.”

Patrick realized he was smiling. “She is a fan,” he said flatly. “After all this time, I can spot them, even when they don’t say anything. They have a way of looking at me, from the corner of their eye, when they think I’m not noticing. And there’s an alertness about them, as if they’re trying to notice absolutely everything and are soaking it up for later.”

Dominic scratched his head. “I don’t get it. Doesn’t the word fan come from fanatic? Aren’t all fans gushy and gooey and the women hysterical? They used to throw their underwear onto your balcony.”

Patrick laughed. He couldn’t help it. “I could have opened a national franchise for used lingerie with the number of panties and bras that got tossed at me over the years. It’s one of the weirdest things that my fans in particular used to think was a good idea to get my attention. Those are the ten percenters, though.”

“My fans were far more civilized,” Dominic muttered. “Autographs and lots of sex.”

Patrick felt his eyes grew wider. “You slept with them?”

“Why not? They liked me and I liked them enough to make it mutual. There are not a lot of sexy women of the right age in the classical music world. I didn’t have to beat them off with a stick like you do.”

“If you had looked beyond dragging your ten percenters into bed with you, you would have found more. People can be fans without drooling all over you. Most of them are. They’re the ones who will buy everything you make and perhaps even follow your profile online. They’ll pick your movie to watch because you’re in it, yet they’re not obsessive and they have lives of their own.”

“And Blythe is one of those sorts of fans?”

“Pretty sure.”

“And because she is, you don’t want to like her?”

Patrick sighed. “Put like that, it sounds incredibly superficial. Like I said, I think it’s just a habit, a holdover. Maybe I should give the woman a break. She is your new working partner.”

Dominic rolled his eyes. “It’s just this one time.”

“That’s not where it will end. I know you’ll be good at this and I know that she will be brilliant at it. You won’t be able to stop. It’s not just this one time at all.”


Chapter Twelve

“Can you hear the Summanus if we’re talking?” Blythe asked. “It will look more natural if we chat as we go. I don’t want to freak out the neighbors by looking like two black ops on patrol.”

Dominic smiled at the idea of looking like a black ops anything. “It’s not exactly hearing, but there’s no mistaking their signature when I sense that. Talking is fine.”

They were moving along the sidewalk of a quiet street in San Bernardino. It was nine in the morning. It was going to be a bright, cloudless day. Already the warmth from the sun was soaking through Dominic’s shoulders.

At Blythe’s insistence, they were both wearing sturdy trousers and boots and long-sleeved shirts made of cotton, light enough so that the heat wasn’t a major issue. Cotton was best for minimizing the toxin, Blythe had explained. Man-made fibers were no shield at all.

The most disconcerting thing about the pair of them, though, was the broad sword strapped to her hip. Although on Blythe, it looked very natural. She wore it like she was comfortable with it, which meant she had worn it a lot.

“Aren’t the cops going to arrest you for carrying a weapon?” Dominic asked.

“Not around here. Everyone knows who I am and what I do, now.” She was casually scanning the street ahead of them as she walked and it seemed to Dominic that her jaw was tight. “They might ask what the hell I’m doing during the middle of the day. Mostly I’m out at night, same as everyone else.”

“You said there were others…?”

“I didn’t see the point of dragging them along until we actually found a nest.” She tapped the cell phone sitting on her other hip. “I’ll yell for them when we find something. Don’t worry. They’re there and waiting. Eager, actually. I had to argue them down from an armed patrol. That wouldn’t have gone over with the cops.”

Dominic rarely noticed what a woman was wearing, unless it was blatantly sexy and designed to entice. Yet he couldn’t help noticing the difference in Blythe’s clothing today. She wasn’t wearing jeans like him.  Her cargo pants that were tucked into ankle-high boots. Both the pants and the boots were a dark green. She wore a sleeveless tank top underneath a light windbreaker that was also green. She left the breaker unzipped and when she moved he could see the handgun nestled up against her side, just under the small rounded breast.

She wore no jewelry. Her accessories were strictly defensive and included the sword and a knife tucked into her boot. Dominic had learned to spot knives, including the hidden ones. He was pretty sure she had another knife somewhere else. Hard experience had taught him that if someone was carrying a knife openly, that could be easily taken away from them, they usually had a backup somewhere else.

Everything she wore underlined a military background and her defensive posture now. She may not call it working, yet she had reverted to a soldier’s mindset.

“Were you a Marine?” Dominic asked.

“Hell no,” she said. “I was plain old Army infantry. Nothing special.”

“An officer?”

Her gaze swiveled toward him then back to scanning the street. She waved a fly away. “I retired from active service as a lieutenant,” she said softly.

“Then you had your own battalion?”

She laughed. It was short and hard, with underlying tension. “I was only a lieutenant. Captains and majors run battalions. Lowly lieutenants get to run squads and sometimes platoons.”

“Then you had your own squad?”

There was a pause before she answered. “I commanded the hundred and first infantry division.”

Dominic sensed there was more and waited.

“I held the command for eighteen days,” she said finally.

“What happened?”

“Afghanistan happened.” She nodded ahead. “We’ll haul left at the corner and circle the block.” Dominic didn’t need to read her mind to know that she was deliberately changing the subject. He didn’t mind. As she had spoken the name of her division he had felt a storm of impressions, including gun fire, flames and screaming. Things exploding, the sound so loud nothing else could be heard. And the heat. The oppressive heat was everywhere.

She didn’t have to paint a picture for him. He already had it.

“Isn’t it unusual for a woman to hold a combat position?”

“The average woman just isn’t strong enough for combat. Pit a two hundred pound man against a hundred and thirty pound woman and it’s no competition. I stepped into command sideways. The division’s C.O. and sergeant both died in the same explosion. I was the most senior officer after that.”

She cleared her throat. Her gaze kept quartering ahead relentlessly. “As I said, I held command for eighteen days. Then there was a thing that happened and then I returned to civilian life.” As she spoke her mind was throwing up resistance that bloomed gray and thick. It wasn’t that she didn’t want him to know, it was simply a subject she didn’t want to deal with. Dominic wasn’t even sure she knew how resistant she was to probing in that area.

“You’re from Chile aren’t you?” she asked abruptly.

“I was born in Viña del Mar.  I grew up in Santiago.”

“So how did you end up in Argentina in a bar fight?”

“There was a thing that happened,” he said, deliberately borrowing her phrase. “And after that I spent a few years floating around South America and making my way slowly up to Mexico, then into the States. I was travelling on a fake ID, with no way to draw on money from home. That tends to drive people into the unsavory side of life. Back then, I didn’t mind. It was a relief to have something to focus on.”

“The need to survive does sharpen the attention,” she said easily.

They turned the corner. This was a busier street, a thoroughfare. There were not as many cars parked along the sides of the street and far more passing through.

“Not that I know anything at all,” he said, “It seems to me that the Summanus would nest during the day as far away from human centers of population as possible. Shouldn’t we be looking where there are no people?”

“That’s probably where we going to find them,” she agreed. “I also want to measure how sensitive you are to them.”

“You mean you want to know from how far away I can sense them.”

“So we are going to make a big circle around the neighborhood, then gradually move inward.”

He considered that. “That implies that you have a general idea of where you think they are.”

“I’ve made a guess or two.”

“So why not go straight there?”

“Because I’m guessing. Better to systematically cover the whole neighborhood. That way if I’m wrong, I don’t miss them.” The tension was back in her voice and her shoulders.

He should move off the subject, but there was still a glaring inconsistency he had to answer first. “What if they aren’t in this neighborhood it all?”

“Then tomorrow, we do another one.” This time the sharpness in her voice was unmistakable.

“Did I say something, Lieutenant?”

“Don’t call me that.”

“Blythe.”

Her jaw flexed as she held her teeth together.

“Something is pissing you off,” he pointed out. “I’m pretty sure it’s not me.  I might have said something. Unintentionally, of course.”

She shook her head. “I can’t stop thinking about my kids. About how close it was.”

And from her mind, he got a flash of an image. A black Summani standing between her and a boy who he assumed was her son. She couldn’t get to him. She couldn’t reach her son.

Her helplessness and her rage at that helplessness was strong.

“I understand now,” Dominic said.

At this time her sigh was gusty. Some of the tension went out of her shoulders. “That mind reading is useful.”

“It drives Patrick insane.  With him I can’t help it.” He grinned. “Most of the time, anyway.”

Her surprise was as clear as a shout. She said nothing. She kept her attention ahead, endlessly scanning. Then she frowned. “That’s odd,” she said softly.

“What?”

“No birds. Not even a single pain in the ass seagull shitting on everything.”

“You said this was a busy road.”

“There’s a dumpster on the other side of that convenience store across the road. The seagulls usually fight it out with the crows over the scraps, yet there isn’t a bird in sight.”

She halted, then turned on her heels in a complete semicircle, looking from one end of the street to the other, for as far as they both could see. “No dogs, either.”

“This is Los Angeles,” he said. “Wouldn’t all the dogs be at home waiting for their master to take them for a walk on a leash?”

“This is San Bernardino,” she said. “There are plenty of strays here. They’re all hiding, too.”

“The heat?”

“Maybe.”

They started walking again.  This time Blythe did not talk. Dominic stayed silent. The route took them over the top of the culvert, with chain-link fencing separating them from the drop to the concrete below.

As they stepped onto the elevated roadway to cross the culvert, the smell met them.

“Oh my God!” Blythe breathed. She made gagging sounds. It was the first time that Dominic had noticed the delicate, feminine side of her. He grinned.

“It’s very bad,” he agreed. In fact it was worse than bad. The stench was acrid, catching at the back of his throat and making him feel that if he had breathe it in for much longer, the consequences would be sickly. As he took another shallow breath, his stomach rumbled uneasily.

Blythe picked up the pace and they were almost jogging by the time they reached the other side of the culvert and had moved back into the residential area of the street.

Fresh air never tasted so good. He took deep breaths of it.

“It’s highly localized,” she said and glanced over her shoulder, back toward the culvert.

“Do you think something died down there?”

“That wasn’t a rotting carcass smell,” she said flatly.

“You speak from experience?”

“Uh-huh.”

He rolled his eyes at his own denseness. For a short moment he had forgotten who he was talking to.

“Should someone report it?”

“I’m pretty sure somebody already has. That stench is hard to ignore. I think the city has better things to investigate than a bad smell.”

They started walking again. At the next major intersection Blythe turned left again. Dominic realized they were indeed walking the borders of the neighborhood. The street they turned into was tree-lined and shady, quite unlike most of the suburbs of LA.

Blythe was quiet and preoccupied. Dominic left her alone. He didn’t dip into her mind either. Instead he simply walked and enjoyed the morning air before the real heat of the day kicked in.

“There was something about a smell that I remember. Someone sent me an email…” She was frowning now. Then she gave a short laugh. “Australia. Tourists in a cave in Australia all fled because of the smell. Some people vomited, it was so bad. No one could find the source.”

“Do you think it’s related?”

“I won’t make assumptions. There’s not enough data yet.”

Dominic thought of the way his stomach had protested, but said nothing.

* * * * *

They made it all the way around the big circle Blythe had drawn on the map that morning and were on the first inner circle lap when Dominic’s pace slowed.

Blythe turned back to look at him.

His eyes were almost closed. His chin was up as if he was smelling the air, although he wasn’t sniffing. “I think….”

She moved closer. Her heart was running harder. “Where?”

His head turned as he tried to pin down the direction. “It’s very faint.”

“Give me a direction, she told him. “Then we can get closer and it will be stronger.”

She realized she was gripping the edges of her cell phone compulsively. She made her fingers let go and stretched them. Nothing had changed, she reminded herself. He’d caught the faintest whiff, that was all.

Dominic turned in a circle, his eyes closed. A minivan went by slowly and the woman driver bent to appear through the side window at them. Blythe ignored her.

“Take a guess,” she told Dominic. “It doesn’t matter if you’re wrong. If we head in that direction and it doesn’t grow stronger, we’ll just try a different direction.”

He opened his eyes and looked at her. “It’s very hard to explain this to someone. There’s not an actual direction. It’s just there. Like sunlight. It’s just all around you.”

“Light comes from the sun,” she said patiently. “Whatever it is you’re experiencing, it’s coming from the Summanus. So there is a direction. You just have to figure it out.”

She flexed her fingers, stretching them and trying to loosen them. If her suspicions were right and the Summanus were where she thought they were, then it would be easy to point him in that direction. She wanted him to figure it out for himself. She wanted to see if he could.

Dominic turned on his heel one last time. Then he pointed south. “That way… I think.”

That was the direction of the substation. Her heart gave another kick against the inside of her chest. “Then let’s go south,” she said. Her voice sounded strained even to her.

“You’re sure?” He was studying her and there was a small crease between his brows.

“That’s what we’re out here for. Come on.”

She turned and headed back to the side street they had just passed. That street led south. The substation was just over half a mile away, squeezed between two apartment blocks.

Halfway down the street, they passed an elderly man walking his Chihuahua. Except that he wasn’t walking it, exactly. The tiny dog was hauling back on his leash, wining piteously. Then it would take a few steps as the owner’s tug on the leash almost lifted it off its feet. Then it would dig its feet back in and haul backward.

The man nodded a greeting as they passed, his rheumy eyes troubled.

“It’s the heat,” Dominic said as he passed.

“Frodo has never done that before, not in ten years,” the man said. “Every single day we walk this way. I just don’t understand.”

Blythe stopped to look at him and the dog. “Maybe you should give Frodo a break,” she said. “He clearly doesn’t want to walk today.”

The man looked down at the quivering Chihuahua. “You might be right. I wonder if he’s coming down with something?” Then, showing a surprising agility for a man of his age, he bent down and picked the dog up. “Shall we go home Frodo?” He asked softly.

The dog whined softly and licked his chin.

The man shook his head. “I guess we’re going home then. I don’t know….” He nodded at them both then turned and headed north.

Blythe watched them go. The little drama bothered her for reasons she couldn’t explain.

“Your gut talking to you?” Dominic’s voice was just as quiet as the old man’s had been. Everything was hushed, even human speech.

Hushed and waiting.

She realized she was massaging her chest between her breasts, as if that would alleviate the tension. She dropped her hand. “Let’s just get this done.” She turned and started walking quickly, at a speed that was just under the point where they would have to break out and start jogging. Dominic kept up with her easily. He was tall for a Latino and had long legs, so this pace was nothing for him.

Two minutes passed in silence. Then she glanced at him. “Is the whatever it is getting stronger?”

He nodded.

“Tell me where we need to change directions.”

“‘kay.”

They fell back into silence again. Both of them began to breathe harder although Blythe kept up the unforgiving pace.

“Over there,” Dominic said. He was pointing at the apartment block.

Blythe’s heart gave out a squeeze so hard it hurt. “Okay.” She angled her direction toward the apartments. They crossed the road.

“Just beyond the building,” he said.

“You’re sure?” She glanced at him.

He was frowning heavily. “Very sure. It is unmistakable.”

They moved past the corner of the building, so that the clear area between the two apartment blocks opened up and was fully visible.

Dominic halted. He pointed. “There. I’m certain of it.”

He was pointing at the dark green corrugated iron fence that surrounded the substation. Blythe walked up to it and peered between the fence and the gate, which was locked and bolted with a chain. There were big warning signs on the fence and the gate itself about high voltages. “Los Angeles Department of power and water” was written in fine letters at the bottom. Twenty years ago the building would have sprouted heavy wires and coils from the top of the roof. Everything was underground these days. However, there was still a low hum that seemed to emerge from the concrete itself. The flat-roofed building was three quarters buried in the earth, with concrete steps leading down to the heavy door. Another warning sign was riveted to the door. There were no windows.

There was nothing around the building except concrete, which rose to within a foot of the roof.

“Los Angeles doesn’t have basements or caves,” Dominic said. “Around here, that’s as close as you would come to being underground without burying yourself in the earth.”

Blythe turned away and plucked her cell phone from the belt carrier. She thumbed the quick dial and listened. When Peter answered, she said, “It is the substation, just as we thought.”

“We’re on the way.” He disconnected.

She put the phone away. “It should only take a few minutes for them to get here. We’ll wait.”

Dominic was peering through the space in the fence. “We’re going to break in there?”

“Peter’s got pretty good at picking locks. We shouldn’t have to break anything.” She grinned. “We always lock back up after, anyway.”

“Very considerate burglars,” Dominic murmured.

“Relax,” she told him. “You’ll burn up all your energy before you need it, if you don’t.”

“You should take your own advice.” He turned away from the gap in the fence and leaned against it, crossing his arms. “Look at you. You’re pacing.”

Blythe halted. She had been pacing.

Dominic looked over her shoulder. “This could be a problem, no?”

She wheeled around. Pulling into the driveway was a city maintenance truck, with high enclosed sides and padlocks on the hatches. Two men sat in the cab and they were staring at them.

“Shit,” Blythe said forcefully.

The passenger was climbing out of the cab. He wore overalls and an orange vest that would glow in the dark. His heavy boots crunched on the tarmac as he moved toward them. “You shouldn’t be hanging around here.”

“We are waiting for friends,” Blythe said.

The driver was getting out of the truck, too. This was getting worse.

Then the first worker glanced down at her hip and stiffened. “Is that a sword?” Wariness made him back up the step.

“It’s not for you,” she said quickly.

“You guys have been watching TV, right?” Dominic said, moving up beside her. “About the vampires and about the Summanus?”

The driver, a big man well over six feet, tilted his head to look at Dominic. “That fantasy bullshit?”

“It’s not bullshit. It’s really not.” Dominic spoke quietly. There was such conviction in his voice that both men hesitated.

“We think there might be Summanus sleeping in your substation.” Blythe used the same quiet, firm tone that Dominic had.

“We know there are Summanus sleeping in your substation,” Dominic added.

The driver hitched a heavy set of keys off his belt and hefted them. “If there really are those things in there and if they’re asleep, then there’s no problem. We’ve got a schedule to keep.”

“You’re kidding, right?” Anger touched her. “The Summanus have been killing people for the last month. Have you had your head up your ass the entire time?”

It was such the wrong thing to say. She knew that as soon as she opened her mouth. Derision set the driver’s face into a stony expression. “Get out of my way,” he said, as he moved forward, shouldering his way between them.

The other worker stepped between them, too, rolling his eyes. The driver tackled the bolt on the fence with his keys.

Blythe moved up behind them. “Please, you have to listen. The Summanus are incredibly dangerous. We have no idea what they’ll do if you disturb them while they’re nesting.”

“Nesting?” He repeated. Then he snorted. “Sounds like doves.”

“These creatures rip out your stomach and eat your innards, gentlemen,” Dominic said, using the same tone as before. “And that’s just the appetizer. Their main course is to gnaw the meat from your bones.”

The driver got the gate opened and strode through, then climbed down the steps with a heavy tread. “All part of the job,” he growled over his shoulder. “I’ve faced down Hells Angels and I’m still standing.”

“He has,” the other guy said.

“That just makes him stupid, not brave,” Blythe said. She turned her back on them. There was nothing she could do to stop this now. She looked at Dominic. “Do you have any weapons on you at all?”

His black eyes were grave. “I didn’t think I’d be going into combat.”

“This is a rescue mission now,” she said. She bent over and pulled her knife from her boot, flipped it and held it out to him hilt-first. “I’ll take the sword because I’ve got more practice with it. You’ve used a knife before, haven’t you? Not just been attacked by one?”

Dominic took the knife and hefted it. He pointed at the scar on his cheek. “The reason this is a scar and not the wound that put me in the grave is because of the knife I was holding at the time.”

She nodded, feeling a touch of reassurance. “If this happens,” she said, “then just cut anything you can reach. We’re not here to kill them, now. Our priority is to get those two idiots out of there alive.”

The heavy door to the bunker was forced open and dirt and gravel under it scraped across the concrete inside. Even from the open gate of the compound they could smell the difference in the air that emerged. It was dark and dank and smelled of wet leather.

Blythe wrinkled her nose. “I will never wear leather again,” she muttered.

Dominic swapped the knife from his right hand to his left and back again, feeling the weight of it and testing it for balance. “When I get home—if I get home—I am throwing out my jacket. Or maybe I might just burn it.” He glanced at her as the two workers pushed their way into the building and disappeared inside. “Let’s go.”

They followed the two men into the bunker.


Chapter Thirteen

As they moved inside, banks of fluorescent lights flickered on overhead, flooding the room.

Dominic lunged for the switches and turned them all off with one down-sweep of his hand.

“What the fuck?” The growl came from ahead of them.

“The light will wake them,” Blythe said. She was standing just ahead of him.

“Oh, God,” one of them said, gasping. “That smell is awful.”

“I don’t think the Summanus hear things like we hear them,” Blythe said, “Although you should stay silent for now. We’re going to go around that bank of electronics I saw ahead of us. This isn’t a big room. They have to be back there.”

Dominic’s eyes were adjusting to the dark. It wasn’t perfectly dark. There was light from the door standing ajar behind him, which was just enough to show him the mounds of mysterious equipment and machinery in front of him. The driver was standing over by a console. The passenger was right behind him, facing them.  His eyes were very wide.

Blythe had her sword out. She had drawn it silently.

“Dominic,” she said softly.

He followed her as she moved in slow paces past machinery mounted on a concrete mound six inches high. It hummed.

There was a tightening in his gut and a sick, shaky feeling he recognized from his days of wandering aimlessly across two continents. He was afraid.

He hefted the knife again, reminding himself not to squeeze the hilt too hard. Clenched muscles were slow to move.

As they rounded the corner and moved into the dead end between the machinery and the concrete walls of the bunker, his fear rose up in his throat and squeezed his balls and his belly. He could almost feel the Summanus. There was more than one and they were just ahead.

The end of the corridor was empty.

Blythe gripped his arm and squeezed. Her fingertips pressed against his lips and he understood that she wanted him to stay silent.

From under her jacket she pulled another knife, the one he had suspected she had hidden away. She handed him the sword. Then she leaned very close to him and murmured in his ear. “Not enough room to use a sword. I go in, you guard.”

From the corner to the blank end wall, the corridor stretched barely twelve feet. The Summanus had to be so close they could touch them, yet they were nowhere in sight. That made it worse.

Blythe moved step by slow step down the corridor, while Dominic hefted the sword in his right hand and the knife in his left. He weighed and discarded all the possible scenarios that might happen now.

As she moved, she checked every nook between the irregular shapes of the machinery and the controlling devices that ran it. There were a lot of them. Many of them looked far too small for the tall Summanus to hide within.

The other side of the corridor was blank and featureless concrete which they could safely ignore.

When she was within four feet of the end of the corridor, Blythe halted. She put the knife up by her shoulder, staring hard at a dark shadow. Even from here, Dominic could hear her breathing, which was ragged and far too fast for a professional soldier who had been in tighter scrapes than this before.

The Summani didn’t emerge from the crack, it exploded from it with a squeal that seemed to steal Dominic’s thoughts. He gasped.

Blythe had the knife up already and the Summani fell on it. Blythe was already moving, spinning herself in a circle. The knife followed her movement and sliced sideways.

The Summani was screaming and Dominic heard the two workers crying out their fright on the other side of the room.

The lights flickered to life and at that same moment the second Summani burst from a cranny that was behind Blythe. She had her back to it.

Dominic acted without thought. The shout of defiance burst from him as he lunged forward, thrusting the sword. The tip buried itself inside the creature, sliding through the leathery vestigial wings lying flat against his back. Deliberately, Dominic pulled the sword upward.

The Summani flipped itself backward, pushing off with its spring-like joints. He shuffled back five paces as the thing somersaulted in the air and landed in front of him. His sword was ripped out of it by the movement and fell against the floor with a metallic scrape. He lifted it up again, just in time, as the Summani launched itself at him, its elbows out for a strike.

Fighting for his life was something he remembered well and he fell back into the mindset and the posture with frightening ease. Time slowed down. He raised his left arm in a simple movement that knocked the descending elbow out of the way, then moved into the space that was created. He leaned in and thrust the sword again, this time squarely into the middle of its torso.

He yanked upward quickly, then stepped back and pulled the sword out before the creature could react. There was a sickly sound as the interior organs sagged in the cavity.

He lifted the sword up high over his head and swung it in a flat arc. The blade whistled as it moved through the air. It sliced through the thing’s neck with little resistance.

The head with the glowing eyes and the long snout toppled to the ground with a wet sound. For a few seconds the body remained standing, then collapsed on top.

The sickly wet leathery smell intensified.

Behind him, someone groaned and he heard the sound of vomiting.

He ignored it. Just ahead of him, on the other side of the steaming body, Blythe was attacking the second Summani. She had it backed into a corner. One arm was pinned under her hand against the concrete wall, the other was missing from just above the elbow. Black ichor was dripping from the amputation.

As he watched, she thrust the knife into the creature’s abdomen at full force, grunting as she drove home, over and over again. The Summani’s snout had dropped forward against the top of its chest.

Dominic dropped the sword and knife and jumped over the carcass. As Blythe swung her arm back for another blow, he gripped her wrist and threw his weight into preventing her from swinging again. “It’s dead, Blythe. You’ve killed it. Enough.”

She was gasping loudly. He could feel from the way she was pulling on his hands that she hadn’t heard him. He tried again. “Blythe! Stop!”

She turned quickly. Her eyes were enormous. Glassy. Dominic knew that she wasn’t seeing him at all.

Still holding her wrist, the one that held the knife, he gripped her other shoulder and shook hard. “Blythe! Cool down. It’s finished. You’ve killed it.”

She blinked. Her gasping turned into a hitching of the chest that sounded very close to tears. She swallowed hard. “I’m fine,” she said. Her voice was more husky than usual. Dominic pulled on her shoulder again, this time moving her forward, farther along the corridor. He had to get her out of there.

It was the driver’s mate who had followed them around the corners then graced himself by throwing up. He was leaning against the wall, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, looking sheepish. Dominic pulled Blythe past him without a word, stepping carefully over the pile of vomit.

“What do we do with the bodies?” The man said weakly.

“Whatever you want. I don’t give a damn.”

When they reached the door, Dominic looked at the driver, who was standing frozen at the console. His eyes were huge.

“Warn everyone,” Dominic told him.

The driver nodded.

Dominic tugged Blythe into following him up the concrete steps. Once outside, he slowed down, taking deep breaths of fresh air. The sunlight was bright and most welcome.

Blythe leaned up against the iron fence, breathing hard.

“I’ll have to go back inside for the sword and the knife,” he told her. “Will you be okay for a couple of minutes?”

She swallowed and nodded. Her eyes still had a glazed look that he didn’t like, although she was responding normally. Then her gaze settled on his face. There were long tendrils of hair shadowing her eyes and he brushed them out of the way.

His pulse, which had been slowing down, picked up the pace a little.

Her lips parted.

The urge to kiss her was powerful. He battled it.

This close to her with only an inch or so separating their bodies, he found it next to impossible not to read her mind. So he knew that she recognized the moment, too. She was fighting her instincts, as well. She was the sort of woman who would take the kiss if she really wanted it and that strength was another goad.

She licked her lips and he watched her tongue emerge, pink and beckoning. “This is…. It’s just adrenaline,” she whispered. “Between soldiers. It’s common.”

“Between soldiers,” he repeated. Yes, that’s what they were. Soldiers in a new war. She had formal military background, but that didn’t mean he was any less of a fighter than she. And they had survived.

That’s what this was, just survival reaction.

That minimized it, made the swelling feelings in him seem less significant and of no matter. It allowed him to lean forward and pressed his lips against hers.

She didn’t push him away. Her lips parted in welcome.

He knew this wasn’t a survivor thing at all. He lost himself in the kiss for a few short seconds that felt like forever.

Then he threw himself back and away from her. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.”

She straightened up from the fence and shrugged. “Already forgotten,” she said with studied indifference.

From behind the big city truck came the sound of more wheels on gravel. She glanced through the open gate then looked at him. “Well, at least we won’t have to walk home.” 


Chapter Fourteen

London, U.K.

Rick looked up as Ilaria entered the room. She was wearing more of the skin-tight pants that she favored, with knee-high boots over the top, some floral shirt thing that seemed almost see-through and a big floppy hat that not only didn’t overwhelm her face, and made her eyes even more enormous.

“Are you off to entertain your paparazzi, my lovely one?”

Ilaria grimaced. “It wasn’t my idea that they start following me around.”

Since the press conference and the revelation, Ilaria had become a celebrity. Not only were her skills as a marksman celebrated, the press also adored her status as a vampire.  They paid just as much attention as her clothing choices. She had been invited to appear on day shows, news shows and had been interviewed for magazines. Ilaria was doing more to advance and enhance the vampire reputation among humans than any of the others put together.

For that reason, Rick kept his teasing to a minimum. Marcus found it all extraordinarily funny and encouraged her to wear more and more outrageous clothes each time she appeared in public.

She came over to where Rick was sitting at the desk and pushed on the chair to turn him around to face her. She leaned down and kissed him, a deep kiss that might have said something else if she wasn’t already wearing boots and holding her shoulder bag in her hand. Ilaria never just kissed. She always seemed to put her full attention into it. His body stirred and he tamped it down and didn’t try to hold her as she stepped back.

“I’ve got this thing at the radio station,” she said. “Do you think Marcus will be home tonight? Do you think we’ll be able to go back to the cottage for the weekend?”

Rick didn’t answer. Something was trying to get his attention. He had been doing a lot of reading and networking the last few weeks. Since they had come back from Belgium and Marcus had told them about his conversation with the Jordanian intelligence officer.

He had been sniffing after clues all that time. The information was out there, if he could just pick up enough data pieces to put together. There was something that he needed to figure out, something that was hidden from him right now. He just needed enough information.

Something that Ilaria had said had twitched his instincts. He frowned as he looked at her. “Where’s the radio station?”

“Um… Fulham, I think. I’ve got the address in my bag. I don’t even have to change trains, just there and back.”

“Trains,” he said softly.

“Are you all right?” she asked. “Did I trip something off in that head of yours?”

“The Underground.”

“That’s the one,” she said lightly.

“Underground.” The answer wasn’t screaming at him yet but things were stirring. Moving.

He didn’t like the sensation it gave him. He refocused and looked up at her. “Would you do me a favor?”

“Anything,” she said instantly. From the emphasis in her tone he knew she meant that she really would do anything for him. He pushed aside the warm feeling that gave him because this was too important. “Don’t use the train today. Pay for a cab. Both ways.”

“That’s over a hundred pounds, Rick!”

“If Marcus was back with the car, I’d insist that he drive you there and bring you back.” He got to his feet and took her shoulders in his hands. “I’ll give you the money for the cab fare. Just promise me you won’t use the Underground. I can’t say why, yet. I still don’t know. There’s something there. So indulge my creaky slow brain and save me from worrying for the rest of the day. Take the cab.”

She searched his face with her gaze. Then she nodded. “I will.” Then she smiled, mischief lighting up her eyes. “You can buy me the new shirtdress in the latest Burberry catalogue, instead of giving me the cab fare.”

Rick rolled his eyes. “Like I know what a shirtdress is.”

She kissed him again, with some warmth, then drew her bag onto her shoulder and headed for the door. “It’s page ninety-seven in the catalogue on the coffee table. Get the white one!”

He watched from the window of the hotel, until he saw her emerge from under the portico and the doorman hand her into the taxi. The deep relief he felt alarmed him even more.

So he retrieved the catalogue from the coffee table and ordered her dress for her, before returning to his thinking board to find the answer. He knew something, something big, he just didn’t know what it was yet. There was a sensation that time was running out.

* * * * *

Sebastian was in a foul mood. Something about Cyneric in London and a late-night phone call. Patrick had learned quickly that Cyneric and Sebastian did not get along. Cyneric was a strange man, although everything he did seemed to ignite Sebastian’s fury.

For that reason, Patrick avoided the rooms at the front of the house that had become the business area. Better to let Sebastian wear himself down on his own, or let Nial deal with him.

The idea of getting away had prompted the thought of getting out of the house altogether. There was still an army of paparazzi at the front of the house, despite not showing his face for weeks. The constant comings and goings fired their speculation and filled their magazines and blogs, as they tried to figure out who was who and why they were there.

So Patrick hadn’t tried to leave. There was nothing to leave for.

However, there was one thing he wanted to do, today. He could’ve done it by phone, but this was the perfect excuse to get out.

Just because there were paparazzi at the front, he decided to use a driver. As a matter of course he cleared his plans with Nial, who seemed to understand exactly why Patrick wanted to get out. “Take Kimball or Efraim with you, rather than one of your hired thugs. Kimball looks mean. Your guys look polite.”

“They’re supposed to look polite and nonthreatening. They’re the best money can buy.”

“And Kimball could take on six of them without trying.” Nial frowned. “Indulge me. There’s something about Rick’s call last night that has me uneasy. Take Kimball.”

It was an easy enough request to fulfill. Patrick found Kimball in the kitchen and told him the plan. Kimball folded up the newspaper he was reading and got to his feet immediately. “I know where the keys are to the limousine. I’ll swing around to the front of the house. Ten minutes?”

Twenty minutes later they were winding their way through the Hollywood Hills. The paparazzi had gathered around the car like metal filings to a magnet.  Kimball had eased through with the expertise of a pro. He hadn’t stopped, yet the dead slow speed of the limousine meant that the journalists had plenty of time to get out of the way. Once the last of the journalists were behind them, Kimball had picked up speed and settled down to drive properly.

Patrick gave him the printout of the address and the map of the neighborhood in San Bernardino. It was a good ninety minutes’ drive, even using the two-ten, so he settled back into the seat and let his thoughts drift.

Kimball seemed happy to stay silent, which helped. For the first time in days, Patrick was able to just think. He reconsidered the wisdom of what he was doing and tried to consider it stripped of all emotions, like Nial did. Nial was a master at strategizing and picking out the next move based purely on advantages, although he’d had a lot of practice.

By the time they reached the green arch that welcomed people to San Bernardino, Patrick had not found a satisfying decision. The phrase “it’s complicated,” kept occurring to him. Plus, he wasn’t entirely certain what his own motives were.

Then it was too late. He was there.

The limousine pulled up in front of a small bungalow that looked like it was one of the original Craftsman style homes. The siding was of old-fashioned wood, painted an olive green color, while the trim was cream. The front door and window frames were red. There was a red brick chimney thrusting through the roof on the right-hand side, a green lawn, a short path up to the wide front steps and a shady veranda.

The garden didn’t run to roses or anything high maintenance.  The lawn was trimmed and the hedges underneath the veranda railings were, too. Cheerful California poppies lined a narrow flowerbed at the very front of the yard, separating the lawn from the public sidewalk.

There were no cars parked at the front.  That might mean there was a detached garage around the back. It was a Saturday, so his chances were good that she would be home.

Kimball looked in the rear mirror, then scanned the road in front of him. “There’s no one around to take any interest,” he said. “Looks clear.”

“Thanks. I don’t know how long I’ll be. I don’t even know if anyone’s home.” He open the door.

“I’ll wait to see if you get inside the house. If you do, then I might go wander around the shopping area. You can text me when you want me to come and pick you up.”

“That sounds good, thanks.”

Even though Kimball had given him the all clear, Patrick still found he was looking over his shoulder as he walked up the path. If anyone saw him and recognized him, it was likely they would dismiss what they saw. If they really did believe it was him, given his current reputation it was more likely they would turn and walk in the opposite direction, than rush up to him and ask for an autograph.

There was no doorbell. Instead, there was an old-fashioned brass knocker on the door, which he used.

It took a while for his knock to be answered.  Eventually the heavy red door opened. A teenage boy stood there looking at him curiously. He didn’t say anything.

This had to be Jake. He was about the right age. Only, he didn’t look like the smart, driven teenager Blythe had described. There were dark circles under his eyes and his hair, which would’ve been dirty blonde when clean, now looked dark and oily and laid against his skull like it had given up. The boy was already shaving, but clearly he hadn’t bothered for quite a while, for scraggly growth peppered his chin and cheeks. His features were drawn and tiredness radiated from his slumping shoulders and disinterested attitude.

“Is your mom at home?”

Jake tilted his head and his eyes narrowed. “Are you…?”

“Yes. Does that matter?”

For the first time since he had answered the door, something other than complete disinterest flickered through Jake’s eyes. “You know my mom?”

“I’ve met her. She works with a friend of mine. That’s why I’m here.”

“Vampire business then?”

“Can I come in? I don’t like standing out here where everyone can see me for long.”

Jake considered, then shrugged. He stepped back out of the way. “If what they say is true about you, then you could just power your way into the room, couldn’t you?”

“I could,” Patrick said truthfully. “That hardly seems fair, though.”

“Who said life is fair?” Jake’s tone was immeasurably bitter and caught Patrick’s attention. He wasn’t given a chance to pursue it, because Jake turned and led him through the small, neat living room. There were stairs running from almost directly in front of the front door straight up to the second floor. The stairs separated the living room from a formal dining room on the other side and Patrick glimpsed an antique wooden dining table and curved chairs through the stair railings.

Sometime in the house’s long history, someone had expanded the door into the kitchen area into an archway that reached across the width of the room.

The kitchen itself was modernized. There was a tiny island and at the back of the room, tucked into a sunny alcove, was a small breakfast table and chairs.

On the table was a laptop. Jake dropped into the chair in front of it and stared at the screen.

Patrick watched him get lost in whatever was on the screen. For a kid Jake’s age, it was probably a video game.

“So, is your mother here?”

Jake didn’t answer. He didn’t even look up.

“Jake,” Patrick said loudly.

The boy jumped, as if he had heard an explosion. He looked at Patrick.  His gaze was skittering, like he was trying to see every quarter once.

“When was the last time you got a decent night’s sleep?” Patrick asked.

Jake’s lips worked. Then he shrugged. “Who cares?” He looked back at the screen.

Patrick leaned back against the island and crossed his arms. “More people care than you think.”

No answer. Patrick would have been pissed at the boy’s rudeness, except for the reading he had been doing the last few days. “Jake,” he said again, just as loudly.

Jake looked up.

“Your mother?”

He heard and smelled her before she appeared. She moved down the stairs almost silently.  He turned to watch her as she came through the lounge room toward him.

Blythe Murray looked like an ill woman. The same dark circles surrounded her eyes, just not quite as advanced as Jake’s. She carried herself like everything ached and her jaw was stiff and determined.

“What are you doing here?” she asked. “Does anyone know that you’re here?” She looked over her shoulder toward the front window, as if she was expecting the hordes of paparazzi that generally followed him around.

“I left all the media back at the house,” he said. “It’s just me.” He let his arms drop from the defensive posture, to try to put her at her ease. “Dominic told me about the substation.”

She shrugged. Then she moved past him into the area behind the counter and picked an old-fashioned kettle up from the range, took off the lid and filled it from the kitchen tap. With her back to him, she said, “All in a day’s work.”

“That wasn’t an average day’s work,” he replied. “Not even for you.”

She put the kettle on the range and fired up the gas burner. Then she turned to look at him. “What exactly did Dominic tell you?”

“I think you already know. You know, but you haven’t acknowledged it, not even to yourself.”

She flinched. It was a tiny movement, yet Patrick had his perceptions racked up to high and it was as loud as a shout to him. “Dominic says that you’ve refused to go hunting for the last two days.”

“A girl’s entitled to a day off now and then,” she drawled. The husky quality in her voice seemed richer.

Patrick shook his head. “You’re not the sort of woman who voluntarily takes time off.” He could see from the corner of his eye that Jake was immersed in whatever it was he was doing on the screen. Normally, he wouldn’t have discussed this in front of the lad, except that he suspected Jake really needed to hear it, too.

He focused on Blythe again. She was standing there waiting and the same disinterested air hung around her, too.

“It’s Thursday today,” he said. “Why isn’t Jake at school?”

“I don’t think that’s any of your business.”

“Do you always let him stay at home when he wants to?”

She didn’t answer. Her gaze flickered past him and around him, avoiding his eyes.

“What happened when the Summani threatened your children?”

Jake’s head jerked up, his attention caught. “Why do you want to know?” he demanded. His voice was strained and broke oddly, too stressed to maintain an even tenor.

“Don’t worry about it, Jake,” Blythe said quickly. “You go back to your game.”

Jake’s shoulders slumped and he turned his gaze back to the laptop without protest. It seemed to Patrick that he was relieved to be able to focus back on the game. It was an odd game that didn’t seem to require the use of the mouse, or taps on the buttons to fire imaginary weapons.

He was just looking at the screen.

Patrick hid his rising concern and turned back to Blythe once more. “You don’t see it, do you?”

“Why did you say you were here, again?” she said, frowning.

“You can’t see it because you’re stuck in the same ocean of denial.”

“Did Dominic send you? Did he finally tell you?”

“Tell me what?”

Her gaze slid away again. “You should go.”

“There’s no way I’m stepping out of this house until you see it.”

“See what?” she snapped.

Patrick thrust out his arm, pointing at Jake. “Look at him. Really look at him. Dominic told me that the first Summani you came across threatened Jake and he held his ground. That would be a shock for anyone, not just a fifteen-year-old kid. Look at him, Blythe. He hasn’t slept properly in weeks. He’s not even really living. He’s just moving through his days.”

“Jake is just fine,” she said stiffly and picked up the kettle to pour the boiling water. Except there was no cup or filter ready. She looked around the kitchen, frowning. Then she put the kettle back on the range, opened a cupboard and pulled down a coffee cup and put it on the counter.

“You can’t see it because you’re locked into your own world of hurt,” Patrick said, keeping his voice low and non-threatening. “You’re not sleeping either. You’re losing track of simple details. You’re letting Jake stay home from school because it’s easier to give in than argue with him. Does any of that sound familiar to you?”

There was a deep crease between her eyes and they glistened with what might be tears. Her mouth worked, then she pressed her lips together and held it still. She shook her head. “I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not and you know that. You’ve been here before.”

“Mom, what’s he talking about?” Jake asked. There was a thread of alarm in his voice. He was listening now. Really listening.

That was the chink he needed. Patrick turned to him. “It happens whenever someone experiences a trauma that leaves them feeling helpless and out of control. That’s why you’re not sleeping. You keep reliving that night over and over and every time you do, you feel all the same panic and helplessness, all over again. It’s beating your body and brain up, never letting them rest.”

Jake swallowed. “Mom?” he said, sounding like a scared little boy.

“What I’m talking about is Post Traumatic Stress Disorder,” Patrick continued evenly.

“You’re wrong,” Blythe said forcefully. “You’re wrong, you’re scaring my son and I think you should leave.”

Patrick turned to her. “You know I’m right. This isn’t the first time you’ve experienced it. Dominic told me everything, only he never connected the dots. He told me you couldn’t stop stabbing the Summani. The way he described it, I think that for a few minutes you weren’t even really conscious. Your mind blanked out.”

She shook her head, keeping her eyes on the teabag she was unraveling.

“Mom,” Jake said, his voice shaking. “Listen to him.”

“I knew that first day we met that there was something you were hiding. I think this was it. I think you knew in your heart that the PTSD had returned, you just didn’t want anyone to know. The symptoms were minor then, but they’re growing fast. Each time you go out to hunt, it gets worse.”

Blythe stopped pretending to make tea. She gripped the ends of the counter, her knuckles white and her head down. The fine black hair hung over her eyes.

“You’re so focused on your own pain that you didn’t see it in Jake. That’s understandable and it’s fixable. What I don’t get is why you thought hiding it was a good idea. These days, when everyone is in constant danger, everyone will understand—”

“I can’t be a zombie!” she cried, lifting up her head and glaring at him.

Patrick hesitated, lost.

Jake wasn’t. He got to his feet. “The drugs,” he whispered, staring at her, like he was putting it together fast.

That was enough for Patrick to understand, too. His reading had been thorough. “The anti-depressants?” he asked. “They would have put you on a regimen when you got back from Afghanistan….”

“Mom hasn’t taken anything for years,” Jake said. “I watched her empty them all down the sink.”

Blythe shook her head. Her eyes were still glistening. “Do you know what it’s like, to take that stuff? Just one of them makes you feel like you’ve drunk a couple of stiff cocktails. And that’s fine if you have drunk two Martinis in a bar with friends. When you feel drunk like that, twenty-four hours a day, and have to take care of kids and the house and bills….” She drew in long breath, trying to reign in the tirade. Her breath shook.

“You went off them, because the kids are more important,” Patrick said quietly.

“And now I can’t even go home to get away from the bad guys,” Blythe finished. “They’re here, all around us, all around my kids.”

Jake moved to her side. “Mom?” he asked.

She pulled him into a hug and hid her face in his hair. Jake clung to her just as hard.

Patrick went over to the fridge and plucked the pen off the dry-erase message board. “The treatments for PTSD have improved a lot since you left the Army,” he told her. He wrote quickly. “You don’t have to take the drugs, if you manage yourself in other ways and that includes acknowledging the issue is there in the first place. Veteran’s Affairs will help.  I think you already know that.”

From this angle, he could see her face. Blythe’s eyes were screwed shut and she looked like she was trying hard not to cry.

“Bottling it up isn’t helping you or Jake,” he added.

She looked at him, startled. Then she let Jake go and wiped quickly at her eyes.

Patrick tapped the board with the pen and put it back in the holder. “That’s my private cell phone number. Don’t lose it, because there’s no way to find it if you do.”

“Why are you giving us that?” Jake asked.

“For whatever reason you need me.”

“We’ll be fine,” Blythe said.  Her voice quivered.

“And that’s the attitude that got you into this,” Patrick said quietly.

Her eyes widened.

“You’re so use to battling it alone as a single parent, that you’ve lost the ability to reach out for help when you need it,” he added.

“I don’t need help.”

“You do. Everyone needs help, only you have too much pride to admit it. God knows, the world judges single mothers harder than anyone else. Everyone watches for her to slip up, to fail to care for her kids properly. Everyone expects her to fail, so asking for help feels like failure…but it’s not.” He gave her a small smile. “That’s a lesson I learned the hard way. And my failure to ask for help hit headlines all over the world.”

“Huh?” Jake asked, genuinely puzzled.

Patrick nodded toward Blythe. “Ask your mom about it. I know she knows the details very well.”

Blythe pursed her lips and reached for the kettle, like the teacup was the most important thing in the world.

Jake grinned. “Seriously, what sort of help?” he insisted. Already, he was looking and sounding more animated. Just learning that there was actually something wrong and that it was fixable had made that much difference.

Blythe stayed silent, concentrating on pouring water into the cup.

“When your mom goes out hunting at night, I could stay here and make sure you and your sisters are okay. It will help your mom concentrate on her job, if she knows you’re all safe.”

“Cool!” Jake breathed, his eyes shining.

“You?” Blythe asked witheringly. Behind that tone was the expertise of a professional soldier, who had measured and found him wanting.

“You forget what I am,” Patrick said.

“Is it true you guys can lift semis?” Jake asked.

“No, it’s not,” Blythe said quickly.

“Try to hit me,” Patrick told Jake. “As hard and fast as you can.”

The boy didn’t hesitate. He launched himself at Patrick, using his full bodyweight.

“No, Jake!” Blythe cried.  

It was too late. Patrick let him get close, then stepped aside. With his perceptions racked up, Jake seemed to move at treacle speed. He stepped around the boy’s hands, grabbed the back of his shirt and pulled him back and down into the chair in front of the laptop.

Then he held his shoulders until Jake got his balance back. He slowed his senses down to human normal.

Jake gasped, as he realized he was back in the chair.

“I can’t lift a semi,” Patrick said quietly, “but I can throw two hundred pounds a very long way.”

Blythe cleared her throat. “Don’t scare him.” It was softly spoken. She was asking, not directing.

“I’m not scaring him,” Patrick told her.

Jake shook his head quickly. His eyes were dancing. “What else can you do?”

Patrick patted his shoulder and let him go. “One demonstration per customer.” He moved over to the counter and studied Blythe. “Walk me to the door?”

She nodded and moved out from behind the island and headed for the front door. Patrick looked back at Jake. “Take care of yourself, okay? And call me, even if you just want to talk.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“‘kay.” The indifferent affirmative didn’t convey the pleasure in the boy’s face.

Patrick walked to the door that Blythe stood holding open. He looked down at her. “Promise me you’ll get some help for you and Jake, or do I have to come back and strong arm you again?”

Her lips pressed together, then she nodded. “I’ll do anything except take drugs. I have to stay alert.”

“We all do. And I meant it about calling me if you need anything.”

“Why? I mean, why are you doing this?”

Patrick hesitated. “The easy answer, I suppose, is that you’re working with Dominic and I don’t want him put in danger because you’re not functioning properly. That’s just the easy answer.”

“What’s the hard one?” Her dark eyes assessed him frankly. All the animosity had gone from them.

It was his turn to hesitate. He glanced toward Jake, who was watching him from the kitchen table. Could he hear him? Did it matter? He decided it didn’t. “I’ve spent my life studying people to try to figure out what makes them tick. So I knew as soon as I met you that you were broken in some way.”

She was back to biting her lip. “I’m not…broken.”

“You were once and you put yourself together again. You’re still winning that fight, but only just. That’s what I recognized, because I’ve been through that, too.” He gave her a small smile. “As you know.”

The faintest tinge touched her cheeks. The blush was endearing.

“It’s nice to talk to someone who doesn’t think of me as a monster,” he said and wondered what had made him say that.

“I know who the real monsters are.” Her voice back to that low, husky timbre that he liked.

“Good.” Then he made himself step out the door and head for the pavement. He’d have to text Kimball.  He could walk along this quiet street unmolested until Kimball caught up with him. He fished out his phone and heard the door shut behind him.

Why was being thought well of suddenly a big deal?

That was the question that occupied him all the way home.


Chapter Fifteen

Blythe called Dominic and cancelled the hunt for that night. She didn’t have the energy for it and she suddenly didn’t want to see him, not until she’d had time to sort out everything that had happened in the ten short minutes Patrick Sauvage had stood in her kitchen.

It was the luckiest break of her life, only she didn’t know that until much later in the night.

The twins were upstairs doing the mysterious things teenage girls did in their bedrooms and Blythe left them alone. She remembered the need for privacy when she had been that age and besides, she did trust them.

She settled down in front of the TV after dinner and pulled up a romantic comedy on Netflix, then patted the sofa next to her. “Come and watch,” she told Jake.

He wrinkled his nose. “A girlie movie?”

“I’m not putting on an action thriller. That’s the last thing either of us needs.”

He swallowed, then nodded. As he threw himself onto the sofa next to her with a heavy sigh, she tucked her arm around him and encouraged him to lean against her. “Relax, the blinds are drawn,” she told him.

He grinned. “Yeah, except I’ll still know my mother cuddles me.”

“I’m too old for teddy bears, so you’ll have to do.” She kept her tone light. If she let him think she was doing it for her sake, then he might cooperate.

He did. She could feel his body getting heavier against her side and in slow stages moved him down the sofa until his head was on her knee. Finally, he slept.

She pulled the blanket from the back of the sofa and dropped it over him. She let the movie continue to play, not really watching it. Her thoughts were too busy to focus on the story.

She had made sure her phone was on vibrate before she had started the movie, so when it rang, it shuddered its way across the top of the side table until she reached and picked it up.

“Peter…is everything okay?” she asked. Peter Mathur had insisted on heading out tonight with the rest even though she and Dominic would not be there. Peter and the others had learned a lot about hunting Summanus in the last few weeks. She figured a night of hunting on their own would sharpen the skills even more.

Heavy panting sounded and in the background, she could hear screaming.

“No,” Peter gasped. “It’s not okay.”

She made herself stay still so she didn’t wake Jake. “What happened?” Whatever it was, it sounded like it was still happening.

“They’re coming your way. Shut all your windows. There’s thousands of them. They’re like locusts, only worse. Nothing stops them.”

Her heart squeezed. “Stops what? Peter?”

“Oh, God…!” he cried.

Then the screaming started and this time it wasn’t in the background. Peter was screaming into the phone.

She disconnected. With her heart doing funky wild things, she eased herself from under Jake’s head and put a cushion under him instead. Then she moved around the house, shutting all the windows and locking them tight. She checked the fireplace flue as well, her gut crawling.

From outside, far away, she thought she could hear more screaming. No one stayed out at night anymore, except for hunters, and there were more and more hunters every day.

She raced upstairs, taking them two at a time and burst into Simone’s room. “Shut your window and lock it!” she cried, as Simone looked up from her cross-legged position on the floor rug, surrounded by nail polish and jewelry.

Simone’s eyes widened and she instantly surged to her feet.

Satisfied, Blythe stepped across the corridor and thrust open Eloise’s door. “Shut your window!”

“I heard,” Eloise said as she turned away from the window, the drapes dropping down behind her. “It’s locked. What’s going on?”

“Mom?” Simone called from the other room.

“I have to check the rest of the floor. Hang on.”

The bathroom window was wide open, the tiny breeze moving the lace curtain in lazy arcs. Her pulse leapt again and she shut it quickly. Before the window closed altogether, she heard more screaming. It was distinct this time…and getting closer.

She checked the rest of the windows, with the twins trailing behind her. When she was satisfied the house was locked down tight, she let herself sink down onto the bench at the top of the landing. The girls arrayed themselves in front of her.

“What’s happening?” Eloise asked.

They both looked frightened, because now the screaming was very close.

“I don’t know for sure. Let’s all go downstairs, where Jake is.”

Jake was still sleeping and hadn’t moved an inch. She hoped this wouldn’t wake him. He had a lot of sleep to catch up on.

Something hit the window. A soft, light slap.

Simone jumped, then looked at the window and gave a soft, almost silent shriek, as if her breath had been snatched away. She backed up from the window, her eyes wide.

There were more slaps. Dozens, hundreds of them, all over the house.

Eloise looked up at the floor overhead, listening. “What is that?”

Blythe moved closer to the window, as more of the things hit it. Some of them were hitting so hard they were splattering against it, before sliding down the pane, leaving a sickly gray-green ooze behind.

They were about the size of a grapefruit and elongated. They had wings. She could see them through the window, flickering in the street lights. They were pale in color and the air was so full of them it looked like it was snowing heavily.

Blythe refocused on the ones closest to the window, looking for details. “Turn the porch light on,” she said.

One of the twins obeyed and light flooded the verandah.

Their wings were membranes only, thin and fragile. The creatures were small enough the wing could carry them. Their heads were bony and their bodies were glistening carapaces that clearly weren’t as strong as they would one day be.

Yet the jaws were fully-formed and so were the teeth.

Blythe’s heart stopped in its track for one painful minute.

“They look like…” Simone said in a whisper. “Mom, are they little ones?”

“Yes, I think so,” Blythe said and was glad her voice emerged calm.

“Little…Summanus?” Eloise’s voice squeaked.

“Shhh….” Blythe said quickly. “Let Jake sleep. There’s nothing to be done except wait this out.” She picked up her cell phone again. “And warn people.”

* * * * *

The reports started streaming just after eleven that morning. Rick turned the television up louder, as a reporter stood outside the cathedral-inspired architecture of St. Pancras station. Behind him, thousands of people were pouring out of the exits, most of them stumbling and screaming. Many of them were bleeding. Some were being helped along, or were holding bloody arms against themselves.

Sirens were loud in the background, making the journalist speak louder.

“…details are still being established.  Early reports indicate that deep in the tunnels of the London Underground train system, unknown creatures are attacking humans. They number in the millions and swarm like birds, flocking upon their prey in numbers so great there is no defense. As you can see behind me, the tunnels are being evacuated. Is this the start of a new offensive by the species known as the Summanus? Back to the studio for more.”

The studio anchor looked a bit dazed. “And we are getting similar reports from all Underground stations across the country. So far the creatures are not emerging into daylight, which further confirms their relationship to Summanus, who avoid sunlight wherever possible. Over to Michael at the York desk.”

Michael was also looking troubled. “We are getting similar reports from around the county. Any location that is dark, enclosed or underground seems to be giving rise to these…Summarettes. So far, that has been our saving grace. Although that raises the question…what happens after nightfall?” He gave a sour smile. “I have a feeling the streets of England will be very still tonight.”

“Summarettes,” Rick repeated dryly. It was a cute name for an ugly beast, and he knew it would stick. He turned the TV off and hurried down to the lobby.

The manager, McCreary, was there and looked relieved when he spotted Rick. He wiped off his gleaming face. “Do you know what these things are, Mr. Pæga? Are we in danger here in the hotel?”

“I wouldn’t go down into any basements and I’d guard the entrance to the underground pedway to the mall. Let people into the hotel, but no one goes into the tunnel.”

“Good thinking, sir.” Then McCreary shifted into customer service mode. “Are your two friends safe and sound?”

“No. If you don’t mind, I’m going to wait here until they return.”

“Very well, sir. I’m going to take care of the pedway entrance.”

“And shut any windows that are open!” Rick called after him. “It’s nearly sunset.”

Marcus was the first to return. The rented Vauxhall pulled up under the portico and barely stopped before Marcus almost fell out of the car in his haste to get out. He raced into the foyer, straight-arming the glass doors, looking around wildly.

Rick stood up and Marcus’ face sagged in relief. He hurried over to him.

Rick was so glad to see him, he hugged him, right there in the foyer.

Marcus’ grip was just as tight. “Ilaria?” he said quickly, stepping back.

Rick shook his head. “I made her take a taxi this morning.”

“You knew this was going to happen?”

“It was just a hunch.”

Marcus gripped his arm hard. “I will never, ever ignore your hunches, ever again.”

They sat down to wait for Ilaria and watched the sky darken through the big glass doors.

* * * * *

Kate stood at the windows, taking photos and biting her lips until they were red and swollen. She was crying silently, the tears dripping down her cheeks.

Finally, Roman couldn’t stand it any longer. He took the camera away from her and led her into the kitchen, where the only windows were the high ones over the cabinets.

She let herself be pushed onto one of the bar stools.

Garrett got up from his stool where he had been hunched over a laptop, pounding out a warning email to everyone on his substantial contact list and started coffee for her.

Kate kneaded her fingers together. “There are all the night shoots. They’ve been keeping the Summanus away with armed guards, but they can’t stop this….”

“They have trailers, Kate. The trailers will protect them.” Roman took one of her hands and held it between his.

The sound and smell of coffee was distracting, yet even the hissing espresso didn’t quite mask the soft pattering of bodies hitting the windows. The sound went on and on, long after the espresso was made.

It was going to be a long night.

* * * * *

“What happens in the morning?” Dominic asked, breaking the long silence that had fallen. Everyone was in the big living room, even Kimball and Efraim and the three security guards who had been caught out in the open when the first wave had descended. The guards had been closer to the house than the sentry box at the front gate.

Winter sat with her hand in Sebastian’s, while Nial paced.

Patrick turned his cell phone in his hands. Every now and then, he thought of someone else to check on and send a text. It was too late to warn anyone. Sebastian had pulled up CNN on his tablet and they reported that the swarms were everywhere. Not a corner of the city was spared. More reports were coming in from around the world.

Patrick was getting responses to his texts, too. Sandy Ackerman had been one of the first he had messaged, when it was still early enough to warn people. Ackerman had texted back two hours later.

Family safe. I owe you.

That warmed Patrick in a small way.

Even Blythe Murray had texted him. All safe. Jake is asleep.

That pleased him more than any other message he received.

There were enough response to his texts that he realized with a start that he was no longer the crazy, drunk former movie star to them. When had that changed? The phone had stayed silent for weeks.  Was this a shift in attitude?

He was startled to realize that the growing responsiveness from Hollywood left him unmoved.

How strange.

“I mean,” Dominic said now, spreading his hands. “There are going to be many questions and we don’t have answers.”

“They’ll expect us to know,” Sebastian added. “Especially Roman, as everyone thinks of him as the expert.”

“We can make assumptions and extrapolate,” Nial said from the far corner of his pacing circuit. “Rick will be able to help. He was on to this before any of us. He might already have most of the answers.”

Sebastian snorted. “He didn’t have any idea. He was just guessing. Even he said it was a hunch.”

“And he was right,” Nial pointed out. “He doesn’t pull hunches out of thin air. All that staring at information actually works.”

“For him,” Sebastian said dryly. “All right, I agree he knew enough to try to warn us. Not that it helped.”

“It should have,” Nial said, his voice harsh. “We’re supposed to be guarding them and we let this slip by us, even despite warnings. “ He squeezed his hand into a fist. “It’s not good enough!”

“Could you have predicted this?” Winter asked quietly. “Not even Rick could pin down the details.”

Nial turned to glare at her. “There have been warning signs for days. The smell that everyone was complaining about, coming up from underground places. The absence of birds. Pets refusing to go outside. None of those events happened when the Summanus first rolled into town. They were all new and should have alerted us.”

“It’s a shame someone didn’t find the eggs before they hatched,” Sebastian said.

Dominic shook his head. “It wouldn’t have happened. The smell would have driven anyone away. We almost ran past the culvert that day.”

“Even so,” Nial said pedantically. “The Summanus have carapaces. We’ve known that for weeks now. Despite walking around on two legs, they’re more closely related to insects than mammals. We should have asked ourselves how they lay eggs. How the eggs hatch. What the infant cycle looks like. These are basic questions. Instead, we got lulled by their intelligence and their numbers…and their numbers should have alerted us, too.”

“Insects communicating telepathically by touching heads together?” Dominic asked. “Even I didn’t think of insects. It just doesn’t compute.”

Dominic had been the one to discover how the Summanus talked to each other. The cloud of telepathic thought was what he picked up on when he hunted them. It was so alien, he couldn’t read it, although he had put that together with the reports from the hunters of the Summanus’ habit of touching heads together.

Nial shook his head. “Winter, you’re the closest to a biologist in the room. Is this a larvae stage?”

“Human biologist,” she corrected. “We won’t be able to determine that until we can look at the bodies and the eggs…if there are any. There might be sacks, which would indicate larvae. However, these little ones resemble the parents, which makes me think they’re hatched from eggs and will develop to adult size. No metamorphosis, like larvae go through.”

“Why are they swarming like this?” Patrick asked.

Winter shrugged. “For the same reason any other species swarms. For food. Most creatures, when they emerge from the egg, are starving. There are millions of them and not enough food for all of them, so it’s a competition.”

“Survival of the fittest,” Kimball muttered from his seat by the door.

“The strongest individuals who fight off all the others and acquire enough food will go on to develop into adults,” Winter added.

“And even the adults have disappeared,” Dominic said suddenly.

Everyone looked at him.

“We haven’t found a single Summanus out after dark in three days,” he said. “It’s like they knew this was coming, too.”

“Yes, they did,” Winter said. “So did the dogs and the birds. It’s an animal thing.”

Nial rubbed his temple. “Any speculation on how long this hatching season will last?”

The room was silent. Even Winter seemed to have no answer.

“Then we wait it out,” Nial said grimly. “Tomorrow, when the sun is up, we go and find answers to give to the humans. If we can’t stay one step ahead of the humans we are expected to protect and actually serve them, then we’re a parasite, too.”


Chapter Sixteen

Dominic stopped playing, the chord breaking unevenly, the sour notes making him winced.

“Don’t stop!” Patrick said quickly from the armchair he had pulled over to the side of the piano. “I was enjoying it.”

Dominic sighed. “I play badly. I haven’t touched a piano in years. Concert level players practice for hours a day. Hours.” He shook his head. “Besides, you listen to it all wrong.”

Patrick’s face sagged. “Wrong?”

Dominic stood. “You only hear half the notes. Not even the important ones, the quiet ones. And you don’t hear the silences.”

Patrick pushed himself to his feet. “Are you saying I don’t appreciate music?”

“You like music just fine,” Dominic said tiredly. “You just don’t hear it all. No one does.”

“Except you?”

“Even I don’t.  I hear more than you and I hear different music from what you hear.”

“You’re not making sense.” Patrick’s anger was growing. Whenever his creativity was challenged like this, he got defensive.

“Pachelbel,” Dominic said flatly. “Everyone knows the tune.” He bent down and pounded out the first few bars of Canon. “What you hear when you listen to it is different from what I heard when I used to listen to it. That’s why people like what they like. And you don’t hear all the notes.”

“So I’m only fit to listen to simple tunes?” Patrick asked. His voice was dangerously quiet.

“I’m saying that your gift is for reading people and knowing what lies beneath. And it is a gift. Music is just a bonus for you, but for me, it was everything.”

“It still can be.”

“No, it can’t!” Dominic cried. His eyes widened as he heard his shout echo in Patrick’s mind. His chest was suddenly heaving.

He swallowed.

Patrick drew closer, moving slowly, as though he might startle Dominic into another radical reaction if he moved too fast. “There has to be a way. You’ve got this much back.”

Dominic closed his eyes. “Don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

His eyes were stinging. He blinked to clear them. “You think if you can make my music come back, then you’ll be saved, too. It doesn’t work like that. No one gets to go back.”

Patrick held his face still.  The pain radiated from him both mentally and from the way he was standing.

A throat cleared from the back door, making them both turn, startled.

Blythe stood there. She wasn’t wearing the hunting uniform she had been wearing this morning, when they had ventured into the culvert with gas masks and flame throwers.

Nial, Sebastian, Patrick and even Winter had been with them, all wearing masks and carrying weapons of one sort or another. There were not as many Summarette bodies lying around the culvert as there had been where humans congregated. In those areas, the bodies were as thick as hail, piled up against the sides of buildings and littering the sidewalks. The clean-up would take days, if not weeks.

“There might be adults guarding them,” Blythe had pointed out as they approached the man-sized culvert. It was bone dry, for L.A. had been short on rain this summer.

“Probably not,” Winter had replied. “The babies would be left to fend for themselves. Only mammals raise their young.”

“And birds,” Sebastian added.

However, the culvert had been empty, except for a mountain of calcified shards on the ground.

“Shells,” Winter decided, kicking them with her boot. Her voice was muffled behind the mask. “They must find their own nest once they’ve hatched. More competition for safe places.”

Nial straightened up from his examination of the shells. “Then we’ll have to find those places and deal with them there,” he said.

Blythe had an encyclopedic memory of all the dark and enclosed places in the neighborhood and a fast search of all of them proved fruitless.

“It makes sense that the babies would find far more secure places to hide,” Winter said. “They’re much smaller and what they ate last night would tide them over for days.”

Blythe swallowed. Her friend Peter had been one of the victims. Dominic squeezed her fingers in sympathy.

“They could burrow deep. Perhaps they even hibernate in some way, until they’re bigger.”

“So after the swarming,” Patrick said, “they become individuals?”

“They were all individuals to start,” Winter said. “No hive mind. They just all wanted the same thing, so they swarmed to find it.”

That was when Nial had called a halt for the day and they had made the long trek back to Patrick’s house. On the way, they saw hundreds of human work crews out cleaning up the bodies, along with human hunting parties with their knives and swords and the glowing safety vests that marked their new profession, digging into any likely or unlikely holes, looking for more.

When they reached the house, Dominic knew he should sleep the afternoon through, because tonight he would be out again, knife in hand. Patrick had asked him to play and despite his reluctance, he had sat at the piano and tried.

Tiredness was dogging him as he studied Blythe’s fresh appearance, now. She looked energetic and happier than he had noticed in days. She wore a pair of jeans that made her long legs seem even longer. The red sweater made the most of her dark hair and clung to every curve.

She looked good. Very good.

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” she said, “The man in the kitchen said to come straight through.”

“You came to see me?” Dominic asked.

She hesitated. “Is Winter around?”

Patrick smiled and a warm, happy glow came from him. He was pleased about something. “She’s in the back family area. If you go back through the kitchen, then keep going, you’ll find it.”

Dominic looked from one to the other. They both had the air of shared secrets about them. That made him uneasy but he didn’t know why.

Blythe gave them both a stiff smile. “Well…thanks. I’ll see you later, then?”

She was talking to Patrick.

Patrick nodded. “I’ll be here.”

“Okay.” She didn’t glance at Dominic as she headed back toward the kitchen.

Patrick turned away, too. He headed over to the piano and picked up the sheet music that had mysteriously appeared there a week or so ago. More silent inducement to play.

“I’m tired,” Dominic said abruptly and he realized, truthfully. “I’m going to sleep. Tonight is going to be a bitch.”

Patrick lowered the sheets, studying him. “Is everything okay?” he asked.

His damn sensitivity. Sometimes it seemed as though Patrick could mind-read, too. Dominic shook his head. “I’m just tired,” he lied and gave him the best smile he could manage.

He didn’t know if that sold Patrick or not because he didn’t wait to find out. He went upstairs to the bedroom suites and paused outside Patrick’s. Then, with a decisive turn on his heel, he walked away, back down the passage to the bedroom that was nominally his.

* * * * *

As Patrick had suggested, the back family area was easy to find. There was only one other exit from the kitchen on that side of the house and Blythe climbed down the three steps into a quiet oasis.

The room looked like it had first started life as a pillared courtyard overlooking the big swimming pool. The area had been enclosed with glass walls and roofed in. Outdoor carpet had been added. In California’s summers, the room should have just boiled under all that glass, except that the household air conditioning was holding the temperature as a tolerable level.

The humidity was higher in here because of the glass and Blythe could feel her skin relax.

Everywhere there were potted plants, like an old-fashioned Victorian greenhouse. Plants that could not survive the torrid summers outside were thriving here, including lilies and orchids and lush ferns.

Blythe paused to absorb the riot of colors and textures and enjoy the fresh feel of the air in here. The plants were responsible for that.

“It’s very soothing here, isn’t it?” Winter’s voice came from behind a bank of big tubs of what looked like fishtail ferns with curled edges, only they were huge.

Blythe saw that there was a deck chair there, with the feet extended. Winter’s toes were showing from behind the tubs and Blythe walked around them to see her properly.

Winter gave her a warm smile. Her green eyes always reminded Blythe of Sebastian’s eyes. “I’d get up, but…”

There was an IV needle taped to her elbow, the line leading up to a pole from which hung a bag of blood, nearly empty.

“Are you…?” Blythe began, then wondered if that sort of direct question was rude.

“A vampire?” Winter finished. “No. You know I can heal people, right?”

“That’s why I’m here.”

“I see.” Winter didn’t seem offended or curious. Blythe realized that she probably got a lot of requests for help.

“Is the healing…does healing people mean you need more blood?”

“A long time ago, Sebastian and I were partners in a small business venture. He didn’t tell me he was a vampire and I didn’t tell him I could heal people. So when someone shoved a broken-off broomstick through his heart, I healed him.” She grimaced. “I made him human again.”

She looked up at the bag, then reached up and shook it.

Blythe let that sink in. There was so much she was learning about vampires and the other types of people that had hidden away from humans until now. It was a complex world and there was always another layer to uncover. “And that’s why you need blood?”

Winter shook her head. “Not exactly. I didn’t really heal Sebastian, because I didn’t know what I was doing. As it turned out, I switched off his vampirism.  I just didn’t get rid of it altogether.” Her gaze turned inward. “It was very strange. I couldn’t take the darkness out of him, except to…well, take it into me.”

Then her gaze focused back on Blythe. “That’s why my eyes changed to match Sebastian’s. So while he isn’t completely human, neither am I, anymore. Every month or so, I have to consume his blood.”

Blythe crossed her arms. “What did he get out of it?”

Winter grinned. “He has to inhale my pheromones, every few months.”

“That’s a good way to make sure he never leaves.”

“I’d rather he stays because he wants to and so far, he does.” Winter glanced up at the nearly empty bag again. “Close enough,” she said softly and removed the IV needle with practiced ease. She carefully hung it over the bag hook and stood up, rolling down the sleeve of her silky tee shirt. “How can I help, Blythe?”

Blythe swallowed. “Did…has Patrick said anything to you?”

Winter was staring at her with a peculiar intensity, as if her gaze was looking inside her. “Here. Come and sit down,” she said. She moved over to the wrought iron table and chairs tucked into another corner made by the greenery.

Blythe followed her over and sat on the chair opposite her. The table was small and Winter reached out her hand. “Let me touch you.”

Blythe bit her lip. How much would Winter see? Then she forced herself to put her hand into Winter’s, with a compulsive jerk.

Winter’s gaze became unfocused.

Blythe waited. She couldn’t feel anything. It wasn’t like a normal doctor, poking and pummeling, his hands smelling of antiseptic solution.

Winter refocused her gaze, let Blythe’s hand go and sat back. “PTSD,” she said softly.

Blythe flinched. “Patrick told you.”

“He hasn’t spoken to me about you at all. Did he guess? You’ve been hiding it, haven’t you? The stress symptoms you’ve got are advanced and could only have built up over time.”

Blythe swallowed. “Yes. To all of it. He said…Patrick said if I didn’t get help, he’d force me to it. Dominic told me about you, about what you can do. I thought…” and she trailed off, realizing that what she had been about to say might sound insulting.

“You thought I was an easier option than doctors with their pills and shrinks with their invasive questions?” Winter smiled.

“It sounds horrible, out loud like that. Except that traditional medicine…they’ll just give me pills to ‘calm me down’. They’re not interested in actually digging deeper and getting at the guts of it, so I might not have to take the pills anymore. Shrinks are even worse. They don’t want a cure, either. They’re happy with ‘progress’.” She grimaced. “I want it to stop. I want to be able to do my job, even my new job, without wanting to kick in walls afterward. I need to be normal, for my kids.”

Winter listened to all of it without reacting. When Blythe paused for breath, Winter said; “You mean hunting the Others is your new job, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Isn’t that actually your old job?”

“The Others aren’t the same as terrorists. Terrorists want the world to run their way. The Summanus just want to eat us.”

“You’re still hunting down the enemy. That’s not helping your condition.”

Blythe smiled. “The Others are directly threatening my kids. There’s a world of difference.”

“And that’s probably what made the PTSD flare up again,” Winter finished. “I can help relieve the physical symptoms, although you do know that your mind is causing them, don’t you?”

Blythe drew in a breath and let it out. “So I’ve been told.”

“I can’t manipulate thoughts, Blythe,” Winter said softly. “Only you can control your own mind. If I heal your body, that will give you a shot at dealing with the issues you haven’t faced yet, with some physical strength to cope with the fall out.”

Blythe swallowed. “Can you read minds, too?” she asked. “You made Dominic a mind reader.”

Winter shook her head and held out her hand once more. This time, Blythe felt no reluctance. She put her hand in Winter’s without hesitation.

“I don’t read minds, I read bodies and I’m very good at it. Physical symptoms are like newsprint. They tell your story better than you can, because they don’t lie and beat around the bush. Now shush for a moment. Let me concentrate.”

Her remarkable green eyes closed.

This time, Blythe could feel it. Her body relaxed all by itself. It was like meditating, which she had tried once or twice, or climbing into a cool pool of water and letting herself float. Everything inside her seemed to loosen, including pockets of tension in her back and around her jaw that she hadn’t been aware of.

She blinked as her vision seemed to refocus and everything around her grew greener and brighter.

Winter opened her eyes and let Blythe’s hand go. “How do you feel?”

“Wonderful.” Even her skin felt younger and fresher. She remembered feeling this way from her twenties, when she had first been training as a soldier. It had been a disciplined fitness that produced boundless energy, that let her go all day, getting things done.

Blythe breathed in a deep lungful of air that tasted wonderful.

“All I’ve done is reset your body back to normal,” Winter said. She smiled. “I’ve given you a pill that doesn’t mask the symptoms but removes them instead. It’s not a cure. If you don’t work on letting go of the trauma itself, you’ll be back to where you were in a few days or weeks. That part is up to you.”

“Thank you. I appreciate it,” Blythe said, getting to her feet. “You have no idea how…well, maybe you do, if you can read bodies like newsprint.”

Winter grinned. Then she sobered. “I don’t read minds, Blythe, but may I give you some advice, anyway?”

Considering the difference in how she felt from when she had walked into the room, Blythe was willing to give Winter anything. She felt as if she could bounce off walls now and still keep running. “Shoot,” she said.

“I think you would go a long way toward resolving things if you stop reaching for perfect.”

Blythe stared at her.

“You’re trying to raise your kids and protect them and you think you have to be perfect to do it properly. If you give yourself a break, if you let yourself be human and forgive yourself for flaws and weaknesses, you might find the job easier and that you’re more effective, too.”

Blythe pressed her lips together. “There are creatures out there that want to eat us and two other species that are standing back, waiting to see which way it goes. The Summanus are relentless. There are no rules of engagement. No exchange of cigarettes at Christmas while the cannons fall silent. They think we’re cattle and they have as much empathy for us as we do for the fish in our nets. I can’t afford to make mistakes, Winter. If I do, people end up dead.”

“Not if you have a good team around you,” Winter said lightly. “You’ve forgotten that, I think.”

Blythe paused. That was something that Patrick had tried to say, in a different way. He’d called it reaching out for help. He’d said that asking for help wasn’t a weakness.

“I asked you,” Blythe said. Her voice emerged scratchier than usual. She was winding herself up, ruining all Winter’s good work. So she drew in a slow, controlled breath, letting everything go.

“And I am truly pleased that you did.” Winter got to her feet. Like most women, she was shorter than Blythe.  It didn’t seem to bother her. She smiled at Blythe. “Stop by any time,” she said. “I can reset as often as you need it.”

“If I deal with the mental shit in the meantime?” Blythe asked.

Winter shook her head. “No conditions. I think there are too many conditions in your life already.”

Blythe pointed over Winter’s shoulder. “I’m going to go back and say goodbye before I head home.”

“Do you know your way around?”

“Well enough. And there are people all over the place during the day, here. I can ask.”

“That’s true. This house is evolving into an office building with each passing day.”

“That sounded bitter.”

Winter laughed. “I used to break into big corporate offices and steal from them. Whenever I was casing those buildings, I used to watch the ant-like scurry of office workers and think ‘thank god that’s not me’. And here I am, the corporate biologist and medic.”

Blythe tried not to react to the glimpse of Winter’s starting past. “You don’t seem like someone who would steal.”

“No, I’m not that person anymore,” Winter agreed.

“What happened?” Blythe asked curiously. Something drastic must have happened to make such a radical change in a person. Change, she had discovered for herself, was one of the most difficult things to pull off. All the discipline in the world wouldn’t do it, nor did white-knuckling her way through it.

Winter’s smile softened and her eyes grew warm. She seemed to almost glow. “I fell in love.”

Blythe shuddered, as fingers seemed to ripple over her spine, playing a bony melody.


Chapter Seventeen

There was a small flat screen TV standing on the kitchen table and the man who had let her in earlier was sitting watching, along with a second one who wore a dark suit that screamed private security.

As Blythe passed through, she glanced at the screen. The vampire they called Roman was being interviewed. The anchor was asking a strident question while Roman listened politely.

“One of the few facts we do know is that vampires failed to warn us about the hatching season. Warning humans is part of your job. That is what you said at the first press conference, isn’t it?”

“Guarding humans is our job,” Roman said easily. “In fact, we did try to warn humans about the hatching season. Cyneric Pæga in London spoke to contacts in the media and the government and suggested that humans be discouraged from using public transport.  His warnings were dismissed because he couldn’t explain why an entire country’s transport system should be brought to a grinding halt on his say so. We can only guard humans if you let us.”

Ouch, Blythe thought and slowed her pace until she was halted by the counter. She turned to watch.

“Shouldn’t you have known exactly what was about to happen?” the anchor insisted. “Your combined memories go back to unrecorded history, do they not?”

Blythe could see that Roman was maintaining his cool by sheer discipline. “Vampires did not exist when the Others still roamed the Earth. The Blood Stone was made and then vampires were created to guard humans, who were left with the world for themselves. This is a fact that even vampires have only recently learned. Dealing with the Summanus is a learning curve for everyone, not just humans.”

“And when do the training wheels come off? How long before vampires can actually do their jobs as advertised?”

“How long is a piece of string?” Roman shot back, with some visible asperity.

Hold it together, Blythe mentally encouraged him.

“We won’t know how much there is to learn, until we’ve learned it all,” Roman continued, as the live audience in the studio reacted loudly. “Scientists are daily discovering pockets of new knowledge, new fields and areas of study that no one knew even existed five years ago. The more they learn, the more they realize there is left to learn.”

“We’re talking about one species, not a universe.”

Roman smiled. “Humans are one species,” he pointed out. “And yet, human medicine is still getting things wrong, five thousand years after Imhotep wielded his surgical knife.”

Nice. Blythe listened to the mixed reaction from the live audience. There was some clapping there. Roman was winning them over. Grace under fire…it had its uses.

The man who had opened the door for her glanced over. “Need something, ma’am?”

“I’m Blythe,” she said, then wondered what had prompted her to make this a personal thing.

Winter’s voice whispered. You’ve forgotten that, I think. And Patrick’s. Asking for help isn’t a weakness.

“Kimball,” the man replied.

“I was wondering where I would find Dominic.”

“In the front offices, most likely. Just keep going through the big living room.”

“Thanks.”

She stepped into the living room with a degree of diffidence. Patrick had been here when she had left to find Winter.  She didn’t want to see him. He would want to know about Winter and Blythe wanted time to consider everything Winter had said…and had done to her.

She still felt great. Better than great. She was full of energy, bouncing with it. She needed to move. The idea of diving into a pool and cranking out ten laps was enticing. Lifting weights…she just knew she would break all her personal best records if she tried it.

The living room was empty. Sheet music was scattered over the piano, the only sign that anyone had been in here.

She followed her nose as Kimball had suggested, picking one of the two arches on the other side of the room. There were soft sounds coming from the left one that reminded her of the few offices she had ever been in. Clicking keys and the hum of a printer. And voices.

There was a short passage on the other side of the arch and two doors leading off, one on either side. The keyboard sounds were coming from the left door, so she moved through it.

Her first thought, as she looked around and registered everything, was that this was a hacker’s wet dream. Computers and electronic gadgets were everywhere, including a tall tower of what she thought might be data banks in the corner of the room, lit with red and green led lights. It was the sort of electronic complex that was usually hidden in dark rooms behind service doors, that only highly trained people were allowed to mess with.

Sebastian looked up from the computer he was sitting in front of and Nial straightened up. He had been leaning against the wall when she came in.

She gave them a smile. “I’m looking for Dominic. Do you know where he is?”

Sebastian raised his brows. “Haven’t seen him for a while,” he said. His eyes really were just like Winter’s.

“Have you tried texting him?” Nial asked.

Blythe fished out her cell phone from her back pocket. “I should probably just cut to the chase. Sorry to disturb you.” She turned, as she thumbed out the text message.

“By the way…” Nial said, halting her.

She looked over her shoulder at him.

“I don’t think I’ve thanked you for your help, lately. Of everyone, vampires included, I think you’ve been the most effective at dealing with Summanus. I’m glad you’re here.”

Blythe blinked. “I…er…thanks.”

Nial nodded.

She stumbled out of the room, forcing herself to concentrate on the text message and get it sent, but Nial’s words kept repeating themselves. “…glad you’re here.” It was almost as if he was saying he was glad she was part of the team. Until this moment she hadn’t thought of teams or sides, or squads. It had just been her and a few neighbors and Dominic as the outside asset.

Dominic had brought with him a whole army.

Except that he hadn’t brought them to her. She had been folded into their team.

The crazy thing was, she didn’t even resent it. She, who had always liked having all the control.

Dominic’s response was almost instant. Bedroom. Upstairs, left, end of the passage.

Was that a good idea?

It is, her mind whispered, as wicked thoughts surfaced, bursting through to her consciousness like champagne bubbles. Her new-found energy seemed to surge, making her feel almost twitchy.

She went looking for the stairs.

* * * * *

Dominic was waiting just outside the door to a room at the far end of the passage, saving her from guessing which room at the end he meant.

She walked down the passage, running her gaze over him. He was a very sexy man. She wondered why she hadn’t noticed it until now. He had a strong, square chin and a sharp jawline and those eyes….

Better still, he had shoulders. He wasn’t super tall, like Nial and Patrick. It was possible he was shorter than even Sebastian. But he was taller than her and that was nice. His shoulders were broad, too.

She realized that she had been appreciating his broad frame and the power of his body for weeks now, always under the guise of assessing his combat skills. Her gaze had always lingered and she had a mental picture of him beheading a Summani, the muscles revealed by his sleeveless tee shirt bunching as he worked, sweat making the pale coffee-colored flesh gleam. The leather necklace he wore with the odd little pendant strung on it swung from his neck, bouncing off his chest.

That image had lodge in her mind and stayed there, flickering into view without her noticing, perhaps dozens of times a day. However, she’d had other things on her mind, including the need to find sleep one way or another and hadn’t had the energy to acknowledge the image, or the meaning behind it.

Now she did have the energy.

Dominic was standing with one foot outside the doorway, so she pressed her back against the opposite doorframe and looked at him. “Hi.”

His gaze met hers. Heat leapt between them.

Her heart thudded and something curled over in the pit of her stomach.

“You’re reading my mind,” she said.

“I can’t help it. You’re shouting at me.” His voice was low. Almost rumbling.

“Can I come in?”

“Please.” His gaze wouldn’t let her go.

Blythe tore her gaze away from him and stepped into the room. It was a small bedroom, with a walk-in closet and a second door that she guessed was a bathroom.

The bed was rumpled, as if he had been lying on it.

“Did I wake you?”

Dominic shut the door behind her. “I couldn’t sleep. Don’t worry about it.”

An older model laptop sat on the desk under the window. The image showing on the screen caught her eye. “Is that you?” She was drawn closer by the strangeness of the picture. It was a photo, taken inside some sort of theater, for there were spotlights in the background, one of them giving a starburst of light that shot across the top corner of the photo.

A big grand piano with its lid propped open filled the foreground. Sitting at it was Dominic. A very different Dominic. He wore a bowtie, one of the stiff white ones, a starchy white shirt and a jacket that had shiny lapels. He was clean-shaven and his hair was slicked back so the unruly locks didn’t fall forward over his forehead like they did now.

There was a ferocious air about him as he focused on his hands and the word that came to Blythe was “genius”.

“That was me in another life,” Dominic said softly by her shoulder. “They did call me a genius, too. That is all gone now.”

“Because of your hearing?”

“Yes.”

“Why were you looking at it?”

“I just reminded someone that there’s no going back. I thought it was worth reminding myself of that, too.”

“Good.”

“Good?” His head tilted. Then he smiled. “Ah. Good, because you don’t want to waste time on memory trips.”

“I knew your mind-reading was useful,” Blythe said. Kiss me, she added, deliberately not speaking it aloud. Her whole body leapt at the command, bracing itself.

“Yes, you will like it,” he breathed and pressed his lips against her.

It had been too long since she had been kissed.  She realized she had never been kissed like this. A wave of longing rippled through her as if her body was waking up. It was so intense, she could barely breathe or stop herself from reaching out, tearing away clothes and drawing him to her.

“No, no rushing,” Dominic murmured against her lips.

He pulled her against him with a firmness that pressed her full length against his. Heat, strength and a masculine scent washed over her and she groaned.

She could feel his cock against her stomach, a hard ridge of heated flesh. It felt good and she wanted more. She desperately wanted to be taken, to be used. Yet to give herself over like that meant a man had the control…and anyone but her having full control scared her….

“Hey,” he said softly, forcing her to open her eyes.

His black gaze was bare inches from hers.

“You’re safe with me.”

“I don’t want to be safe with you.”

“You just want to be you, afterward.”

Her breath caught. “Yes,” she breathed. He had put his finger on it exactly.

Dominic nodded. “Nothing changes,” he muttered and kissed her again. He didn’t hold back. She could feel his passion flare and this time he let it loose.

His mouth was everywhere, heated lips on her flesh. His hands moved ahead, easing her clothes aside to give him access, until she shrugged out of her sweater impatiently and unclipped her bra.

He took her hand and drew her to the bed, but stopped her from lying on it. “Wait,” he breathed. He unfastened her jeans and stripped them from her, taking her panties as he went. Her boots and socks were pushed off at the same time, leaving her naked.

And he was still fully clothed.

Her heart shuddered in her chest and her pussy throbbed.

Dominic fitted his hands around her waist and lifted her up until she was almost off her feet. She found herself leaning back to compensate and that raised her breasts up to him.

“Yes,” he agreed with a growl, “it does.”

The touch of his lips was magical, firing streaks of pleasure through her body. He sucked the tip of her breast into his mouth as his teeth scraped over the nipple and his tongue lapped at the end. The delight was almost an agony and she groaned, losing herself in the building desire. It had been too long and she wasn’t sure she would last, yet she wanted to stay this way, feel this way, for much longer than she could.

She realized she was sitting on the bed and Dominic was pushing at her shoulder, to make her lie down. She let him press her down.  He didn’t follow her or try to lie over her.

Instead, he firmly spread her thighs apart.

A hot thrill leapt through her. “What are you doing?”

His smile was his answer.  She knew for certain as he eased her thigh far out of the way and threaded his shoulder under the other.

“No. I mean I never…”

“I know.” He dipped his head and his lips fastened on her mound. His hot tongue slid up against her lips, probing. She rolled her head back as the groan ripped through her throat, hard and good. Her climax leapt and swelled, as he pressed his tongue up against her clit, stroking it with a firm softness that was mind-blowing. He seemed to know exactly where the most sensitive point was.

Of course he did, she reminded herself.

Then his fingers nudged inside her, her pussy making slick sounds against his flesh. The little invasion was a silvered, delightful shock, stealing her thoughts.

She began to pant as the climax gripped her. She was helpless, unable to do anything except ride it out. She couldn’t even speak. Didn’t want to.

With a shuddering, gasping cry, she came. Her whole body locked up, the muscles snapping taut, as the climax throbbed through her, making every nerve sizzle. Even her throat strained. She pulsed with it, her breath stolen for long, sweetly agonizing minutes.

When she could breathe and move once more, the pleasure ebbing slowly from her limbs, Dominic finally pulled himself up next to her. His eyes were sleepy with pleasure. “Now you will last.”

Blythe stripped him slowly, letting her mouth trail where she wanted. Underneath the plain white tee shirt, he was as well-muscled as his arms had hinted he would be. The flesh was paler there and there was a scar just under the left nipple. “Another bar fight?” she murmured.

“I won that one.” His voice rumbled in his chest.

She snagged the button of his jeans with her fingers and watched as his stomach muscles quivered in anticipation. Even though she was back to writhing with impatience, she moved slowly, teasing him. It took her a long minute to slide the zipper down and long before she had, his cock appeared, the tip pulsing against his flesh.

She breathed on it, bathing the flesh with heat.

He drew in a ragged breath.

Then she pulled his jeans off. He was already barefoot, so the jeans were the last piece of clothing.

Blythe climbed back onto the bed and prepared to straddle him.  Before she could do more than raise her knee, Dominic sat up. “No, no, no. You get the control back afterward.” He flipped her as if she weighed nothing and pinned her wrists down under his hands. He dipped and kissed her. “This is better.”

Much better. She could only make the admission silently.  She knew he heard her.

He parted her knees with his own and Blythe raised her legs to grip his hips with her thighs, as his cock pressed against her. She was so slippery with moisture that he pushed inside her without resistance, sliding up to the hilt in one long, smooth stroke.

For a moment he held there, pressed up over the top of her, his cock buried deep. It was exquisite.

He began to rock inside her, in and out, his hips working and Blythe’s eyes drifted closed. This was better than anything she ever remembered.

Dominic kept his pace steady, working her body, making her respond. His cock sliding up against the walls of her pussy was stroking the nerve ends, just as his pelvis kissing her clit was stirring the nub back to life.

She began to writhe under him as her climax gathered. This time it seemed to be building from much deeper, threatened to be much greater. It was stealing her breath, even as she tried to moan.

Dominic was thrusting hard. His breath was ragged and he was controlling the ascent, making it build slowly.

The power of the coming climax was almost frightening.

He held it off. Of course, he could read her mind and knew when she was reaching the point of no return. He played her body and orchestrated her pleasure, letting it build then sink, then build a little higher.

She jittered apart beneath him, her body clenching around him helplessly, which only drove the excitement higher. Her attention narrowed down to his body in hers and what it was doing to her.

Her climax didn’t burst over her like the last one had. It erupted from deep within her, tearing at her nerves and sinews, gripping and releasing in bone-deep waves of pleasure.

She screamed, her throat straining, as it pummeled her senses and her vision faded under the onslaught. Distantly, she heard Dominic give a harsh, low cry as he came. His body stiffened against hers and held still, shuddering, until he relaxed and fell against her.

* * * * *

Sebastian found him in the formal front lounge with its carefully arranged armchairs and untouched tables. Patrick stood looking out the window, holding the lace curtain aside.

Sebastian went right up to him. “They’re not flaunting it,” he said earnestly. “They’ve forgotten how much we can hear.”

Patrick didn’t move. “That doesn’t change the fact.”

Sebastian squeezed his shoulder, then left him alone. After all, he was right. Nothing changed the fact.


Chapter Eighteen

Dominic could tell when Blythe’s attention returned to her normal world. She almost stiffened in his arms.

“What’s the time?” she asked and he could hear that she was trying to sound casual. Indifferent.

He turned her chin toward him and stroked her cheek. “Nothing changes, remember? You get to be yourself again, now.”

She let out a breath. “And my kids will freak if I’m not home when they get there.”

He glanced at the laptop screen, which was still live. “Twenty-three after one.”

“Crap.” She launched herself out of the bed. “It takes an hour and a half to get back. They get out at three.”

“And they have to walk home. You have time.”

“A little,” she agreed, thrusting her long legs into the jeans.

“You have the most beautiful legs I have ever seen. And I have seen dancers all over the world turning on theirs.”

She gave him a small smile and hopped as she tugged the zipper closed, then bent and picked up her sweater. The bra was tangled up in it, so she separated them with a hard tug and tossed the bra.

Dominic lifted himself up and rested his head on his hand. “Is that my souvenir?”

“I don’t have a bag to hide it in and I’m not walking through the house with it in my hand.” She pushed her head through the neck of the sweater and brushed her hair out of her eyes, then bent and pushed her feet into her boots. The socks stayed on the floor.

“Hey,” he said softly, as he read the growing panic in her. “You’re fine. Text them to let them know you’ll be late. They’re all sensible kids. They’ll cope if you’re not there for fifteen minutes.”

Blythe relaxed. He could read it and see it in the slump of her shoulders. “You’re right,” she agreed and gave him an effortful smile. She zipped up the other boot, then came over to him and sat on the edge of the bed. “Thanks.” She pressed her hand against the sheet. Somewhere among all the writhing, the cover had slid to the floor. “Thanks for this,” she clarified.

He touched her temple. “I know what you mean.”

She bit her lip.

“Nothing changes,” he reminded her. “Unless you want it to.”

This time her smile was more relaxed and natural. “Are you coming out to hunt tonight?”

“Aren’t you worried that the hatching season is still going?”

“Winter says no. The swarm was too intense. If they can’t find hibernating Summarettes or whole eggs still to hatch—and they can’t—then it’s a sure thing the season is over.” She got to her feet. “One night is enough, anyway.” She went over to the door, put her hand on the handle and looked at him. “And you can say nothing changes till you’re blue in the face, but the reason you’re here right now is because there’s no going back for anyone, including me and most especially you. I know I didn’t misunderstand that one.”

Dominic felt a chill slide into his stomach. His smile died.

He heard her say goodbye and the door latch shut again.  He was too busy dealing with the kick to his gut to do more than notice.

* * * * *

This time, when she passed through the big living room, Patrick was there. He was sitting in an armchair pulled up by the window and was gazing out of it, his elbow on the arm and his fingers pressing against his temple.

“Oh, hey. Hi!” She went toward him.

Patrick turned to look at her and the expression on his face was enough to halt her.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, alarmed. “You look like death warmed over.”

“We are the undead, after all.” Even his voice was a hollowed-out shell.

“What happened?” she whispered.

He swallowed. Then he shook his head. “Nothing. It’s…acting crap. I just had my nose rubbed in the fact that Hollywood still hates me.”

“No, they’re scared of you,” Blythe assured him. “Give them time to come to grips with everything you dumped on them. It’s a lot to take in.”

“You’ve adjusted,” he pointed out.

“I’m not Hollywood.” She gave him her warmest smile. “Thank you, by the way, for what you did last night.”

“I’m glad Winter could help…and others. I can see the difference in you from here.”

“There’s still a way to go yet.” She tapped her temple. “Next time I’m up the sharp end, my reptile brain will try to take over again. Winter said she’d help whenever I needed it. And honestly, I’ve never felt so great. It’s stunning how beaten down you can get without noticing, isn’t it?”

Patrick sighed. “Yes, life has a way of reminding you of your place in it.”

She frowned. “Huh?”

He stood and smiled at her. It was a sunny expression and reminded her abruptly of all his movies, that flittered through her mind like a rolodex on high speed. “Never mind,” he told her. He glanced at the heavy watch on his wrist. “Don’t you need to get back home? The kids will be out of school by the time you get there.”

“Right. Yes.” She pulled out her cell phone. “Thank God for technology.” She waved it at him and dug her car keys out of her hip pocket. “Bye!”

“Goodbye, Blythe,” he said, behind her.

* * * * *

Dominic appeared downstairs two hours later. He was freshly showered and smelled heavenly.

Patrick forced himself to stay in the chair. His heart was beating on its own and gaining speed.

Dominic noticed him as he headed for the kitchen door and slowed his steps. Just like Blythe had. The little furrow appeared between his brows that said he was thinking hard.

Or aroused, Patrick’s mind whispered.

“Ah,” Dominic said softly and there was regret in his voice. “You know.”

“I know,” Patrick agreed.

Dominic sighed. He didn’t apologize, or try to explain. He just stood there, letting the fact sit between them like the indigestible truth it was.

“You’d better go and eat,” Patrick said. “Your stomach is rumbling.”

Dominic hesitated.

Patrick didn’t need to mind read to see his indecision. “Go,” he said. Then he dredged up the same sunny mood he had used with Blythe. “You’ll need the calories tonight.”

“You’re going out with the others?”

“I am a vampire hunter for real now,” he said, letting the irony twist his tone. He had once played a vampire hunter, but that character had hunted vampires for a living. Instead, he was now a living vampire, hunting the Others.

“Be careful,” Dominic said. There was real worry in his voice. “The Summanus are tricky bastards.”

Patrick had no intention of being careful.

It was his very first night of hunting.  By sunrise, he had caught and killed ten Summani and was ready for more. Only the daylight stopped him. Daylight and Sebastian and Nial dragging him back to the car.

Hunting was better than drinking, he had discovered.

And it was much better than sitting around, thinking.

* * * * *

Dominic usually parked his old Jeep outside the front of Blythe’s house whenever they went hunting together, so after the hunt, one of the local squad dropped them both back there.

The hunting tonight had been subdued and unsuccessful. Everyone had been watching out for Summarette swarms and everyone was thinking about Peter, who hadn’t survived the hatching.

Just after midnight, when they congregated at the front of the sub-station, a common meeting place for them after splitting up into pairs, Blythe sighed. “We should probably call it a night. No one really has their mind on the job tonight, including me.”

There was a small silence. After the injuries from the hatching had grounded some of them, the group now consisted of five beside Dominic and Blythe. There was a husband and wife team, Angela and Bruce Davidson. Peter’s next door neighbor, Sarah, was good with a long knife and she was short enough to duck under a Summani’s swinging elbows and jab upward. She had partnered Peter most nights. Tonight she was moving stiffly, recovering from the bites she had gotten before Peter had shoved her into a nearby car.

Blythe’s next door neighbors, Harry and Jim, worked together, too. They were the most inexperienced out of everyone, so they were training during the day, determined to make a difference.

Everyone looked at the ground, shifting on their feet, at the oblique reminder of Peter’s death.

Then Sarah looked up. “Peter’s wife wants to join the squad.”

Dominic glanced at Blythe. He knew she was uncomfortable with any analogy to military ops. Calling this loose knit group a squad was a sure way to irritate her.

Blythe merely shrugged. “If she thinks she can handle his sword, she’s welcome. She knows the risks better than any of us.” Even Blythe sounded tired.

“We need more people,” Dominic reminded her. There had been fifteen people out hunting last night, under Peter’s directions.

Blythe shook her head. “After the hatching last night, recruits will be hard to find.”

Dominic suspected that she was wrong, He didn’t refute her in front of the others.

Blythe pushed her knife back into the scabbard in her boot with a decisive thrust. “Let’s all get a good night’s sleep and meet back here at nine tomorrow night. Does that suit?”

There was a murmur of agreement and everyone started to drift away. Jim glanced at the two of them over his shoulder. “Would you like a ride back to your house?”

And so Jim and Harry had delivered them back at the house just shortly after twelve-thirty. They had stood upon the sidewalk, Blythe staring down at her feet, a deep frown bringing her brows together. She had been pre-occupied all evening. Dominic had stopped himself from prying or asking direct questions. Yesterday and the day before, he would not have asked. Tonight, he could not ask, either. That was the deal.

Now that it was the time when he would normally leave, huge reluctance kept his feet planted on the sidewalk. He couldn’t even reach for his car keys, tucked in the interior pocket of the light coat he was wearing. The coat had replaced his leather one, which he found almost impossible to put on, now.

It was a balmy night, one of the slightly cooler nights that reminded Angelinos that they lived between a desert and an ocean. A coat wasn’t really necessary, although all of them had learned to wear tough cotton or denim coats to protect their arms against Summanus thorns. A coat with lots of pockets was a useful weapons and tools carrier.

Dominic looked up at the stars that were very clear tonight. The street lights had been switched off at midnight and the street was quiet, shadowed and peaceful.

A long way away, Dominic could hear the traffic on the freeway, which never slept. Just overhead and louder, was the soft whisper of the wind in the tops of the old jacarandas and oaks lining the street.

He remembered nights like this in Santiago. Rare nights, when there were no people around. The silence had been like a song all by itself.

No one gets to go back.

He let out a breath and dug out his keys. “I guess I should go.”

Blythe gave a soft exhalation, as if she had made up her mind. She stepped closer. Her lips met his.

It was impossible, after that, not to gather her up in his arms and pull her against him. He had wanted to do something like this all night. He had been fighting against the impulse to touch her, even in a small way. A stroke of her hand. A kiss on the cheek. To brush the long locks that fell over her eyes out of the way and let his fingers linger after that.

He had carefully stayed out of her mind, only listening to the superficial echo of her voice. He had made himself avoid sampling even her mental mood.

So now he returned the kiss with a rush of hot need and longing that surprised even him. He couldn’t get close enough to her, even though they were pressed together from knee to chest.

Blythe pulled open the two big studs holding his coat closed and slid her hands inside and around him. She pressed herself up against him once more, without the filled pockets getting between them. She was warm and soft against him and his body tightened.

Dominic couldn’t let her go. He dropped small kisses on her face, wherever he could reach, then came back to her lips once more.

“Dominic,” she breathed against his mouth.

He closed his eyes and made himself stop. All except his hand, which stayed in her hair, sampling the incredible softness of it. He let out a heavy breath, then another one.

“You should come inside,” Blythe said.

His heart squeezed. “But…” He swallowed. “Your children.”

“They’re old enough. I mean, they know that….”

She was frowning again and he pressed his thumb against the furrow, to smooth it away.

“Read me,” she said shortly.

Startled, he dipped into her thoughts. They were chaotic, as most adults were.  At the forefront was the knowledge that things had changed. Something had shifted in her, so that now she couldn’t stop thinking about that afternoon and not just the sex, which had been great, but all of it, what it might mean.

And she was afraid. That was why she was frowning, why she had kept her distance all night and been careful not to indicate even indirectly that anything had shifted between them. He had been so quick to assure her that nothing would change that now she was afraid he wanted it that way.

Yet she needed him. The glimpse of the degree of her wanting startled him and made his body stiffen even more and his cock stir. It wasn’t simple lust. It was much more complicated than that and she wasn’t able to analyze it. She didn’t have the courage to try to tease out exactly what this huge, amorphous lump of feelings was.

Yes, things had changed. She didn’t think that was a bad thing.

“Thank god,” Dominic muttered and kissed her. This time he let himself express all of his wanting and desire. He didn’t hold himself back. He kept her head steady and plundered her mouth with his. She tasted so sweet. She was so unexpectedly soft for such a strong woman….

When he ran out of breath and really had to breathe once more, he released her—just her mouth—but kept his lips near hers.

The night around them had become brighter. Clearer.

“We’ll get arrested,” she murmured. “Out here on the street.”

“Your kids will read much into this, if I come inside.” For just behind her fear and her longing had been the knowledge that if he came with her, then it was for the night. She had no intention of kicking him back out the door in an hour or so, his boots in his hands and his clothing only half-on.

In part, that was where the fear came from. Tomorrow morning would be a minefield of speculation and teasing from Jake and the twins.

“They’ll just have to handle it,” she said firmly. “The whole world is changing. This can change, too.” Surrounding her words were years of abstinence, of making her children the priority over even simple companionship.

She stepped away from him and the air that rushed in to replace where her body had been against him was cool in comparison. “Will you come in?” This time, she was asking. In her mind, he could see that she already knew he would agree. She wanted to make it formal. Official.

He picked up her hand and squeezed it. “Very well.”

Pleasure rippled through her and an almost school-girl-like giddiness.

He couldn’t help smiling. “If we’re caught, I will not hide under the bed, okay? Just so we’re clear.”

She didn’t laugh aloud.  Instead, humor bubbled up in her mind and mixed with her heady happiness, like a mental champagne.

* * * * *

They moved silently into the bedroom.  Sneaking in didn’t bother Dominic at all. Her thoughts explained that she was only concerned about waking the girls and Jake, for all of them were short on sleep lately, especially Jake. There was no sensation that she was trying to hide the fact that he was here.

When the bedroom door closed, she flowed up against him, all her defenses down.

Dominic realized that he was trembling with anticipation and his hands shook as he removed her clothing and his. When they were bare, he pulled her up against him once more. The softness of her, the feminine delight of her…he didn’t think he could get enough of it. He wanted to inhale her. She was so unlike—

Abruptly, he realized where his thoughts were leading and blanked them out, smothering them with denial. Instead, he concentrated on the taste of her mouth and how much it pleased him.

And it did. It was as if they had not made love that afternoon—and even calling it “making love” seemed proper and correct. It fit with the harmony building inside him. It might have begun as sex, but it had not ended that way. His instincts had recognized that even as she had laid in his arms afterward, even though it had taken him until now to consciously understand.

Yet he wanted her with a strength that beggared the last few weeks of silent, unacknowledged yearning. He wanted her now.

He picked her up and rested her back against the door and against the silky robe hanging from it, placing her to one side of the hook. She gripped the hook, holding herself up, as he spread her thighs with his hands and lowered her onto him. She was slippery, more than ready. The heat of her was astonishing.

Her pussy tightened around him, caressing his shaft. His breath shuddered in response. Her legs wrapped around him.

Coherent thought shattered after that. He drove himself into her, a purely physical creature, driven by his need. Blythe’s breath became uneven and soft moans slipped from her. He could feel the walls of her pussy squeezing him as his pelvis pressed up against her folds. He could feel her pleasure building, in his mind.

It drove him onward, racing for the release they both wanted.

Their climax was mutual and for a moment his heart stopped under the pressure of it.

Even as the waves of pleasure dissipated, he could feel the need still in the pit of his belly. And hers, too.

So he lifted and carried her over to the unmade bed, then claimed her again. She reached for him as he slid back inside her. His cock was still throbbing, his balls aching. He needed more.

And even the next climax did not drain him.

He couldn’t get enough of her. He tried. Blythe seemed as hungry as he, reaching for him sometimes even before he knew he wanted her again. Her act of reaching would prime him and he would take her.

They were both human and eventually, sleep tugged more heavily than need, yet he still could not let her go. He wrapped his body around hers and she curved willingly inside his arms and torso, her back against him.

And that was how they woke, a few hours later. Neither of them had moved.

Until Blythe stretched like a cat on her side, kicking back the sheet and dislodging the pillow on that side of the bed that she had not used.

Dominic kissed the back of her shoulder.

She rolled over to look at him, her gaze only inches from him. “Shall we face the jury?” she asked softly.  The corners of her mouth lifted and he could feel the simple happiness welling from her core. She was ready to face anything today, including the judgment of her children, as long as he was with her.

Dominic couldn’t think of anywhere better to be than right next to her.


Chapter Nineteen

“This is Dominic, Jake. He’s been hunting with me a few weeks now.” They were simple words.  Dominic knew the casual air and words were a mask for the sudden fear Blythe was feeling as she confronted the first of her children to appear for breakfast.

Jake understood immediately. That was very clear, as he looked at Dominic with sharp curiosity. There was a ‘wow, really?’ sensation coloring his understanding. Close on the heels of it was puzzlement.

He kept looking from one of them to the other.

Blythe cleared her throat and opened the fridge. “Waffles, Jake?”

“But…” Jake said, then pressed his lips together. “Sure,” he said and sat at the far corner of the table from Dominic. He pulled the laptop over toward him and raised the lid.

Dominic caught what Jake was thinking almost without trying. Like his mother, he was very easy to read. The puzzlement was not because his mother had openly started a relationship, but because Dominic was not—

Dominic stiffened, trying to thrust away the boy’s thoughts, to unhear them.

It was too late.

Dominic wasn’t Patrick Sauvage, who the boy had half-expected would be his mother’s first—

Dominic pinched the bridge of his nose, using pain to cut through the incomplete thought, to disperse it.

“Are you okay?” Jake said, as he opened the laptop.

“I…um, yes.”

“Jake, you should know that Dominic reads minds. It’s how he’s able to hear people. Otherwise, he would be quite deaf.”

Jake’s eyes widened. Then his lips parted as he put it together and pink tinged his cheeks. “For real?” he asked, except he already knew the truth of it. His blush told Dominic that much. He wasn’t prepared to dip into the boy’s mind any more.

“For real,” Dominic repeated. He gave a stiff smile. “Don’t worry. Whatever I might accidentally ‘hear’, I don’t repeat to anyone else.”

Jake’s gaze slid toward his mother, who was warming up the waffle iron and mixing batter. “Like a lawyer?” he asked.

“Better than that. Lawyers can be compelled by courts and judges. I can’t.”

Jake relaxed, even though wariness colored his mood. “So, you hunt with Mom?”

“She does the hunting. I’m the bloodhound.”

“He can hear the Summanus in his head,” Blythe added. “It’s like having radar. Makes hunting a doddle.”

“Then Mom goes in and kills them?”

“Dominic does his share of the killing,” Blythe said, before Dominic could answer.

“Sweet.” Jake gave him a grin and Dominic realized that he had won an initial approval. The boy looked down at the screen of the laptop and his eyes widened. “Fuck me!”

“Jake!” Blythe cried, shock and amusement battling for first place in her tone.

Jake shook his head. “No, really.” He spun the laptop so that it was facing a point half-way between where Dominic sat and where Blythe stood behind the island, beating the batter.

At the top of the screen was a Facebook post. Because it was a laptop, the image took up more space on the screen than a normal desktop and was crystal clear. Part of Dominic’s mind processed what that meant—someone had upgraded the laptop’s image processors for better definition.

Therefore, Patrick was picked out in perfect detail, even though the photo had been taken at night. Last night, in fact, for Nial and Sebastian were on either side of him and Sebastian was wearing the same black jeans he’d had on when Dominic had been at the house yesterday.

Whoever had taken the photo had caught them as they were heading somewhere. It was a candid shot, probably taken by a cell phone from about twenty feet away.

Dominic’s attention was caught by the determination on all three of their faces. The most riveting of all was the big sword strapped diagonally across Patrick’s back, the hilt within easy reach over his shoulder.

The sword looked good on him. It looked right, like it was supposed to be there.

So did the fierce scowl of concentration on his face.

“He looks like he did in that movie last summer,” Blythe said, her voice distant, as if she was dealing with a lot of unspoken thoughts, too. “The clothes are different, though.”

“That’s because this is for real, Mom,” Jake said and tapped the screen. “He’s a hunter, now, like you.” His eyes were shining and his face glowing with what Dominic thought might be pride.

Dominic focused on the fine print below the photo. The photo had been uploaded only three hours ago and it had already been shared over a million times.

It had gone viral.

Blythe stirred, then began beating the batter again. “I didn’t know he could use a sword,” she said, almost to herself. Then her gaze caught Dominic’s.

“He’s trained for years, for his movies. I guess it’s all coming in useful now,” Dominic said.

Jake’s eyes widened again. “You know Patrick Sauvage, too?”

Too.

Dominic kept his face still. “Yes,” he said. He couldn’t find any words to add to make the abrupt response sound better.

Blythe stopped beating. “Jake, set the table, please. The girls will be down in a minute.” She turned back to the heated waffle iron and spooned in batter. The iron hissed and spat and she dropped the lid on it.

“I’ll help,” Dominic said. “Tell me what to do.”

Jake shook his head. “No sweat. I’ve got it.” He put the laptop away and pulled out a drawer on the front side of the island and began counting out forks into his hand.

Dominic studied Blythe’s stiff back. He could dive into her mind and find the answers for himself, but after being scalded by Jake’s uncluttered and honest thoughts, he didn’t want to try.

So he sat and sampled his own unhappiness, instead. What was it neither of them wanted to tell him about Patrick?

* * * * *

When Eloise and Simone came downstairs at Blythe’s call, she watched Dominic win them both over with his Latinate charm and good looks. They melted, any indignation over their mother inviting a man home disappearing like snow in the sun.

The dark mood that had gripped Dominic had disappeared, as he smiled and joked with the girls. They were almost giggling with delight, too young to understand that they were responding to his overwhelming sex appeal. Blythe was just as happy to leave them ignorant.

By the time they collected their lunches and headed out the door, Blythe felt exhausted. She was short on sleep, the morning meal had felt like a battleground and she wasn’t sure why.

Dominic was doing the dishes and worked silently.

She finished clearing up, trying to think beyond the need to sleep. Hazy questions occurred to her but they wouldn’t come into focus.

“You should go back to bed,” Dominic said, his back still to her. “To sleep, this time.”

Blythe almost jumped. “Aren’t you tired?”

“I can’t afford to be. I have a ninety-minute drive before I can go to sleep.”

“Sleep here,” she said. Then hastened to qualify the offer. “On the sofa, if you want. Or…the bed. Either way.” She cleared her throat, then shoved the syrup back into the cupboard and dumped the last dirty plate on the sink next to him. “Besides, it will be a lot quieter in this house than it would be in that mansion full of the undead.”

The sound of swishing water stopped.

She turned to check and saw that Dominic had turned toward the fridge, his hand reaching for the tea towel hanging on the magnetic hook. His gaze was lifted higher than that.

He had focused on the little whiteboard and the phone number written there.

Her heart jumped.

He stirred and picked up the tea towel and dried his hands, moving slowly. He wasn’t even looking at her.

“Dominic?”

There was pain in his eyes when he met her gaze. “You have his private cell phone number. And that’s his writing.”

“It’s not what you think.”

“Your thoughts say otherwise.”

She could feel her cheeks heating. “Of course I like him. He’s only an international film star! That’s all it is.”

Dominic shook his head. “Your memories of when he was here, when he wrote that number. They’re…colored. You wanted him. He wanted you.” Then the frown smoothed away. “Nothing happened,” he finished as if he was telling himself that.

“I’m just a fan,” Blythe said softly. Honestly.

“Not anymore. It’s gone beyond that now. Now that he….” He was back to frowning again. “…saved…Jake.” Then he refocused on her face. “What happened?”

“Can’t you read that too?” Blythe asked.

“It’s mixed up. You’re all mixed up about when he was here. There’s too much…guilt.” He added the last word with a note of surprise and studied her. Then he sat down on the chair that Jake had failed to push back under the table and looked at her. “You knew. About Patrick and me.”

Blythe pressed her lips together. “Do you want me to tell you the rest, or do you just want to read it all?”

Dominic pushed out a chair with his foot. “Tell me what happened,” he said. “Then I will understand what you are thinking.”

Blythe sighed and sat down. She forced herself to tell him of Patrick’s visit, which had been only yesterday morning. A small aeon had passed since then. As she spoke, however, the hot stew of feelings returned. Her chest tightened.

How could she feel this way about a man she barely knew—and had loved forever from afar, her treacherous mind whispered—when she also wanted Dominic with a power that frightened her with its strength?

“Patrick has presence. He’s the sort of man who takes all the oxygen out of the room when he enters,” Dominic said. “Even I wasn’t immune.” His smile was more of a grimace.

“But I want you,” Blythe said quickly. “Last night…” Her .perceptions had shifted overnight. She was no longer content with being a single mother beating back the rest of the world and raising her kids on her own. She had become a woman with needs and she needed Dominic. “Patrick is…yes, you’re right, he tends to suck people to him when he’s standing in the same room. He figured out about Jake…and me.  That has probably saved both of us. But I don’t know him. It’s just a stupid fan crush. It’s embarrassing.”

Dominic shook his head. “You should let yourself find out what it really is.”

Horror touched her. “You mean…?” Pursue him. She couldn’t say the words aloud, but Dominic would hear them for sure. It felt like she was shouting them. “What about you?”

Dominic shrugged.  His gaze would not meet hers.

Fright touched her.

He looked up quickly. “No, I don’t think you’re losing me. Not exactly.” He sighed. “This would be much easier if you could just read my mind, too. The words are hard to say.”

“Yes,” Blythe said heartily.

There was misery in his eyes.

“Why did you break up with him?” she asked. “I know you did. You would not have let me kiss you if you were still together.”

“We…argued.” Dominic pursed his full lips. “I don’t think Patrick realized how strongly I resented him trying to push me back into music again. He loves it so much himself, he doesn’t understand why I would ever want to avoid it.”

“He was making you play?”

“No, I wanted to,” Dominic said quickly. “I know that doesn’t make sense if I’m trying to avoid it.  It’s a bit like a drug addict trying to stay away from heroin. They love the high, you know. They love how it makes them feel and at the same time they hate it. They hate the way they feel when they’re sober. They hate their lives. They hate that they can’t resolve the dilemma.”

“And Patrick was encouraging you to play,” Blythe said slowly, as she began to understand. “Like a pusher, holding out hope.”

Dominic pulled in a deep breath and let it out. “I can’t hear the music through him. It is imperfect…like hearing only half the melody. I can remember the notes in between, but I don’t hear them. So I can’t even find the high anymore.”

There was a deep sadness in his voice, that made Blythe want to cry for him.

His dark gaze met hers. “You…you touch a different side of me. One I did not know I had.”

“The warrior?” Blythe smiled as she said it. “Every man has a warrior inside.”

“I thought it was just survival,” he explained.

“It is, in the end.”

Dominic nodded. “Yes.”

Their gazes met and this time there was no discord there. Just understanding, although there were thousands of questions yet to be answered.

“Answers for later,” Dominic said softly. “You’re drooping. You must sleep.”

She got to her feet. “As long as you do, too.”

Dominic glanced toward the sofa.

“Upstairs, with me…if you want?” she asked, feeling suddenly awkward.

His smile was answer enough.

* * * * *

When she woke five hours later, the sunlight was broad in the window and Dominic’s hand lay heavily over her waist. He was still asleep, breathing deeply. His thick black lashes rested against his cheeks, giving him a vulnerable air. For the first time she wondered how old he was. At times, given all he had experienced, he seemed far older than her.

Not that she really gave a damn.

She realized that while Dominic was sleeping, her thoughts were her own. She was safe to think about matters that might bother him when he was awake. She had swiftly grown used to him rifling through her thoughts for answers, or answering unspoken questions. She had also learned how to push subjects aside without examining them.

Now she was free to consider everything that had happened in the last two days.

Carefully, she lifted his hand and slid out from beneath it, pushed her arms into her robe and crept downstairs. She wanted coffee like nobody’s business.

While the coffee was brewing she moved slowly through the living room, around the stairs to the formal dining room on the other side. Against the inside wall was her mother’s old upright piano. It had been used as a default sideboard for years, as no one in Blythe’s family played, or had any inclination to. Her mother had been the last player Blythe had known and even she had not played for long years before she died.

Blythe’s childhood memories were spotted with melodies and tinkling notes coming from the dusty formal front parlor of her childhood home, while she played outside or swung on the tire hanging from the old oak out the front.

She lifted the lid, knowing that this was what she had come downstairs to do, all along.

Clearly, she did not love music the way either Dominic or even Patrick did. However, she had always liked listening to her mother play and now, suddenly, she missed that.

Except she had no idea how to make the piano produce the beautiful notes. She had never been taught.

Her heart thudding hard, she spread her fingers and pressed them against the keys.

The piano responded softly, for she had not pressed hard. The sound was off-kilter, a jangling of notes.

She was so uneducated about music, she wouldn’t know if the piano was out of tune or not. She had it serviced every year.  The tuners always bitched about the L.A. heat and how it made strings warp and stretch even when they just sat there.

How could she think of being with a man who loved music so much he called it an addiction? Her complete lack of musical ability or appreciation would ultimately frustrate him and drive him away.

She used her forefinger to pick out odd notes, hitting the black keys as well, listening to the fractional note they played, against the white keys’ more pure notes. She didn’t know if that was what they were called.  It was how she had always thought of the black keys.

“They’re called sharps and flats,” Dominic said, from behind her.

Blythe whirled, her heart leaping.

Dominic wore his jeans and nothing else. He was standing, holding the newel post at the bottom of the stairs, gazing at the piano.

“I’m sorry,” she said and reached for the lid.

“Wait.” He held up his hand. His frown was back, the one that told her he was listening to thoughts. “Play more.”

“I can’t play. Not at all.”

“Any note. Play it.”

There was an imperious demand in his tone, an urgency that made her turn back to the keyboard. Guilt swept her, as she picked out notes from up and down the keyboard. They were random, unmusical. A cat strolling across the keyboard would have served better.

Dominic came and stood by her side, staring down at her hand. She was only using the one finger.

“Again,” he whispered.

Blythe tucked her hands under her elbows. “I won’t do that to you.”

Dominic caught her face between his hands, with the long fingers. He kissed her. “It’s all right,” he told her with a small smile. Then he gently pushed her aside and pulled out the stool.

“No, Dominic…”

He shook his head as he sat down. “It will be okay,” he told her. “Just stay there.”

She couldn’t have moved anyway.

He held his hands over the keyboard and she could tell just by the way he held them that he was a master. His whole body had shifted, adjusted, so that he was sitting over it. Commanding the instrument.

He began to play and Blythe caught her breath. It was beautiful. She had no idea what the music was.  He was producing from her mother’s ancient piano such beautiful sounds that her chest ached in response.

The last of the notes died away. It might have been five minutes or five years later. She didn’t know. Only after the music stopped did she dare breathe properly.

Dominic was staring at his hands and she almost cried. He hadn’t heard the music. Not properly.

“But I did.” He looked at her and tears were glistening in his eyes. “I heard it all. Every note. Even the silences.” He got to his feet and kissed her again and this time it was deep, sharing emotions he couldn’t speak of.

He had heard the music.

Blythe wrapped her arms around his neck and held him, almost shaking with her relief and her happiness that the music had come back to him.

“It hasn’t,” he said softly against her cheek. “It won’t ever come back to me. Through you, though, I can hear it. I can hear it properly. You hear music just like I do.”

He held her and she thought he would squeeze the breath out of her, so hard did his arms tighten around her.

Then he let her go and pushed her far enough away to look at her. “What is that you’re hearing?” he asked. “There is a melody in your mind.”

Blythe shook her head. “It’s nothing. Something my mother used to play when I was small.”

“Listen to it again,” he said. “Play it back in your mind.”

Feeling foolish, knowing she would probably never recall the full song, she made herself hear the music her mother had often played.

“I know this….” Dominic pushed her farther back and cupped her cheek. “Listen.”

He settled back at the keyboard and lifted his chin, staring into the air. He was recalling the song himself.

Then he began to play.

It was the same haunting, sweet melody, rising and falling among the soft, sad chords that played in the background. The melody had always made Blythe think of the sea, of people who had gone far away, while those who loved them waited on the shore, bereft and alone.

Now, all she could think about were the long hot summer days of her childhood. Of her parents, long gone. Her brother, lost in a car accident when she was only nine. The music brought back memories of her mother she had forgotten. The way she had run the family with an iron fist, yet had always been a complete lady. She had never raised her voice, yet both Blythe and her brother had instantly obeyed, while they cheerfully ignored their father’s bellows.

Finally, Blythe recognized the strength her mother had always hidden. She had that strength, too.

Her tears spilled down her cheeks. She was helpless to stop them.

“Blythe. Dominic.”

The music stopped instantly. Blythe spun to look toward the stairs.

Patrick stood there. And his expression was that of a man in agony.


Chapter Twenty

“Jake called me,” Patrick said slowly, as if each word was painful to speak. “He said you needed help.”

Blythe felt Dominic’s fingers tangle in hers. He squeezed. Then he pushed her hand forward.

Toward Patrick.

Understanding blazed in her mind. Dominic was telling her to go to him. To find out.

He was pushing her toward Patrick because he had seen in her mind the sudden flare of want. He had been right all along. It had moved beyond a fan’s adoration. Whatever she was feeling had changed when Patrick had confronted them in her own kitchen and made them see the truth about themselves. When he had helped Jake and propped up Jake’s self-esteem at the same time.

How she felt about him had shifted again when she had seen his image on Facebook. The sword strapped to his back. The implacable determination in his eyes that made his jaw square and solid. The fighter. The warrior. Patrick’s true vampire nature.

Now that he stood there before her, the wanting leapt to a new level.

But it was Dominic’s fingers tangled in hers. Dominic’s hand had lain across her.

Blythe tightened her fingers around his and stayed still.

Dominic got to his feet, pulling his hand away. He pushed her forward, his hand against her back. “Kiss him.” His voice was strained. “You want to. He wants it, too.”

Patrick drew in a sharp breath. “No. Not if it means someone gets hurt.”

“No one has to get hurt.” Dominic was pushing against her back again. Then he made an impatient sound, picked up her arm and pulled her across the floor. The whole time, Blythe could not look away from Patrick.

He wanted to kiss her.

“Is it true?” she asked him and realized she stood only inches away from him. She had to lift her chin to look him in the eye.

Patrick kept his gazed locked on her. “Yes.” It was a soft confirmation.

Her heart leapt again. It was ramming against her chest, a runaway beat. And her legs felt weak. “Have you always….?”

“Yes.”

She tried to catch her breath. “Dominic….”

“Him, too.”

Blythe’s thoughts fractured. She was losing it. All she could think about was what Patrick’s lips would feel like against hers.

He was standing so still. He was waiting for her to tell him what she wanted. He would not force the issue in any way, not with Dominic standing there, watching them both.

So she reached up on her toes to kiss him.

She never made it. As soon as she swayed toward him, Patrick closed the space between them, pulling her up and against him. His lips came down on hers, his hand grasped her head and he kissed her with an intensity that scattered the last of her coherent thoughts.

His tongue touched hers, then returned to stroke it and play with it.

She couldn’t breathe and didn’t care. Her body was aflame, every nerve ending shrieking. This was completely different from being kissed by Dominic. Different…and just as good.

Dominic.

Horrified, she pushed away from Patrick and staggered back, bringing the back of her hand up to her mouth. She wasn’t surprised to see that her fingers were trembling.

“It’s all right,” Dominic said in a soothing voice.

She shook her head. Patrick looked just as guilty as her and that made her feel even worse.

Dominic turned her shoulders, making her look at him, instead. His dark eyes were grave. “Don’t think of anything right now,” he urged her.

“But—”

He touched his fingertips to her lips, making her fall silent. Then he kissed her. It was brief and thorough, his tongue sweeping through her mouth in a single caress.

Blythe couldn’t catch her breath. Confusion was pummeling her, as she tried to understand.

Then Dominic gave her a small smile and turned to Patrick. He gripped Patrick’s shirt in his fists and kissed him.

Her growing understanding was swept away by a sheet of white hot lust, that swept over her as she watched the two men together. They looked so good together. So sexy.

Patrick’s eyes closed and he groaned.

Blythe pressed her hand over her mouth to stop an echoing groan from escaping. Her pussy was throbbing, demanding attention. Her clit pulsed. Watching them kissing was more erotic than anything else she had ever witnessed in her life.

Then Dominic took a step back, tearing his mouth from Patrick’s. “Do you understand now?” His voice was hoarse.

She could see that Patrick did understand. There was a raw lust in his eyes that she had never seen before. And he was looking at her…and Dominic. “Blythe?” he said softly.

She swallowed. “Are you asking if I agree to this?”

“Yes.”

A shaky laugh escaped her. “I think I agreed to this days ago. I just didn’t know it.”

The two men exchanged a glance. Then they both stepped toward her and Blythe thought she might spontaneously burst into flame. She was shaking with it.

Dominic brushed her hair out of her eyes. “There’s no need to be afraid.”

“Not anymore,” Patrick said, just as softly. “We’ve all had our blinders removed.” He kissed her again and this time it was beyond heavenly, for Dominic was standing behind her, holding her, as Patrick kissed her.

Dominic kissed the nape of her neck from behind, making her shiver. It was powerfully arousing to have two pairs of lips on her body. She felt incredibly wicked, yet at the same time it felt perfectly natural, as if this was the way it was supposed to be.

As Dominic trailed his lips over her neck and stroked the other side, Patrick moved his lips down to her throat.

For a moment, she wondered if he would bite her.

“No, he won’t bite,” Dominic murmured. “Except maybe at the end, if he can’t help himself. If he does, you’ll like it.” Dominic chuckled. “So will I.”

Blythe looked at Patrick, startled. He had lifted his head and his eyes were bright with amusement. “We found that one out by accident,” he said. “I’m still learning details about a vampire life.” He brushed her hair, pushing her bangs aside. “It doesn’t bother you, does it?”

She shook her head. “Unless you stop kissing me.”

“My turn,” Dominic said. He pressed on her shoulders, turning her around to face him.

Patrick’s arms came around her. He rested his hands against her torso and she reflected that he wasn’t as cold as she had been led to believe a vampire would be. His touch was cool, but not frigid. It was as if he had no body heat and merely stayed at the same temperature as the ambient air.

His fingers did not stay still. They stroked restlessly and as they were just beneath her breasts, it was the worst sort of teasing. Her breasts ached and she wanted his hands on them.

Dominic stole her attention, kissing her.

And she was back to enjoying Dominic’s kiss, which was a unique thing and completely wonderful.

That was when Patrick cupped her breasts, his thumbs capturing the nipples through the thin silk of her robe and squeezing them against his fingers. It was an exquisite sensation and rippled through her nerves to the ends, making her shudder. She moaned into Dominic’s mouth.

“Upstairs,” Patrick said. His voice was rough, thick with growing pleasure.

Just the suggestion alone made her body surge in desire. Her clit pounded. She wore only panties underneath the robe and that felt like far too many layers.

At the same time, she felt almost naked because both of them were wearing clothing. Patrick was in his usual shirt and trousers and shoes. Dominic only had his jeans on, yet seemed far more dressed than she.

She could feel the heat of his chest against her flesh, where it showed between the open edges of the robe.

Patrick was drawing her backward. One slow step at a time.

They were heading for the stairs.

Her breath caught, as she thought of what would happen when they reached her room. And her nerve ends gave a fizzing spurt of excitement that made her shudder.

Patrick’s hands under her arms guided her to lift her foot and step back and up onto the first step. That put Dominic at a lower level than her and he took full advantage of it. He teased the front of her robe open a few inches. The belt kept it where he placed it. Then he leaned in and slid his tongue over the inch of flesh revealed, from the base of her neck down to her waist. He lifted his chin and nibbled at the skin between her breasts. He held her hips, keeping her steady for his feast.

Patrick’s hands came over her shoulders and slid down to cup her breasts again. She found herself arching back in response, which raised her breasts and pressed them into his hands. Her nipples were hard and incredibly sensitive. She longed for someone to take them in their mouth.

Then she realized that there were two of them and that if they chose to, they could each have one breast each. That thought swamped her with a silvery rush of pleasure, that made her moan. Truly, she had never considered how delicious the possibilities of two men together would be.

Dominic raised his head and his smile was full of heat and pleasure. “And this is just the beginning,” he assured her.

Patrick had been coaxing her up the stairs, one step at a time. “What is she thinking?”

“Blythe is just realizing the possibilities of having two of us together.”

“I wouldn’t let myself think about it, either,” Patrick said with a growl. “Now my imagination is running away with me. To begin….”

Blythe realized she was being slanted backward and lowered to the stairs. Dominic helped her settle herself on the stairs, her butt on one and her back resting against the higher ones. Then Patrick climbed down beside her and Dominic moved up on her other side. Her heart leapt as she realized the possibilities of this position. She thought she might burst.

Patrick looked at Dominic and she sensed that even though he couldn’t read minds, they were both in agreement and recognized that. Then Patrick leaned forward and kissed Dominic, a short one that looked like either confirmation, or reassurance. Either way, it didn’t matter, for Dominic nodded and turned his gaze upon her.

Both of them bent their heads and at the same moment, their mouths fastened upon her breasts, right through the thin silk. One mouth was hot, the other was not and it was a startling sensation.

Their teeth scratched at her nipples through the silk and the muted feeling was enhanced by the silk itself. It was different and oh, so arousing. Her eyes drifted shut and she groaned. Her hips lifted in response and someone’s hand laid against her belly. As the fingertips moved, she realized that it must be Patrick’s big hand. The lower fingers were perilously close to her mound and that was even more inducement to squirm.

Her belt was tugged undone and the robe slithered away from her body. The air felt cool against her flesh, especially her nipples, which were heated tips. They were not left exposed for long. Both men bent their heads again and fastened upon her breasts.

Her gasp this time was almost a scream. The intensity of having two of them do this to her at the same time was almost overwhelming. Her thoughts drifted and became incoherent. She focused upon the pleasure and her empty pussy.

Her climax was already beginning. From the depths of her belly, it built. Her pussy clenched longingly and her clit pulsed.

Dominic’s fingers slipped beneath her panties. She knew it was him because of the length of the fingers and the heat that was coming from them. It was a secondary thought, far in the background. The sensation of his fingers against her mound registered first and her hips jerked in response. “Lower,” she begged in a voice that was almost unrecognizable.

“I do like making you squirm,” Patrick said. “We should do much more of this,” he told Dominic.

“Why don’t you make yourself useful,” Dominic said, “and deal with these.”

“My pleasure,” Patrick said.

She felt his hands fingers gripped the edge of her panties, then he pulled. With his natural strength, the panties stood no chance. There was a low tearing sound and the lace gave way.

Blythe shut her eyes again. The pleasure was beating at her, building. “I’m not going to last.”

“Good,” Dominic said.

Fingertips fluttered at the edge of her pussy, making it clench. She caught her breath in a quick inhalation.

“The heat of her,” Patrick murmured.

“If you like that, try inside.”

“Good idea.”

Patrick pushed his fingers into her, stroking the inside of her pussy and stretching the muscle with his big fingers.

Blythe gripped the railings on either side of her with a desperate clutch of her fingers. She was starting to shake.

Then Dominic’s fingers slid into her cleft and nudged up against her clit. She sucked in a breath at the leap in pleasure, as all her muscles tightened in one bone-deep spasm. The coming climax began to frighten her with its power. It kept building and building.

She thought it could not possibly be any more intense.  Then both of them claimed a breast each again, their tongues dancing over her nipples and their teeth teasing the sides of them.

Her climax did not build to a crescendo, it spiked into an explosion of shattered nerve ends and fleeting thoughts. Raw, silvered pleasure ripped through her, tightening up every single muscle and singeing every nerve end. Blythe threw her head back and screamed. It was an involuntary sound, loud and just as intense as the incredible orgasm. It seemed to last forever, shaking her with wave after wave of incredible feelings.

When she was finally able to think straight, she realized that Patrick was holding her head to protect it. Both of them were watching her, Dominic with sleepy eyes that betrayed just how aroused he was.

“Oh,” she said weakly.

Dominic grinned. “Again,” he said firmly.

“Oh yes,” Patrick said. He lifted her head, bringing her into a sitting position and the two of them raised her onto her shaky legs. The robe dropped and fluttered to a step farther down.

“Again,” she agreed, “and I think it’s Patrick’s turn.”

Dominic’s smile grew heated. “You’re learning fast.”

He was standing three steps lower down than Patrick, so he climbed two of them and pushed Patrick higher. Blythe kept pace with him and as he bent forward to correct his balance with a hand against a higher step, she took advantage of his pause and pulled his shirt out of his trousers and unfastened the buttons. Almost impatiently, she shoved the shirt over his shoulders. With his arms leaning forward, she couldn’t remove it altogether, but that was fine, that was good, for there were acres of rounded, tanned flesh for her to play with.

She pushed on his shoulder, forcing him to stand upright, then climbed two steps higher than him, which finally brought her head higher than his.

He looked at her, his gaze running over her naked figure. “You’re teasing,” he said.

“Not yet,” she told him. She pressed her mouth against his lips, briefly. Then she moved her lips down his throat and was startled to feel a pulse. “Your heart is beating,” she said, puzzled.

“There is a point beyond which I cannot control it,” he said. “I reached that point a while ago.”

Pleased, she moved below his pulse, onto his pectoral muscles. Patrick had always been a prime specimen of a man and she knew from the gossip columns and movie news shows, that like all great actors, he worked his ass off to keep physically fit and enhance his physique for the roles he played, which were usually highly physical.

Now she was free to touch and taste and it was delightful. She licked the flat discs of his nipples and from the edge of her vision, she could see that Dominic was standing behind him, dealing with his belt. The belt slipped away and she heard it clatter on the lower steps. Then Dominic’s hands came back and worked on the fastenings of his trousers.

Blythe paused to watch Dominic work. There was a sweet anticipation in just watching. It was enhanced by Patrick’s unsteady breathing and the clenching of his hands into fists.

“It is very intense, having you watch,” he told her.

“That is how she feels about watching us, too.” Dominic said.

“And just how long have you been scheming over this?” Patrick asked.

Dominic pushed his trousers open and because they were classically styled, they slid down his hips with almost no resistance. Dominic whipped them away, taking Patrick’s shoes and socks with them and leaving him fully naked.

Blythe licked her lips. Patrick’s cock was at full attention and beating against his stomach. It was red and the flaring edge was purple. The shaft was thick and writhing in veins.

Dominic gripped Patrick’s hips. “Make him squirm,” he told Blythe.

She couldn’t help her smile, as she lowered herself to the step and settled on it. It put her at the perfect position.

Patrick clenched his fists even tighter and his breath caught as she curled her hand around his shaft. She let her head hover over the tip of his cock, so that her breath bathed it. He twitched in her hand in response.

“Jesus,” he said, his voice strained.

Blythe opened her lips and slid them over the top of his cock, sliding them down as far as she could go. Then back up again, until he almost slipped out of her mouth. Patrick was no longer cool. His cock was hot, just like any other man’s. The flesh was velvety soft against her lips. She flicked her tongue at the crease on the underside of the head and felt his hips jerk in response.

“Over you go,” Dominic said. He bent Patrick over. She leaned back as Patrick’s chest bent over her until she was lying on the stairs beneath him. She did not let her lips stop doing what they were doing.

Patrick groaned, a sound from deep in his belly.

Blythe could feel Dominic’s hands against her wrist. He was stroking Patrick’s testicles and sliding his fingers over his perineum and probably higher, up against his anus. Patrick was twitching and jerking in response. His cock seemed to swell in her hand and she knew that he was deep in the grips of the building orgasm.

When Dominic’s hand pushed up between her thighs, she almost shrieked in surprise. At the same time her muscles clenched around his fingers, almost drawing him in deeper.

She gasped around Patrick’s cock, drawing in heated air.

“Oh, God,” Patrick whispered.

He came with a surge of salty cum and his hoarse cry seemed almost as intense as her scream had been.

That tripped off a tiny orgasm of her own, that rippled along her spine, coaxed by Dominic’s fingers.

Patrick straightened up and moved to one side of her. His cock was still stiff and upright, as if he had not come at all. He bent and picked up his trousers and dug in the pocket and removed a small tube.

“Right,” he said. “Gloves off.”

He grabbed Dominic’s arm and pushed him up the steps between the two of them, to just above them. Then he turned him and looked at Blythe. “Help me make him squirm twice over as payback.”

She shivered in anticipation, wondering what Patrick had in mind.

“First, let’s get rid of these damn jeans,” he said.

Dominic hissed out a breath. He remained perfectly still, all except the rise and fall of his chest, as Blythe unfastened the button and Patrick lowered the zipper. They both pushed the jeans down his legs and pulled them off. Blythe tossed them down to the bottom of the steps.

Then Patrick turned him around, moving him as if he weighed nothing. He pushed on his shoulder, bending Dominic over.

Blythe liked the view that Dominic presented. His balls were swollen sacks, enticing.

Patrick was busy with the tube, squeezing the gel onto his fingers. Lubricant, she realized.

Her heart leapt and squeezed.

Patrick glanced at her. “You really like watching us?”

She recalled the way her entire body had caught fire, when she had watched them kiss. “I really do,”

Patrick nodded and the corners of his mouth turned up in a heated smile. There was even more heat in his eyes and that made her shiver to.

He spread the lubricant around Dominic’s ass.  It was not a clinical application. Patrick used it to tease Dominic, stroking him as he spread, pressing his fingertips in against the muscles. Blythe realized his fingers were pressing gradually deeper and deeper and she wrapped her arms around herself as her excitement leapt.

“You can touch, too,” Patrick said.

Dominic groaned and his back arched, which opened him up even wider.

“Where?” Blythe said.

“Try his cock. I’ll take care of the rest.”

“Madre Maria,” Dominic breathed.

Blythe stayed where she was for a minute, watching Patrick’s fingers slide deeper, pressing inside Dominic and spreading him. When Patrick cupped Dominic’s balls and squeezed them and Dominic’s hips jerked, she climbed up level with his hips and reach beneath him. She closed her hand around his cock and stroked slowly.

Dominic hung his head. “I can’t…” He was almost panting and the words emerged thick and almost unrecognizable.

Then he threw his head back and almost roared, his pelvis thrusting forward in a hard jerk. His cock beat her hand as he came in a hot rush. The hard spasms gripped him in waves and he kept pulsing in her hand, until finally he collapsed forward, propping himself up on the highest steps.

With a groan, he turned himself around and propped his butt on the edge of the step and looked at them. “I can feel both of you,” he said. “At the same time, I can feel your pleasure.” He shook his head. “This is going to take time to get used to.”

Patrick tossed the tube in his hand, smiling. “It will take lots of practice,” he said.

Blythe laughed.

That seem to draw their attention. They were both looking at her with speculation. “What?”

For the second time, it seemed to her that they were speaking to each other silently. An understanding passed between them via their shared gaze. Then they both looked back at her again.

Dominic had the sleepy look back on his face, while the heat in Patrick’s gaze increased.

Blythe shivered.

Patrick climbed up the steps past Dominic, then held his hand out toward her. “Come with us,” he said, as Dominic got to his feet.

Her heart thudded heavily. She took his hand and Patrick drew her to the top of the stairs.

“To the right, first door,” Dominic said. It sounded like he was answering a question that Patrick had asked in his mind.

Patrick walked down the corridor, his hard, rounded ass drawing her gaze. He also had the tiny waist and broad shoulders of a man who worked his body. Dominic had more body fat, yet he also had lots of natural muscles, rounded and covered with his soft olive skin. She liked the differences between the two. She liked watching them together. She liked being with them.

Dominic growled from behind her, then drew her up against the wall, pinning her against it with his body. He was heated and his feral glow matched. “You have a wicked mind,” he said, then kissed her.

Patrick tugged on her hand, slowly drawing her out from underneath Dominic’s body. She was pulled into his arms and his big hand held her head steady as he bent and kissed her, too.

“I have no idea what he saw in your mind, but I can imagine.” He kissed her again, turning her as he did, almost as though they were waltzing. She heard her bedroom door open, giving the little squeak that she usually never heard anymore, except that this was no ordinary entry into her bedroom.

“My turn,” Dominic protested, pulling her away from him. He kissed her again and ran his hands over her body, trailing fingers, stroking her flesh, keeping her nerves twitching.

Then Patrick pulled her away again, separating them. He did not kiss her. She realized he was lowering her to the floor, using pure muscle to keep them both from tumbling to the ground. The big circular rag rug was under their feet and Patrick laid on his back and settled her over him, so that her knees were on either side of his hips. Between her thighs she could feel his cock brushing up against her cleft. Her clit pulsed, swelling and heating.

She stared down at Patrick, realizing what was about to happen. For a moment her breath and her thoughts both stopped.

He reached up and stroked her face, then brushed his thumb across her lips. “Ready?”

She nodded. She knew what was about to come and wanted it. She raised her hips and fitted herself down over the top of his cock, so that he slid deep inside her.

Patrick gave a heavy exhalation and she groaned. The feel of him inside her was heavenly.

“There is more yet, mi amor,” Dominic breathed from just behind her shoulder, making her shiver.

Patrick beckoned with his finger. “Lie down against me,” he told her. “Let me hold you.”

She rested herself against his long length, her breasts pressing up against his chest. His fingers slid into her hair and the other hand stroked the back of her shoulder. He looked at her calmly.  The heat was still in his eyes.

She stared back at him and for a heartbeat, she experienced a sense of unreality. She was in his arms and he was inside her. Only, this was not just to be Patrick. She had the best of both worlds. Dominic was about to take her, too.

“No,” Dominic said, “You will never have to choose.”

His fingers pressed against her slippery cleft, playing in the excess juices and she could feel that he was stroking up against Patrick’s shaft, making his cock twitch inside her.

Patrick hissed. “Careful,” he warned. “I don’t care how unmanly it sounds, but I’m at the very edge of my control here. And I don’t want to come just yet.”

“No, not yet,” Dominic said with a growl. His fingers slid upward, separating her cheeks and pressing against the ring of muscle there. It was a very different sensation and not at all unpleasant. Not with Patrick’s cock buried inside her.

Dominic stroked and teased, making nerves she didn’t realize she had respond with fizzing excitement. He was working his fingers deeper, stretching her open, just as Patrick had done with him. It felt astonishingly good.

Then his fingers were removed and his cock pressed up against her.

“Relax,” Patrick murmured. “Breathe deeply. Let him inside you.”

Blythe obeyed, deliberately letting herself relax. Her eyes drifted shut as Dominic’s cock eased inside. Then he paused and she could feel her muscles adjust around him. Very slowly, he nudged inside a fraction of an inch at a time, until he was fully seated in her. She could feel his pelvis against her.

The sensation of fullness, of being stretched open and completely claimed was something that she had never experienced before.  It was exciting in a completely different way. She began to tremble. Her orgasm blossomed, deep in her belly. Just the two of them inside her at once was heady and deeply exciting.

Dominic settled over her, propping himself up on his arms. He pressed his mouth to the back of her shoulder. “This is a first for both of us, too,” he breathed.

“I can already tell you,” Patrick said, “that there is no way this is ever going to be the last time. I feel like I’m going to explode as soon as someone moves.”

Dominic gave a breathy chuckle. “I can feel you inside her, up against me.”

Patrick lifted his head and kissed her, briefly.

Then he began to rock in and out of her, just as Dominic did. They were counter timing each other, so as one pushed into her, the other slid out.

Blythe gripped the knots of the rag rug by Patrick’s head and gave a strangled cry. The top of her head was about to come off. There was no chance to even breathe. Her climax surged up from her toes, so powerful there was no way to argue with that. Driven by their two cocks, it took control of her body and her thoughts.

She might have screamed and her throat felt strained as she grew taut and clenched around both of them. It wasn’t a peak of excitement, it was a blinding, scalding ocean of pure, primal pleasure. She sank into it, unable to breathe, unable to see, not as long as the pleasure gripped her.

As conscious thought came back to her, she grew aware of Patrick’s cock thrusting in hard strokes, just as Dominic’s fingers dug into her hip. He stiffened over her, moving in tiny little spurts, then grew still as he came with the tortured groan.

That tipped Patrick over the edge. His pelvis lifted, raising both of them. His eyes closed hard and his neck strained as he gave an inaudible groan, his throat working hard.

They grew still and she listened to their breathing slow and calm. Just as hers did.

Dominic shifted over her.

“No stay,” she said quickly, “please.

“I would like nothing better, mi amor,” Dominic said softly. He withdrew from her and she felt regret. “I can see the clock from here. Are you aware of the time?”

Blythe looked over her shoulder at him, as he got to his feet. “What is the time?”

“It’s around three-thirty,” Patrick said beneath her. “If my time sense hasn’t totally deserted me.”

Dominic snorted. “Like a vampire would ever lose track of time,” he said dryly.

Blythe straightened up with a snap. “Three-thirty!”

Patrick steadied her, his hands on her hips. “What happens at three-thirty?” He asked. “Do I turn into a pumpkin?”

Downstairs, the front door opened and closed with a heavy thud.

“Too late,” Blythe said.

“Mom!” It was Jake’s deeper voice.

Blythe’s heart sank. Patrick must’ve seen it in her face, for even though he was still deep inside her, he rolled her onto her side so that they were eye to eye. His expression was calm. “They’re going to have to get used to it.” The corner of his mouth turned up in a tiny smile. “They’re going to have to get used to us.”

Dominic stroked her temple, brushing her hair away from her eyes. “All of us,” he said gently.

The unspoken assumption behind their words might have been presumptuous, except that Blythe felt exactly the same way.

“What is that lying on the floor?” she heard Simone say, from downstairs.

“It’s clothes,” Eloise said. “Look, that’s Mom’s robe.”

“It’s guys’ clothes,” Jake said. “Oh my God….”

Blythe pressed her fingertips to her lips, almost holding her breath. Patrick was watching her and his smile was growing broader with every passing second.

“What? Simone demanded of Jake.

“There are two pair of pants!” Jake’s newly broken voice cracked and wavered under stress.

Dominic laughed aloud. Blythe rolled back so she could see him properly. He was standing with his hands on his hips, his shoulders shaking with his amusement.

“Does that mean…?” Eloise began delicately, her voice low.

Jake spoke just as quietly but in the still house he was easy to hear. “Mom has two men in her bedroom.” His voice was still strained.

Blythe untangled herself from Patrick and Dominic helped her to her feet. She padded over to the door and cracked it open a couple of inches. “Simone, honey, would you do me a favor and bring all the clothes up here. We don’t want to shock you any more than we already have.”

Silence.

“Shit,” Jake said softly. He sounded almost awed.

The twins began an intense discussion, pitched in audible whispers.

“I’m not touching those!”

“Mom said you.”

“You do it. I did the garbage this morning.”

Blythe looked over her shoulder. Patrick was sitting on the bed, his smile huge and his eyes dancing with amusement. Dominic was holding the bedpost, his head down, his laughter still shaking him.

“Oh for heaven’s sake!” Jake said roughly. “They’re just clothes. They’re not going to give you cooties.”

“Then you do it,” Simone said.

Blythe listened to Jake moving around on the stairs, picking up the garments they had strewn the length of them. Then he climbed the stairs with a heavy tread and appeared in front of the doorway, his arms full.

Blythe opened the door a fraction more and held out her hand. “Thanks so much honey.”

Jake rolled his eyes. “You couldn’t have cleaned up before we got home? Now it’s burned on my retinas forever.” He thrust the clothes at her and she passed them one by one into the bedroom and dropped them on the floor behind her.

The last item was her destroyed panties, which Jake thrust at her like he really would get cooties if he let them linger in his hand for very long.

“We’ll be down in a minute or two,” she told him. “Would you guys mind getting some coffee going?”

Jake gave a sigh, as if he was the most put upon person in the world. “I suppose…” He turned and sulked back to the stairs and she heard his heavy tread go down again.

She shut the door and rummaged in the big bureau to find a fresh set of jeans and a tee shirt, while Patrick and Dominic got dressed. She heard Dominic still laughing softly as he moved.

“It’s not that funny,” she told him sternly. “What sort of an example am I giving my kids?”

Patrick was smiling, too. “You’re teaching them that you are a fully functional woman, who knows exactly what she wants, regardless of what the world thinks. That’s a powerful lesson to teach them.”

“Especially the girls,” Dominic added softly. “This is not something they will ever forget.”

Blythe thrust her legs into her jeans, forgoing panties in order to save time. “It’s not something I’m likely to ever forget either.”

She looked up as Patrick grew still. His smile was still there and there was a warmth in his eyes as he said gently, “I have no intentions of ever letting you forget.” He glanced at Dominic. “Either of you.”

Blythe shivered. Things were moving, rushing at her. In just the last few hours, her life had radically changed.

“Mine, too,” he said gently. “And Patrick’s. I think we all feel that.”

Patrick seemed to be able to follow what Dominic had not said. “Yes,” he said, “This changes everything.”

“And no one gets to go back,” Blythe pointed out.

“Do you want to?” Patrick asked seriously.

“Do you?” Dominic asked Patrick.

She could see that he was giving it serious thought. Then he shook his head. “No,” he said slowly. “I do not want to go back.”

“Nor do I,” Dominic said.

Blythe swallowed. “I don’t, either.” And just saying the words made her chest squeeze with an unspoken fear.

She knew that Dominic had heard that, but it was Patrick who looked at her and gave her a small reassuring smile. “So then we go forward,” he said. “One step at a time. We’ll have to figure it out as we go along.”

Blythe sighed. “The first hurdle…the first three hurdles are downstairs.”

“Let’s go and face the music,” Dominic said. 


Chapter Twenty-One

It still took pure guts for Blythe to open the bedroom door and head downstairs with Patrick and Dominic. Dominic squeezed her hand as they climbed down the stairs. “They’re great kids,” he said. “It’ll be fine.”

The TV was blaring in the lounge, the volume so high that Blythe knew the kids had put it on in order to drown any potential sounds they didn’t want to hear. It was still on CNN, probably the most watched channel in the household. Especially these days.

There was a petite woman with black hair and enormous black eyes being interviewed in the studio. “I know her,” Blythe said, halting.

“That’s Ilaria,” Dominic said. “She’s in England, with Marcus and Rick.”

“Yes I remember now,” Blythe said. “She’s a vampire, too.” Then she processed what Dominic had said and looked at him. “The three of them are together, too?”

“It seems to be catching,” Dominic said, with a small smile.

Ilaria was talking, her hands moving as she spoke in a typical Italian manner. “I wasn’t in the Underground on the day of the hatching,” she said. “One of my partners, Cyneric, warned me not to go under the ground that day. I was caught up in the panic afterward. It took me hours to get home. That was when I discovered that I could hear them.”

“Yes,” the interviewer said quickly, “there’s been a lot of stories about how some of the vampires can hear the Summanus and can track them down. You are saying you’re one of those vampires?”

Ilaria nodded. “Surely it isn’t so surprising, not now, when you have all learned that vampires are real and the Others are real, too. Once you accept the fact of vampires, mind reading is just a little step up.” She gave him a charming smile, her eyes lighting up.

The anchor seemed to melt, smiling back. “You are an extraordinarily talented woman,” he said. “I believe that the Guardian newspaper has put you on their list of the top five best dressed women in England just last week. You are also a world-class sniper. Experts have ranked you in the top three in the world. And now you are a hunter with the talent that no one else can match.”

Ilaria dimpled. “It’s so nice of you to say that,” she said. “All my skills have been developed for only one reason. To help humans.” Her smile grew impish. “Except the clothes. That one’s just for me…and my partners.”

Patrick raised his brow. “Our new brand ambassador,” he said, sounding amused.

A cupboard door shut with a loud thud, drawing their attention back to the kitchen. Blythe saw that all three of her children were there. That was unusual. After school, they tended to scatter to their individual interests. Usually the girls headed straight to the bedrooms and shut the door. Jake tended to slouch in front of the laptop.

Now, all three of them were bustling around the kitchen. Simone was concentrating fiercely on the mundane task of making coffee and laying out cookies. None of them glanced in their direction, which was telling. They had been spotted.

Blythe sighed. Patrick this time caught her fingers in his and squeezed. “Go ahead.”

Jake was the first one to look up as they entered the kitchen area. His eyes widened slightly as he spotted Patrick and his whole face seemed to brighten.

The two girls froze behind the island, Simone with the milk carton in midair. Their eyes grew big as they took in Patrick and Dominic.

As one, their gazes swiveled to Blythe.

“Jake, you remember Patrick. Simone, Eloise, this is Patrick Sauvage. And you met Dominic this morning.”

“Hi,” Simone said, her voice a tight squeak.

Eloise suddenly remembered she was pouring coffee and jumped to finish the job.

From the table where Jake had settled behind the laptop once more, almost like a defensive position, he said, “You don’t drink coffee, do you, Patrick?”

Dominic lifted his finger. “I do. I am dying for a cup.” He moved over to the island, where Simone was finishing up the pouring. “Is there one for me?”

As Simone pushed a mug of coffee over to him, Patrick moved over to the table and sat on the chair next to Jake. “How are you doing?”

Jake’s gaze cut away from him. “Fine,” he said quickly.

Patrick put his hand on the table. “I know why you phoned me. You did it for the wrong reasons, only it turned out, anyway. So thank you for that.”

Jake searched Patrick’s face, his gaze flickering over him. “Really?” He sounded uncertain.

Patrick smiled and it was the warm expression that Blythe had learned to associate with Patrick at his most relaxed, when his guard was down and there were no members of the public anywhere near. She had begun to think of that smile as the real Patrick. “You’ve seen the evidence,” he told Jake. “I’m sure you’ve figured it out.”

“Simone and Eloise have,” Dominic said.

Eloise blushed right up to her hairline, while Simone kept her back to them, busy at the sink.

Jake’s gaze moved around the room, before settling back on Patrick. “You three are together?”

“Yes, we are together,” Blythe made herself say. Speaking it aloud was the only way to avoid being a complete hypocrite—even though these were her kids and it felt wildly appropriate to be discussing it with them. Dominic was right, though, they were all great kids and they deserved the truth. Besides, there wasn’t much left of their childhood, anyway. They were growing up at a rate of knots and were old enough to handle this.

Jake was hammering at the keyboard with his forefinger and it was a nervous mannerism. He wasn’t actually doing anything productive. His gaze was moving around the room, absorbing the fact that there were two men there. “Is it some sort of deviant sex thing?” he asked.

“Jake!” Simone hissed from the sink, chiding him.

“No, it’s okay,” Patrick said easily and there was no offense in his voice. “Think it through Jake,” he said gently. “If it had been just kinky sex, do you think we would be sitting here talking to you now? If it had just been the sex, then your mother would have bundled us out the door before you arrived and you would never have known.”

Jake licked his lips.

Blythe was startled. That was one of her mannerisms.

“Then…?” Jake begun.

“Good question,” Dominic said. “We are still trying to figure that out, ourselves.”

“Mom.” Eloise held out a mug toward her.

Blythe grasped it gratefully. “Thanks.” It gave her something to do with her hands instead of standing there twisting them together and worrying.

Eloise glanced toward Patrick. “Can I ask a question?”

Patrick crossed his leg over the other and sat back. Blythe realized that he was in public figure mode. He was being truthful…and wary.

When had she got so good at reading his body language?

“Sure,” Patrick told Eloise.

“Have you stopped being an actor now?”

Patrick hesitated. He shook his head slowly. “I haven’t given up the trade,” he said, his voice even and without emotion. “I’m pretty busy these days with everything else on my plate. Besides, I don’t think Hollywood wants me anymore.”

“Assholes,” Simone murmured. Her back was still to the room, as she bent over the sink.

“Simone!” Blythe spluttered as she coughed over a mouthful of coffee.

Dominic just grinned.

Patrick looked just as startled as Blythe felt.

Simone turned around to face everyone and shrugged. “He’s brilliant in the movies. That makes everyone else idiots.”

Patrick looked pleased. “To be fair,” he said, “it’s complicated.”

“What’s complicated about it? Jake demanded. “They won’t hire you because you are a vampire and had the guts to say that in public.”

The room was silent while everyone absorbed that.

Then Eloise shoved the coffee pot back onto the hotplate with a decisive click and turned around to face everyone. “Mom, what’s for supper?”

“Any requests?” Blythe asked.

“I want Patrick to stay for dinner,” Jake said.

“And I want Dominic to stay,” Simone said.

“I meant requests for food,” Blythe said weakly.

“I’d love to stay for supper,” Dominic said.

Patrick uncrossed his legs and stretched them out, relaxing. “I’ll stay, too.”

“To eat?” Blythe said, her voice rising in surprise.

“I’ll sit at the table with everyone,” Patrick said. “I’ve gotten used to watching people eat now.”

“Shouldn’t you be getting back to the house? You have to hunt tonight, don’t you?”

“Hunting! Yeah!” Jake said with enthusiasm. “I saw you on TV this morning. Very cool.” Then his gaze swiveled to Dominic. “And you’re a hunter, too. That’s so cool.” His eyes were shining.

“And so is your mother,” Dominic reminded him.

“I bet Mom is better than both of you combined,” Eloise said.

Blythe looked at her, startled.

“Your mother has no competition,” Dominic said. “Including either of us.” He nodded toward Patrick. “Patrick is far better than me, too. I just sniff them out.”

Simone shivered delicately and turned to open the fridge, checking for contents and possible supper menus ideas.

Jake looked at Patrick. “You will stay, won’t you?”

“I think that’s up to your mother to decide.” He looked at her directly and frankly. “Your squad’s numbers are down. I was thinking that, if you don’t mind, I should hunt with you. It will help prop up your numbers to have a vampire with you.”

Tallying the strength of men available to her was automatic and Blythe didn’t even have to think about it. “More people would absolutely be good. A vampire would be even better. Don’t tell me that you carry your sword in your car with you?”

Patrick shook his head. “I’ll borrow a knife or two. I’ve had training with those, too.”

“Wow!” Jake studied Patrick with open admiration.

“Your mother and Dominic are the heroes,” Patrick said flatly. “They’re hunting night after night, despite being weaker, vulnerable and the Summanus’ most favorite food. I am a vampire and hunting the Summanus is what I was made for.”

He glanced at Blythe and Dominic. “It’s all starting to make sense now that I’m hunting. We have better hearing, can see better in the dark and can smell a scent signature half a mile away, if the wind is right. We can move silently and faster than a human. And even though Summanus toxin hurts like hell, we heal faster than you do. We don’t need sleep, so we can hunt at night and still have time during the day to live as a human and move among them.”

“I hadn’t thought of it that way,” Blythe said.

“What about acting?” Simone insisted.

“If it happens,” Patrick said, “it will simply be a bonus, now.”

“Because you’re a hunter now,” Jake finished.

Patrick shook his head. “Acting used to be everything I lived for. Not being able to act would drive me into the deep end of a bottle and worse. It was my entire life.” He looked at steadily at Blythe and Dominic as he finished. “I have something else to live for, now.”

The silence was profound. Blythe was afraid to breathe. Not even her kids moved or made some sarcastic comment or otherwise ruined the moment. They all just stared at Patrick.

Then Jake cleared his throat. “I vote for pizza.”

“A really hot ginger beef for me,” Dominic said.

“Salad!” Simone sang out from the fridge and Jake groaned.

“There’s all that leftover stew in the freezer,” Eloise said.  She didn’t sound the least bit enthusiastic.

“Summani steak, cooked rare,” Patrick said loudly.

“Oh, gross!” Simone said clutching at her stomach, as everyone else laughed. And just like that Blythe found herself preparing supper for a room full of people who had increased by two.

She didn’t mind, which for her was really saying something. Perhaps Winter’s tinkering had done more than relieve her stress symptoms.

As she prepared supper, she watched Dominic and Patrick talk and laugh with her kids, settling in at the table as if they had always belonged there. Her kids had been won over by Patrick almost instantly and Dominic had made his impression that morning. So now they blended in together like it was meant to be.

Perhaps it wasn’t Winter who had worked magic at all.


Chapter Twenty-Two

When his phone started ringing for the third time in three minutes, Roman swore and untangle himself from Garrett’s arms and legs. “Sorry, Mikey,” he muttered and picked up the phone.

Garrett rolled onto his back with a heavy sigh. “So much for a lazy afternoon.”

The caller ID made Roman’s brows rise. He looked over his shoulder at Garrett. “You’re not going to believe this.” He answered the phone.

“Hi Roman. It’s Max Balfour. I don’t know if you remember me.”

“Max Balfour,” Roman said aloud, for Garrett’s benefit, although Garrett could hear Max as clearly as he could.

Garrett sat up, his attention snagged.

“Of course I remember you, Max,” Roman said into the phone. “President of the SG4 group. I think we met a few years ago.” He made himself shut up, so that the head of the most powerful private security firm in the country would be forced to make the first overture.

“Our paths don’t cross very often,” Max said. “I know you’ve been running with the Hollywood crowd for many years.”

“I’m married to one of them,” Roman reminded him.

“And to Calum Garrett, too, I believe.” It wasn’t a question. Max had been doing his homework. However, their lives had been public fodder for so long that he wouldn’t have had to try too hard to find that much out.

“How’s business these days?” Max said.

Roman hesitated. Business was in the basement. Just like Patrick, he had been excommunicated in absentia. Hollywood had turned its collective back on him, for the crime of speaking the truth. “With the Summanus taking bites out of us every night, I don’t think anyone’s business is doing particularly well these days,” he said carefully.

“I’m glad you mentioned that,” Max said. “I may have a proposition for you.”

“Go on.”

“SG4 is the largest security group in the northern hemisphere. We do corporate security, corporate espionage, drone work, paramilitary, we’ve even been hired to help run a military coup. There isn’t too much we don’t have a finger in, but guess what our biggest contracts are these days?”

Roman nodded. “Security forces against Summanus encroachment?”

“Right in one. So you can probably figure out now why I called.”

“Why don’t you spell it out for me?”

“I’ve been watching you on TV and I had my Chief of Staff pull up some videos and interviews that you’ve done, too. You know these bastards.”

“Even among the vampires, I’m probably one of the top three experts,” Roman said.

“And I think you’re being modest. I’ll be frank, Roman. I need your help. I need your expertise. We hire the best of the best, only this is a whole new world we’re in. My guys do their best.  They just don’t know the Summanus the way you do and they don’t know vampires. They can’t make an honest assessment of strengths and weaknesses of the enemy, or even the strengths and weaknesses of allies like vampires, if they don’t understand them. You could educate them.”

Roman thought quickly. “I haven’t worked for anyone for hundreds of years. You’re not offering me a job?”

Max replied smoothly. “I’ll hire you as a consultant, if that’s the way you want it. This is a big job, though. You probably wouldn’t be able to spare the time for anyone else for quite a while.”

“No kidding. You’re talking about orchestrating an entire cultural shift of your corporation. Change doesn’t come easy, not even these days.”

“I think you’ll find it easier than you’re anticipating. My guys know they’re outflanked for as long as they don’t understand who it is they’re fighting. That’s going to make them eager to learn and more willing to change than the average Joe on the street.”

“Almost every average Joe on the street is hunting Summanus now, too,” Roman pointed out. “So am I.”

“I’ll make this worth your while. Once you’ve trained my boys, they can train others. You just have to get the ball rolling.”

“They’re not going to mind taking instructions from a vampire?”

Max didn’t hesitate. “If they do, they’re out. I don’t have time to deal with that sort of bullshit, anymore. Everyone needs to wake up and smell the new reality.”

It was a refreshing attitude and Roman could feel himself unbending. “Where are you located these days?”

“At the moment, I’m in Sydney. They’re having a bitch of a time down here. I’ll fly to wherever you want to meet.”

“I’m not committing myself. Not yet. Let’s make it Boston, next Wednesday. That’s seventy-two hours from now, which gives you time to get here. Do you have any objections if I bring Garrett along?”

“The more vampires the better,” Max said.

Garrett snorted.

Roman settled the time and place with Max then hung up. He tossed the phone on the bed between them and looked at Garrett. “It occurs to me that you have the second biggest security firm in your portfolio.”

“So that’s why you suggested Boston.” Garrett shook his head. “Most of my portfolio was decimated when they forced me out of the boardroom. That doesn’t mean I still don’t know people.”

They looked at each other.

“The Libertatus were filtered throughout most of the world’s military,” Garrett said slowly, which told Roman that he had been following his chain of thought almost exactly. “You couldn’t sell contracts to the military, because they already have their own experts. That is, if the Libertatus have come out for them.”

“It doesn’t matter if they have or haven’t,” Roman said. “As soon as news of a contract for consulting services makes the news, they’ll come out just to protect their positions and take advantage of the fact that they’re vampire.”

“So the military is out,” Garrett said. “But there are more civilians out there hunting than there are professional soldiers.”

“Most of them badly in need of training and expertise.”

Garrett frowned. “Is it right to profit from this?”

“You think the Max Balfours of the world are not going to turn this into a revenue stream?”

“Except they don’t have the vampire expertise they need,” Garrett said.

“And here we are, waiting.”

Garrett considered it. “Nial keeps railing at us about serving humans, protecting them. Instead of trying to force ourselves down their throats, we can use economic forces. People appreciate what they pay for more than they do free advice. If we sell our expertise, then we know that whoever steps up to pay for it is really interested in learning.”

“And it would be nice to be able to pay for the roof over my head, too,” Roman said dryly.

“Like you’re going to run out of money anywhere in the next millennium.” Garrett stretched and got to his feet, reaching for his jeans. “We’ve got a day or so before we have to present ourselves in Boston. Let’s go and tell Nial the good news.”

* * * * *

St. Petersburg, Russia.

When Sasha arrived, Marcus was sitting in one of the big armchairs in the foyer of the hotel, watching one of four big-screen TVs posted around the foyer, covering up the beautiful gilding and paintwork on the columns.

It fascinated Marcus that despite their aversion to all things western, the Russians had no objection to consuming western TV like they did their vodka. The screen he was watching was tuned to the BBC and although it was late afternoon here, the BBC was running one of their early-morning entertainment shows.

He sat up and started paying more attention when Ilaria appeared on the screen. The cameras had caught her stepping out of the cab and heading into the hotel. She was wearing a brown velvet cape thing that stopped short of her legs, which were encased in snug denim. The boots had ridiculously high heels on them. Marcus still didn’t know how she walked on them, despite watching her walk on them a lot. Especially as she walked away from him.

This was a gossip show, so they didn’t spend endless minutes asking her questions. They did pan across the portico as she threw herself into Rick’s arms, wound her legs around his waist and peppered his face with kisses, before kissing him properly. Marcus started to laugh, especially when Rick wrapped his arms around her and kissed her back just as firmly, despite the cameras on them. Rick was unbending, an inch at a time.

“You laugh, despite not being there with them?” Sasha had strolled up to the side of the armchair without Marcus noticing. He was wearing a Russian military uniform that had no betraying signature insignia to tell the world that he actually belonged to the GRU.

Marcus got to his feet. “It stuns me how much the media likes Ilaria. She brings us more goodwill in one day then we can build with a million Summanus carcasses at our feet.”

Sasha hugged him warmly, then stepped back and held his shoulders. His eyes were grave. “Is that why you come to visit me so unexpectedly?”

“Sort of.” Marcus glanced around the foyer.

“This is a secure hotel,” Sasha said. “That is why they permit the display of English chat shows. Everyone who walks in here is cleared, first.”

Marcus glanced around again. “There’s no surveillance that I noticed and no security barriers to pass through.”

Sashes smile grew broader. “Then Russia can still surprise the west. It is new technology. Your phone is scanned every time you stepped through the doors. If you are unwelcome here, you would be surrounded by guards before you pass the second doors.”

“That is new. I didn’t come here to swap spy stories, though.”

“So you are not here on behalf of the CIA?”

“This is off-book. Nial sent me.”

“Ah.” Sasha turned and draped his arm over Marcus’s shoulders. “There is a very good bar here. They serve excellent vodka. We will drink and you will tell me everything about the others that I do not know already. And I warn you, we know much more than you think we do.”

Marcus let himself be drawn toward the dim bar entrance on the other side of the foyer. “And somewhere in there I get to tell you why I’m here, right?”

“It can only be something unpleasant, as the world is a most unpleasant place now.” Sasha sounded morose. “We need much vodka before you say what you must say. Then I will be in a better mood to hear it.”

“As long as you’re being positive about it…” Marcus wasn’t too upset. Sasha was a typical Russian. There was pacing and civility in the way they approached business, that helped grease the skids. A few glasses of vodka, toasts to everyone important in their lives, then they could get down to business.

His only concern was that he was completely out of practice when it came to drinking. Neither Ilaria nor Rick drank and there were not many other people he cared to sit and share shots with.

It was just as well that Sasha was one of those few.

* * * * *

Patrick had never had to cook a meal in his life. So just before Jake and the twins would be downstairs for breakfast, he quietly tugged Dominic out of the bed and pulled him downstairs.

Dominic looked puzzled. “You can’t even cook eggs?” He shrugged. “You’re going to have to learn fast, then. I’m not going to haul my ass out of bed every morning just because of your delicate disposition.”

“I’m more concerned about the fact that three hungry teenagers are about to come downstairs. I prefer that Blythe get her sleep.”

Dominic looked at him from under his brow, his dark eyes amused. “But it’s fine if I go short on sleep?”

“You weren’t swinging a sword all night.”

Dominic started opening cupboards, locating things. “I was still awake.” He pulled out an electric skillet and dug deeper into the cupboard, then emerged holding the electric cord. “Don’t sit down, you lazy bugger. Get your ass over here. I’m not doing this all by myself.”

Patrick moved behind the island, where Dominic was setting up the skillet.

“There’ll be eggs in the fridge. And grab the milk while you’re there. Then you can put the kettle on. Make sure it’s full.” Dominic was opening and closing more cupboards as he spoke, adding ingredients to the counter next to the skillet.

Patrick turned to the fridge to get the milk.

Ten minutes later, one of the girls appeared at the kitchen entrance. She looked around. “Where’s Mom?”

Patrick looked up from measuring coffee into the filter. “Sleeping. You’re going to have to put up with our cooking this morning. We didn’t get in until around four last night.”

He wasn’t entirely certain which of the twins he was speaking to. As much as they hated to hear it, the two girls really were identical. It was hard for anyone to tell them apart.

Dominic looked up from beating the eggs in the bowl. “Do you want to set the table, Simone?”

“I’m Eloise.” She sounded deeply offended.

“You’re Simone,” Dominic shot back. He gave her a smile that twinkled. “His name is Heath, right?”

Jake brushed past her. “Just set the table, sis.”

Simone’s face colored. She flounced over to the island, pulled out the drawer and began to rattle cutlery.

Jake settled at the table.

“Jake, could you get coffee mugs out, please?” Patrick said. “I don’t know where you keep them.”

“In the overhead cupboard behind you,” Jake replied. He didn’t move.

Patrick looked at him sharply. “I asked you to do it.”

Jake looked amused. “What, you’re my mother, now?”

Simone had stopped pulling out cutlery. She watched them both.

“Your mother has been out all night, working to keep you safe.”

Jake snorted. “In between screwing you two.”

Patrick didn’t have to speed up his movements very much. He stepped over to the table, picked Jake up by the scruff of his shirt and marched him over to the cupboard, then held him until he had his balance. Jake threw his arms out, a breathless little shriek emerging from him. To Jake it would’ve felt like one moment he had been on the chair and the next he was in front of the cupboard.

Patrick didn’t keep his voice down as he spoke directly to Jake from his position right behind his shoulder. “You’re not going to be a clichéd drama queen, are you? Just because your mother has a semblance of a life that isn’t completely focused upon you?”

Jake twisted his head, until he could see Patrick from the corner of his eye. He licked his lips. “Are you moving in, then? Because I don’t remember anyone asking us if you could.”

Patrick gripped his shoulder and turned him so that he was looking at him directly. “We’re not moving in. For a start, the house isn’t big enough for all of us. So if anyone was going to move, it would be you.”

“You’ve been here for weeks.”

“A week and a bit,” Simone said.

Patrick nodded. “It has been more convenient to stay here, than to make the trip back and forth from Bel Air. We’re still trying to figure out details. If and when anyone moves in with anyone, we’ll sit down and explain it to you. Don’t ever think you get to have a vote in how your mother runs her life.”

“That sucks,” Jake muttered.

“It’s called being a kid,” Patrick said. “When you hit eighteen, you can start making decisions for yourself. Until then, you have to trust that your mother will make decisions that she feels are the best for you, as well as her.” He patted his shoulder and dropped his hand. “So get the mugs out, will you?”

Dominic poured eggs into the frying pan and they hissed, breaking the silence in the room.

Then Simone began laying out cutlery with small clinks.

Patrick waited.

Finally, Jake shrugged. He turned and opened the cupboard and Patrick hid his relief. He moved back to the island and glanced at Dominic, who gave a tiny shrug.

“Oh, wow, that smells so good!” Eloise stood at the door, sniffing. “You guys can cook breakfast whenever you want, if it’s going to smell like that.”

“Thank you,” Dominic said. “Perhaps you should wait until you taste it?”

Eloise picked up the remote control that sat on the corner of the island and turned on the TV. Immediately, CNN blared out at high volume, the reporter frantically talking over the top of the sound of people screaming in the background. She cranked down the volume. Everyone’s attention had already been drawn by the images of Summanus moving around in the dark, their long arms swinging, as they swiped at humans running around them, past them, and away from them as fast as they could go.

“Man, there’s dozens of them,” Jake said.

Patrick glanced at the log line at the bottom of the screen. Sao Paulo, Brazil. He looked at Dominic. “Is there anyone in Chile that you should make contact with, just to check on them?”

“Is that where you’re from?” Simone asked. “I thought you were from Mexico.”

“I’m from LA, now,” Dominic said. “I do have family in Santiago.” His gaze shifted to Patrick and he could see the worry in his eyes. “I haven’t spoken to anyone for years. Not since….” He began to stir the eggs, concentrating on them. “They think I’m dead.”

Underneath the sound of CNN, the kitchen was silent. Everyone was looking at him.

“Does it matter that they think you’re dead?” Jake said. “Everything’s changed now.” He pointed at the TV. “Just look at that.” His expression was pinched and his eyes wide, like a hurt child. Childhood wasn’t all that many years behind him, Patrick reminded himself. Even though the boy stood nearly as high as Dominic, he was still trying to figure out the ways of the world.

“Perhaps we should turn the TV off while we have breakfast,” Patrick said.

“God, yes please!” Simone said. “I’m so sick of hearing about the Others. It never ends.”

Eloise turned off the TV and the silence was a relief.

Dominic was doing mysterious things with spices and taco chips that he had pulled out of the back of the cupboard. “You know,” he said, speaking casually. “It’s possible this war could last for years.”

Jake pressed his lips together. “How many years?”

“It may not end before you are officially an adult,” Dominic said softly. “All of you should start thinking about how you’re going to live your lives with the Summanus all around you.”

This time the silence was all almost profound. Patrick’s heart began to beat. He could see the fear in their eyes, as what Dominic said opened up their perceptions beyond the self-absorbed concentration on their own little affairs that was so typical of teenagers.

“They’re not going away, are they?” Simone said softly.

Patrick could see Dominic hesitate. So he spoke, instead. He used the same calm voice that Dominic had used. “No, they’re probably not leaving. Not without some sort of miracle and we seem to be short on those these days.”

“So….” Eloise began. “Things are never going to go back to the way they were. We are always going to be fighting them, aren’t we?”

Patrick nodded.

The same loaded silence filled the room.

Then Eloise picked up the coffee mugs that Jake had been filling and silently began adding them to the table in front of each place.

Jake brought over cream and sugar, while Simone laid out plates in front of Dominic for him to serve up the eggs.

They were all sitting around the table before anyone spoke. Breakfast was in front of them, except for Patrick, who sat at the head of the table opposite Dominic, in front of an empty place.

“Is there any point in going to school, then?” Jake asked.

“What you think?” Patrick replied.

“I think we’re going to school, anyway.” He sounded peeved.

No one mentioned the Others after that, even though the conversation flowed easily, free of any tension. It was as though everyone was trying to avoid the subject.

And that was just fine with Patrick. The Summanus had inverted his life, too. He should follow Dominic’s advice and figure out what sort of life he wanted, now that the Others were here.

He was long overdue for some serious thinking.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Republic of Karelia, Russia

“You’ve been drinking too much vodka, my friend,” Marcus told Sasha, as he struggled breathlessly through thigh-high snow.

Sasha glared at him and hitched his backpack into a more comfortable position. “If I had known that I was going to spend a week traipsing through the forests of Karelia, I would never have met you in St. Petersburg.” He paused and wiped sweat from his brow from underneath the heavy wool cap he was wearing. “Do you not think this is a fool’s mission?”

“I double-checked Rick’s computations,” Marcus said. “Nial agreed, too. If Rick says the Elah are here, then it’s a safe bet he’s right. He rarely makes mistakes.”

Sasha took a few more steps, trying to push his knees through the snow and making a wading movement. “He does make mistakes, yes?”

Marcus chose to ignore that question. He took a swig from the insulated thermos and grimaced at the cool coffee. Despite the very best insulation, the coffee had chilled off in the last few hours. At least it hadn’t iced over yet.

He looked around. For as far as the eye could see, towering firs stood over them. They hadn’t seen the sun for three days, except for quick glimpses every now and again through the canopy.

“You weren’t planning on sneaking up on them, were you?” Sasha asked. He grunted as he swung his knees for two more steps, then looked at Marcus. “Because there’s no way either of us can sneak up on anything right now.”

“Nope,” Marcus said shortly.

Sasha halted again. He had caught up with Marcus now. He looked at him with suspicious eyes. “You want them to find us.”

Marcus shrugged. “There are a lot more of them than there are of us and this is a big forest. Besides, someone has been following us for a couple of hours. I’m wondering why they haven’t shown themselves. They must surely see that we’re completely harmless.”

Sasha grew still. Only his eyes moved as he tried to peer in all directions. “How close are they?”

“Close enough to hear how unfit you are.” He turned and faced the trees in the general direction he thought they were. “Come out, come out, wherever you are.”

The creature stepped out from behind a tree to Marcus’s left, not too far away from where Marcus had thought it would be.

Sasha swore softly in Russian. He clearly didn’t like that someone had been able to sneak up on them. His paranoia had been spooked.

Marcus couldn’t take his eyes off the creature. It was clearly an Elah, because he had never seen any animal wear clothing before. It looked human, with arms and legs about the right length and a head about the right size. It was difficult to measure how tall the creature was because it was not standing at the same level as them. It only sank into the snow a few inches and had no trouble walking toward them.

Sasha fumbled for his gun under his heavy parka.  Marcus grabbed his wrist and shook his head. Sasha subsided.

The Elah stopped several paces away from them and studied them. It was a mutual observation, for Marcus could not look away either. He was not sure of the sex. The Elah probably could not determine their gender, either, thanks to the heavy clothing they wore.

It had skin that was almost gray in color and very inhuman-looking. Its chin was sharp and fine and the nose was sharp, too. Its eyes were big, and they were set as far apart as a human’s.   There was the suggestion of brows above.

It also had hair, of a distinctly furry type—thick and dark. It sprang up from the head and bent back, as if it was trying to stand up against a heavy wind. The brows had to be of the same coarse hair.

Its mouth was small and as Marcus looked at it, the thin lips moved. It spoke.

Marcus stared at it in astonishment. He didn’t understand what it was saying, but he did recognize the words. It was speaking Russian.

“What did it say?”

“It’s said, why are you here?”

“Does it speak English?”

“I speak what you call English only a little,” the creature said. Its voice sounded very human and distinctly male in tenor. Marcus stopped himself from concluding that the creature was male. Perhaps this is what all the females sounded like. Maybe the males had the light voices. They just didn’t know enough to draw any sorts of conclusions just yet.

“We’re here,” Marcus said, “because we were hoping we could speak to your leader. The one that we called Dai Chi. My apologies if this is not his name.  It is the only name we have for him.”

“His name cannot be spoken in any of the languages that we have learned so far. Dai Chi will do for now. It is a symbol only, representing our leader.”

“Humans take their names very seriously,” Marcus said. “Clearly you haven’t figured that out yet. Would it be possible to speak to Dai Chi?”

“Why would you want this?” The Elah tilted its head, considering them carefully.

“We are quite harmless,” Marcus assured him.

“Yet you both carry guns.” The Elah did not smile, nor did its face move in any way that suggested emotion. It remained smooth and almost flawless in its symmetry. “Dai Chi has declared that you must put such weapons aside. He would speak with you. He has questions.”

As they pulled out their pistols and dropped them to the snow, Sasha looked around the forest and the blinding white snow. “Is he very far away?”

Almost in answer, dozens of Elah stepped out from around the tree trunks surrounding them. They moved silently, with only the light crunch of snow to give them away. All of them wore clothing of human origin, designed to trap warmth against the body. All of them carried elongated knives, that looked like they had been shaved out of wood. Marcus studied the edge of the blades and could see that they were sharp. He had no doubt that the blades would cut as efficiently as a steel knife.

The very last Elah to step out of hiding was taller than the rest. He wore what looked like an old Russian military greatcoat, with the insignia stripped away. Just from the way the Elah was holding itself, Marcus knew that he was looking at a leader. There was an agelessness about him and his eyes had the same far away, history-filled wisdom in them that Marcus had seen in some of the vampires who had lived for thousands of years. Nial sprang to mind.

Except this Elah’s eyes were a slightly darker gray than its skin. There were no irises and nothing like irises that would help the eyes compensate for different levels of light. The whole eye was gray.

“Dai Chi?” Sasha said softly to Marcus.

“So that would be no, then. They’re not that far away at all,” Marcus concluded.

* * * * *

Dai Chi only spoke Russian, so Sasha had to act as interpreter. After a while, Marcus forgot that Sasha was interpreting and only heard the words as if it was a normal conversation.

The conversation took place right where the Elah had found them. Many bows and branches were bought into the tiny clearing and spread upon the top of the snow, the soft fronds acting as padding for their backsides.

Marcus was more than happy to sit after walking for three days and Sasha groaned loudly as he put himself down on the ground and shrugged off his backpack.

The Elah did not sit. They squatted, their knees pressed up against their chests as they folded up on themselves and wrapped their arms around their calves. None of them seemed to feel the cold quite as badly as humans did, so Marcus’s first negotiation was to ask for a fire to be lit.

The request was also a test. He wanted to know if they used fire.

As they whispered with their heads together for a few moments, he listened to their native speech. There were discernible words there, using syllables and emotional inflections. He suspected that it might be possible for humans to learn their language.

That was a task for another day. Today, he had a more important goal to achieve.

He did not see how they started the fire, but within minutes of his request, dry kindling had been bought and the flames sprang up. Second branches were added, proving that the Elah knew how to handle fire.

Sasha leaned toward the heat with an appreciative sigh and held his hands out toward the flame.

This seemed to alarm them, until they realized that Sasha was not putting himself on fire.

Dai Chi did not sit, nor did he squat. He remained standing on the other side of the fire, his gaze flickering between Sasha and Marcus. Marcus wasn’t sure if he was anthropomorphizing or not, but it seemed to him that Dai Chi was very intelligent. He was also immortal and the only leader among the Others who had survived being held captive in the Blood Stone.

That must give anyone of intelligence a very different perspective on life.

Marcus had learned a lot about how long life affected the way one looked upon the world through dealing with the vampires and especially Rick, who was on his third millennia. So it allowed Marcus to shape the way he approached the conversation.

“I am human,” he explained. “I am here to represent vampires. You have clearly been studying humans, enough to learn their languages and their ways, including clothing. You have been hiding out in the forests of the world while you did so. That has led some of us to believe that you do not intend to attack humans. That is why I am here today.”

“Perhaps we are merely biding our time,” Dai Chi said. “We wait until you waste your strength upon the Summanus. Then we attack.”

“You do not have the numbers to attack humans,” Marcus pointed out. “Even humans depleted by Summanus’ attacks.”

“The Summanus will not stop their attacks. If we wait long enough, then your numbers will be few enough for us to deal with.”

Marcus felt the chill seep into his body. He pushed the negativity aside. He had to concentrate. “All of this is true. If you wait long enough, we will be weak enough for you to fight us and perhaps win. Except that you have not made allowances for the human will to live. It defeated you once before, do you remember?”

The Elah in the clearing shifted on their haunches and Marcus knew he had made a point.

Dai Chi did not move.

“Those of us who have studied you believe that it is not your will to fight the humans.” Marcus held his breath.

Dai Chi did move this time. He turned and walked in a circle while the Elah all pushed themselves to their feet and got out of his way. Then he came back to the spot where he had been standing and spoke. “We remember very well. We remember that humans breed much faster than we do. We remember that their numbers are akin to those of the Summanus, overwhelming the Earth so that it cannot breathe.”

Marcus nodded. It was one of the more succinct explanations for global warming that he had ever heard. “Humans have grown in number since you last encountered them. Without the Summanus as predators, we have flourished.”

“And now there is no room for us.”

Marcus drew in a slow breath, considering. He had a feeling that this was the crux of the matter for the Elah. They were not natural predators the way the Summanus were. While they had been trapped inside the Blood Stone, humans had covered the globe and now they had emerged, he could understand why they felt there was nowhere for them to go.

“You think you must fight us for the space that you need?” he asked.

Dai Chi said something in his natural language. Abruptly, every Elah in the clearing stood and walked away. Marcus watched the first Elah who had found them melt into the trees, moving between them with fluid ease.

That left them alone with Dai Chi.

Marcus caught Sasha’s glance.

Now what was coming?

Dai Chi moved around the fire and unexpectedly squatted next to Marcus. He began to speak.

“My people do not understand this. It is natural for them to fight for the earth that they need. That was the way it was always done. Now, we do not have the numbers to win, not even if we waited until the Summanus had culled you to the herd size that existed when we were enslaved within the Stone. The Ĉiela are already dying. We will die, too, even if we fight. There is not enough time for us. There is not enough air. Still, we hope. I hope. And so we must find our place.”

“Yet you have carved out a place for yourself, right here,” Marcus said.

Dai Chi moved his chin and although his lips did not move, Marcus felt that he was smiling. “We are as vulnerable to the cold as you. We cannot live here forever. Just as you cannot. We must find a more temperate land, with trees, where we can breathe, yet those lands are occupied by humans. What are we to do?”

It was the age-old dilemma of landless people throughout history. All they wanted was a place to call home. Some of the bloodiest battles had been fought and were still being fought by people in search of a place to live.

“Even humans find it difficult to find a place among other humans,” he told Dai Chi. “Those who have been successful did so by assimilating into the local culture.”

“Dai Chi wants to know what you mean by becoming human,” Sasha said.

“I said assimilate, not become human. Does he think that assimilation means a loss of identity? Make sure he understands the difference, Sasha.”

Sasha and Dai Chi exchanged comments. It took a long time. Eventually, Sasha nodded.

“He says he now understands this word, assimilate. It means to part like water around trees and settle on the low ground.”

“Close enough,” Marcus said. “Ask him if he is willing to meet with vampire and human leaders, to start this assimilation process.”

Again, the two exchanged comments, making sure each understood the other clearly.

Sasha shook his head. “He says no. It is too late.”

Marcus swallowed. “Too late?”

Sasha grinned. “They are already flowing like water around trees.”


Chapter Twenty-Four

Los Angeles. Same day.

Jake had preseason football practice that he didn’t want to give up, so Blythe had negotiated a deal with him that included at least one of the girls going with him on the bus. The bus was not a direct route home, but she refused to let him practice unless they caught the bus and travelled home in the most secure way possible, as practice ended far too close to sunset for her comfort.

So she wasn’t too alarmed when the sun dipped down toward the horizon and Jake and Simone were not yet home. She kept an eye on the clock and the steadily darkening sky as she worked to get supper ready.

Eloise helped her and for the first time in several days, they were the only two people in the house. Patrick and Dominic had returned to the big house in Bel Air that morning, not long after she had woken. She had not protested, even though she had grown to like the custom that had sprung up, with Patrick and Dominic making breakfast for the kids, while she slept. She would never breathe aloud to anyone her worry that sleep deprivation would make her clumsy when she was hunting at night.

Patrick had seemed to sense it anyway and for days he and Dominic had been there to get the kids off to school. It was so domestic that it should have made her break out in hives, except that it was a pragmatic arrangement. She could not fight all night and function normally during the day without help. So she had forced herself to accept the help and had come to enjoy it.

In the evenings, life felt very much like it used to be. They would sit around the supper table and share news. The fact that the news was violent and blood-filled she ignored. They were still managing to be a family despite that.

The front door slammed a few minutes later. She relaxed as she heard Jake and Simone hurry inside. They ran straight into the kitchen, their eyes wide and she put the knife down, alarmed. “What’s wrong? What’s happened?”

Jake was trying to get his breath.

“Jake spoke to an Elah!” Simone said. Her voice came out squeaky with excitement.

Blythe’s pulse leapt. “What?”

Simone nodded and fished her cell phone out of her back pocket. “I took video of it. Look!”

Everyone bent around the screen, their heads close together, as she pulled up the video and kicked it into gear.

Her hold on the phone had been jerky and her rushed breath loud in the microphone. Blythe forgot all about that when she saw what Simone had been focusing upon.

The creature wore jeans. Jeans. There was a light windbreaker over the top of them and what looked like the neckband of a simple tee shirt underneath. That made it even more surreal.

“It looks sick,” Eloise said softly.

“It’s gray skin, but I think that’s the way it’s supposed to be,” Jake said.

The Elah walked toward Simone and a line of people waiting for the bus. Its gait was very similar to a human’s, which meant its legs, knee joints and hips were similar, too.

The video halted as the creature took its place at the end of the line, just like anyone else would.

“I can only take thirty seconds of video at one time,” Simone said, as she pressed the screen to call up the next video.

In the several seconds that passed before Simone had been able to start the second video, the bus had pulled up next to the bus stop, only no one was getting on the bus. They were all standing back, away from the Elah. She could see their fright in their stiff shoulders and shocked faces.

The Elah edged past them and Blythe wondered if it was as wary as everyone else. It had to be. They had clearly studied humans enough to know how to dress as one of them. So they must have absorbed enough of human culture and history to know that humans did not deal with outsiders very well.

What the creature was doing now, if it was doing what she thought it was, was one of the gutsiest things she had ever seen.

She held her breath as the Elah stepped up to the open door of the bus, then took the two steps up to stand next to the driver.

The video stopped and Simone quickly called up the next one.

From the way she was standing, Simone had only been able to capture the back of the creature.  She was close enough that the microphone of the cell phone had been able to pick up what happened next.

“I want to go,” the Elah said.

“Holy fuck, it speaks English,” Blythe said to herself.

Eloise giggled and she realized that she had spoken aloud.

The bus driver sat there goggling at the creature. The Elah lifted its hand and pointed through the window with stubby fingers. “We go?”

“I’ll need to see your ticket,” the driver said. It was a miracle the man had been able to pull himself together enough to remember what his job was.

The video blanked out again and Eloise sighed.

“I can’t help it,” Simone said. “This is Mom’s crappy cast off, remember?”

“It’s all right,” Blythe told her. “I think it was fantastic that you kept your head together enough to even think of taking video. Is there another one?”

Simone glowed. She brought up the next video and they all bent over it again.

Jake was standing next to the Elah and the driver, talking.

Blythe gripped the counter and reminded herself to breathe as panic squeezed her chest. He was here right now, he had come through this. So she made herself concentrate on the cell phone.

“… Money for a ticket, or a day pass?” Jake was saying. “Do you even have money?”

“Money. Yes.” The Elah dug its hand into his its hip pocket and Blythe felt the same disconnect from reality as she had when she realized it was wearing jeans. It looked perfectly normal and natural. It held out its hand and she could see even on the fuzzy video that it was holding US currency.

“I’ll need the correct fare,” the driver said.

“These are all twenties,” Jake told the Elah. “You need a five dollar bill. Do you know what that means?”

“Five,” the Elah said. “One, two, three, four, five. Yes?”

“Yeah, that’s right. You need a five dollar note.” Jake held up his hand with all five fingers extended. “He’s not gonna let you on unless you have that. You get that?”

The video cut out again and Blythe curbed her impatience. Simone was right, it was her crappy cast-off phone. Who’d ever have thought they would need a video camera in their back pockets for occasions like this?

The next video had been taken from the back of the bus, focusing through the glass at the pavement they had just left behind. The Elah stood there, watching the bus leave. Simone kept the video rolling as the bus bumped over the potholes and the Elah grew more distant. In the last seconds before the video cut out again, the Elah turned and began to walk away.

“That’s it,” Simone said.

Everyone stood up and Blythe remembered to stir the meat in the saucepan, that had been simmering in taco spices. Taco salad again. It seemed incredibly unimportant that they were having taco salad for dinner.

“Mom?” Jake asked diffidently. “It was trying to be like us. I just helped.”

“I think it was a good call,” Blythe told him, as she poured the meat into the salad and stirred. “Except that it was so incredibly dangerous. We don’t know anything about the Elah. What if it hadn’t liked that the driver wouldn’t let it on the bus? You don’t even know what their instinctive responses are.”

“No one does,” Jake said. “Only, now we know that they’re not trying to fight us, right?”

“That’s not an assumption I’m ready to make just yet,” Blythe told him. “Although this seems like a very positive sign. You did well, Jake. I’m proud of you.”

Jake swelled with pride. “What’s for supper? I’m starving.”

“Everyone finish setting the table. We’ll eat quickly. How would you like to go to the big house for the evening?”

“Really?” Simone breathed the word disbelievingly.

“That would be so cool!” Jake said.

Blythe nodded.  She helped them set the table, and put the salad in the middle. “I think Nial needs to see this video. And there’s a vampire there, Sebastian, who will be able to string the videos together into one.”

“My videos?” Simone said. Her eyes were shining.

“Eat quickly,” Blythe told them. “I’d like to get back at a reasonable hour so let’s make it fast.”

She made herself eat and carefully didn’t point out to any of them that no one had so much as flinched over the idea of visiting a house filled with vampires. If they could get used to that idea in a few short weeks, perhaps spotting Elah catching buses would become commonplace, too.

* * * * *

Suzette had suggested to Kate that they meet for lunch at one of the new and trendy restaurants along Rodeo Drive. Kate was gun shy about being seen in public these days and proposed that she bring food to Suzette’s office and they eat there.

Kate splurged on lunch from Spago’s, which made up for sitting hunched over Suzette’s desk. For fifteen minutes they ate without speaking and Kate could feel herself gradually relax.

Once the meal was finished, Suzette cleared away the remains and sat back in her chair again. She studied Kate. “You look very tired. You’ve been pushing yourself hard lately.”

Kate laughed. “You’re responsible for most of the reasons why I’m tired. I’m starting to get really sick of interviews.”

“I saw you on Reggie Yuma’s show last night. I thought you did well.”

“You did? I thought I sank like a stone.” She sighed. “There is no way to spin things anymore. Vampires are real, so get over it. The others are real, so get your head out of the sand and do something about it. The Summanus feed off humans. So suck that up, too. There are only so many ways I can say that nicely and not get stoned to death right where I’m sitting. Yet for some strange reason everyone thinks I’m the best person to say it.”

“That’s because you’re human. The real experts are all vampire. Humans are still adapting to that. They’re still more comfortable with a human telling them the plain facts.”

“You don’t seem to be having too many troubles with it,” Kate pointed out.

“On the upside,” Suzette said, “as long as you’re in front of the cameras and people are seeing you, then you’re not completely beyond reach of finding finance for your movie. Are you still having trouble with that?”

“It’s as dry as a riverbed in August out there,” Kate said. “I didn’t have to work this hard to finance my first movie and this will be my twelfth and I have an Academy nomination to boot.” She tried to smile. “I’m still waiting for someone to tell me that they’re going to take the nomination back, because I used a vampire as the lead. I shouldn’t be dismayed by the hypocrisy, except that the vampires really are trying to help us.”

“And Patrick Sauvage wasn’t a vampire when you did the movie.” Suzette was as up-to-date with Kate’s life as anyone else she knew. As her PR consultant, Suzette needed to know the gritty details, long before anyone else did. “So what’s on your mind, Kate?”

“Exactly that,” Kate said. “I’m tired. There has to be a better way to handle this, other than taking every ad hoc interview offered to me.”

Suzette’s expression grew grimmer. “Do you want me to reassure you? Or would you prefer the plain truth?”

Kate sighed. “Truth, always. Although I have a feeling this is going to hurt.”

Suzette nodded. “I know you’re sick of the interviews, but if you stop doing them, then one of the few tactics vampires have at their disposal to turn the tide of human opinion will be gone. The truth is, Kate, the weight of public opinion is moving against vampires.”

Kate sighed. “Yeah, it’s about as bad as I thought it would be.”

“I’ve seen some research. There were a couple of polls done, one of them a national. People are still afraid of vampires. I think they always will be, to one degree or another. Vampires are all-powerful, they live forever and they stay young. For a lot of people, that’s reason enough to resent them. Then, on top of that, they’re supposed to be guarding humans. Except that humans never asked to be guarded. And a lot of people feel that it’s the vampires’ fault they have to be guarded in the first place. They did not ask for this war. They didn’t ask that the Others be released.”

“So every time they lose someone they love, every time the Summanus take someone, their family and friends don’t blame the Summanus, who are just behaving naturally. They blame vampires for their woes,” Kate said tiredly.

Suzette nodded. “That’s about it.”

Kate got to her feet. “Could I see the research?”

“Of course. I’ll email it to you.”

“I think Nial will find it very interesting. I know that Cyneric will deconstruct it down to the cellular level. I’d be interested to hear his interpretation, too.”

“Cyneric is that tall guy from England, right?” Suzette said.

“He’s a biological computer,” Kate said. “It’s freaky the way he can predict things just by studying events and people and data.” She picked up her bag from the floor next to her chair, thrust her hair back with her hand and nodded at Suzette. “Thanks.”

“That’s why you pay me the big bucks. I’ll keep scheduling interviews and I’ll try to space them out a little bit more. A break here and there wouldn’t hurt and it might help you get through them.”

“Oh, I’ll get through them. I just don’t think I’m ever going to like talking to the media ever again.”

“Try getting some sleep!” Suzette called after her as Kate left the office.

Easy for her to say, Kate thought, as she left the building. She wasn’t living with two immortals who never slept, in a household that revolved around hunting and war.

There were times when she thought she would never get used to it, then she would watch the news and the constantly climbing numbers of people missing and killed, and knew she had no choice. Just like the people in Suzette’s poll, she resented the place she was in.  That wasn’t going to change anything, though.

Oh, how she wished it could change!


Chapter Twenty-Five

The long dining table in the formal dining room was rarely used.  Now it served as a perfectly good boardroom table and three people sat together on the windows side.

On the side that Patrick stood on was ranged every vampire who lived in the house and more besides. This was an assembly of all the leading vampires working in alliance with Nial.

Nial stood in front of them all, which was exactly as it should be.

The three people on the other side of the table did not seem awed by him. The woman on the left, had beautiful dark hair with thick streaks of gray and the most calm and peaceful eyes he had ever seen. Patrick remembered her from location shooting on his last movie. She was Iona. The man on the right was a nondescript, completely average and forgettable man, except for the fact that Iona deferred to him. His name was Vicent and Patrick had also met him on location.

Vicent, on the other hand, bowed and scraped whenever the second man spoke. This one was a stranger to Patrick. He sat between the other two, was half a head higher than both and had pale blue eyes that commanded attention. It wasn’t just the eyes. This man was a leader and despite his youthful appearance he had as much wisdom and experience packed away as Nial did.

Although they had given no ranks, Patrick knew the man in the middle was either the leader of the Curandero, or very near to the top. He had that sort of presence.

Winter stood at a very neutral position at the end of the table, putting her on neither side. She had introduced the leader to Nial, giving his name, Gustav.

“We have been watching your war with growing concern,” Gustav said. “Once, you told us that if we were to reveal ourselves to humans, then our lives would see more peace than at any other time in our history. You have revealed yourselves. Yet we do not see peace.”

He spoke with the plummy British accent that reminded Patrick of Cyneric, except that Cyneric’s voice was always filled with a barely hidden cynicism or amusement. This man, this Gustav, was just blank. He was speaking the words and that was all.

“You’re mistaking peace of mind and heart with peace among others. There will always be wars and conflicts. That is how things get resolved.” Nial didn’t seem to be moved emotionally, either, although Patrick was beginning to learn just how much Nial hid beneath the surface.

“That is not reassuring,” Gustav said. “You are not winning this war.”

Vicent stirred. “You are leading us to a place where we will be exposed to humans. We do not want to suffer your fate.”

“We haven’t lost yet,” Sebastian said furiously. He subsided when Nial put his hand on his shoulder, but still looked angry.

Patrick didn’t blame him. To be measured so coldly and negatively, completely bereft of emotion, made it worse. And besides, they were wrong. They had to be.

“We have not exposed you,” Nial pointed out. “We have abided by the agreement between us. You will not be exposed until you say you are ready. You are not to erase the memory of yourselves from humans anymore.”

Gustav shook his head. “If we do not wipe the memory of us, then exposure is guaranteed. Sooner or later, humans will discover us. It will be the end of us.”

“Aren’t you being just a tad melodramatic?” Garrett asked from the far corner of the room. He had his arms crossed, and there was a vein throbbing at his temple, showing that his calm composure was being barely maintained, too.

“The world is not as black-and-white as you have tried to make it be,” Nial said. “If you are exposed, then things will change, yes. That is all that will happen. Change. However, that is not why we invited you here today.”

Gustav looked wise. “You wish to have our assistance in your dealings with the humans.”

They really were channeled in their thinking. Winter had tried to explain the single perspective that the Curandero had been living with throughout most of history. It shaped their every reaction. That made it incredibly difficult to deal with them, especially as all they had to do was touch someone with their finger to completely control them and make them do whatever they wanted. That included vampires, who were just as vulnerable as humans to a Curandero’s touch.

For people with such a single-minded point of view, persuasion was a useless tool. Physical force would not move them either. Nial was trying to convince them, anyway. Patrick admired his determination.

“No, it is not the humans for whom we need your help,” Nial said calmly. “Just like vampires, you begin your lives as humans, before you discover that you are Curandero. That means the Summanus see you as food just as they do humans and vampires. That makes us allies.”

Gustav considered that and from the slight wrinkling of his nose and a downturn of his lips, Patrick could see he did not like that idea much at all.

“Statistics say that you and your kind must have had some interaction with the Summanus. There are too many of them for you not to have had to fight them at least once. You know so much about a person through your touch. I want you to tell us what you know about the Summanus. You must have studied them by now.”

“They are insects, with a rudimentary ability to think,” Gustav said with disdain.

“Their biology,” Nial said. “What can you tell us about their vulnerabilities? Their weaknesses? Humans are food, but what is poison to them? If there is a way to defeat them other than single-handedly taking down every single one of them, then you will be among the first of us to figure that out. You must have learned something with your interactions with them.”

Gustav got to his feet and Iona and Vincent followed. Gustav looked at Nial with a withering expression. “Why should we help you? You are bringing us to the brink of annihilation.”

“Vampires are doing everything we can to hold back disaster,” Nial said and for the first time, Patrick heard something other than calm in his voice. “If we had not revealed ourselves and warned the humans, the Summanus would have defeated us already.”

Gustav shook his head. “You bought this upon us. We would be better to retreat and stay hidden and let the Summanus have their way with you.”

“Do you not understand that if we lose, you lose?” Nial’s voice was thick with a repressed emotion.  Patrick could not figure out if it was anger, or something else.

Gustav turned and headed for the door and after hesitating, the other two followed him.

“When you are ready,” Nial called after them, “we will be ready to listen to you.”

None of them reacted. They threaded their way through the vampires, who moved aside for them, and left the room.

Nial propped himself up on the back of one of the dining chairs, his fingers tight over the back rail. He hung his head.

Patrick caught Dominic’s glance. He made his thoughts very clear, so that Dominic could hear it properly.

He already looks defeated.

Dominic sighed.

* * * * *

When everyone except Sebastian had left the dining room, Winter moved over to Nial and picked up his hand. “I’m sorry. They’re completely blind and pigheaded.”

“They’re afraid,” Sebastian said. “For the first time in their history they’re facing an enemy they cannot defeat.”

Nial sighed and lifted his head. “It was always going to be a long shot,” he said softly. “And they’re right. I did strong-arm them into this.”

“It doesn’t mean you’re wrong,” Sebastian said, moving even closer to him. “The only way we are going to win this is if we all work together.”

Winter wrapped her arms around Nial’s waist, seeking a physical comfort she hadn’t been aware she wanted until this moment. Nial’s arms had always been safe. She sighed against his chest as his arms came around her. Nial pressed his lips against her hair.

“I am the one who should apologize,” he said, his voice rough. “A leader must make decisions and sometimes those decisions are based on incomplete information. Leaders make mistakes and I’ve made more than most. Those mistakes might be the foundation of our fate.”

Winter squeezed him harder, as her own fear leapt in her chest.

“It’s not over until it’s over,” Sebastian said. His voice was rough.

After that, there was nothing else to say.

They stood there for a very long time, almost as if they were afraid to move. Or afraid to face the future.

That was where Dominic found them and told them that the Unspoken Ones were demanding Nial’s presence in a video conference, to explain himself.

* * * * *

Dominic and Patrick arrived at the house just after noon, far earlier than Blythe had expected them.

She studied their faces as they stepped in the door and her heart sank.

“You look….” She wasn’t sure what it was that they looked like, except that it was not good.

Dominic’s eyes was sober and Blythe thought she could see fear there. “The Unspoken Ones are angry with Nial. I don’t think anyone has ever seen them gather in one place, but they’re doing it now and they’re kicking his butt.”

Patrick pulled her into his arms. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

Dominic wrapped his arms around both of them and rested his head against Patrick’s shoulder for a brief moment. “Tell me about your day,” he asked Blythe. “The boring stuff. The routine. Which one of the twins is smoking in her room. Jake getting cut from the team. Anything, except the war and the Summanus.”

The war and the Summanus were her entire world, these days. There was just a chink left where she squeezed in time for her family, then a tiny sliver to spare for these two men.

So instead, she kissed Dominic. With her kiss, she expressed everything she would not say aloud. All the good happy things, the new emotions she was feeling, her hopes and dreams and wishes, that she never let out to stroll through her mind anymore because the odds were so great that none of them would ever happen. She breathed all of it into Dominic.

Patrick lifted her chin for his own kiss and it was so intense that she had the sensation that he was doing exactly the same with her. Unspoken hope. It hung between them.

Until their bodies roused and the kisses grew more heated. Until finally Patrick lifted her up and carried her upstairs, while Dominic held the bedroom door open and shut it behind them behind the three of them.

Here, they could all forget. While they were here, the rest of the world went away.

* * * * *

Garrett didn’t insist that they return home. Roman sensed he was just as interested to hear what the Unspoken Ones had to say. They sat in the lounge room with Winter and Sebastian, Efraim and Kimball and waited.

Winter and Sebastian held hands for most of the time and even Garrett was sitting closer to him on the sofa than he normally allowed himself to be in public.

Conversation started several times, then spluttered to an inconclusive end every time. Everyone had far too much on their minds to participate in desultory conversation.

Nial emerged from the office nearly three hours later. He looked haggard and tired, which was shocking for a vampire.

He waved at them, telling them to stay seated, then sat on the chair that Kimball brought over for him. He sank onto it as if his bones were just as weary as the rest of him.

For a long moment he sat with his fingers threaded together loosely, his gaze on them. Then he lifted his head. “The Unspoken Ones want me to order Marcus and Sasha to assassinate Dai Chi.”

“You can’t,” Roman said quickly. “He’s trying to work with us. He might even become an ally. Don’t they understand that?”

“They only remember that the Others, all of them, were once the enemy and that humans were very nearly destroyed because of them. The Unspoken Ones have always worked from instinct and that is what their instincts are telling them now.”

“Even though the Elah have been seen among humans, trying to be like humans?” Winter asked.

“They see that as infiltration,” Nial said.

Garrett spoke up. “The single most important strategy we have available to us now,” he said, “is the formation of allies. As many as we can bring to our side. That’s the only way this is going to work. We can’t afford to kill off a potential ally.”

“What about the Libertatus?” Sebastian said. “Do they have any ideas?”

“Every world government is in crisis,” Nial pointed out. “Most of the Libertatus are embedded in those governments. They are too busy to think clearly.”

“Then it is up to us,” Roman concluded.

Winter squeezed Nial’s hand. “What are you going to do?”

Nial’s answer was a long time coming. When he did respond, it was chilling. He let out a breath, that was almost a sigh. “I don’t know.”

* * * * *

When their sweaty bodies were still and their hearts had slowed, Dominic claimed the shower first, while Blythe got dressed quickly, with one eye on the clock.

Patrick’s phone had been buzzing on and off for the last hour and a half, so now he fished it out of his pocket and scrolled through the notifications.

“I don’t think I’ve ever heard your phone go off quite so often before,” Blythe said.

“There was a time when I had to keep it on silent all the time, or the buzzing would have pissed me off so much I would have smashed the thing against the wall. And this is my private phone. The call sheet at the agency wasn’t really a sheet. It was a binder.”

He was thumbing through screens quickly as he spoke. He was frowning.

“Bad news?” Blythe asked. These days there was wasn’t any other sort of news.

“I don’t know,” Patrick said slowly. “There are some interesting messages here. Well, not messages, because I haven’t opened them yet. It’s more the people who sent them that is interesting.”

Blythe straightened, tugging her tee shirt down. “Hollywood?” Even just asking that made her middle sink and her heart thud uneasily.

Perhaps Patrick sensed her reaction. There were times when she really thought he was reading her mind just as Dominic did. He had explained, though, that it was his stepped-up perceptions that made it seem that way. She tried not to remember too often that he could smell her moods, but that’s what it really came down to.

He looked at her sharply, his eyes narrowing. Then he put down the phone and patted the bed next to him.

Reluctantly, she sat next to him. Her heart was really racing now.

“That threatens you doesn’t it?” he asked softly.

She swallowed. “Yes, it does. I know it’s stupid—”

Patrick touched his fingers to her lips, silencing her. “Shhh….” He picked up her hand and pressed it against his thigh, spreading the fingers and stroking them. Then his gaze met hers again. “You must know by now that this relationship is completely different.”

“That’s what you told the tabloids every time you started dating a new supermodel.” She couldn’t even smile.

He nodded. He didn’t try to deny it. “Does it help if I say I don’t give a shit about Hollywood anymore?”

Blythe considered that. “You’re really a vampire now, aren’t you?”

“My loyalties have shifted, yes.” Then he frowned. “I’m not even sure I had loyalties before. I had ambitions. Only, ambitions are not a good foundation upon which to build a life. Look at where I was before you came along.”

“You were with Dominic,” she reminded him. “I’m the interloper.”

“You know that’s not true.” He twined his fingers between hers and closed their hands together. “Dominic and I would never have lasted. It took you to change the dynamic and that is what is going to keep us together. All of us.”

They both looked up as the bathroom door opened and Dominic emerged, naked and still gleaming with moisture. “Must you two always have heart-to-hearts when I’m somewhere I can’t extricate myself in a hurry?”

He sat on the bed, in the middle so that he was between the two of them and facing their linked hands. His eyes were grave, despite his grumbles. “I got almost all of that. Patrick is right. I don’t think even you and I would have lasted, Blythe, if Patrick was not here, too. None of us work together, unless all three of us are together.”

Then he looked at Patrick. “If Hollywood is going to come calling again, that is going to put some interesting stresses on things. Blythe’s right to feel afraid. I think I do, too.”

“We don’t even know what Hollywood wants yet,” Patrick said. “Maybe they’re all telling me to piss off again.”

“Not after you’ve been plastered across television with the sword strapped to your back, out there fighting the bad guys every night like a real hero,” Blythe said.

“I can’t think of a single other A-list actor who has been seen doing something like that. It’s recasting you as a hero for real,” Dominic added.

Patrick looked at them both, his gaze moving from one to the other. His expression was sober. “I won’t make promises,” he said gently. “I’ve been breaking promises my entire life, so I won’t promise now. I won’t even ask you to trust me. Just give me time. Give me the time I need to prove to you that things have changed.”

“Things changed because Hollywood didn’t want you anymore,” Dominic said. “Now they want you back.”

“No one gets to go back, remember?” Patrick said.

Blythe tried to smile and managed a weak one. Dominic brushed her hair out of her eyes and kissed her temple, then pressed his lips against Patrick’s cheek. “I look forward to your proof,” he said. “For now, we better move our asses. Jake and the girls will be back soon and I’m really in the mood to kick some Summanus’ ass tonight.”

* * * * *

The news about Nashville broke the next morning. Blythe had tried to ban the news at the breakfast table, because all the bad tidings made the day start under a cloud. As she was so rarely at the breakfast table, everyone had gotten into the habit of listening to updates while they ate.

The morning was an occasion when she did not feel so drained that she couldn’t get out of bed for a short hour or two to share breakfast with her children. Patrick and Dominic and Jake and the girls had the breakfast routine down to a science, so she sat at the table to stay out of their way and watched with growing amazement as everyone worked together to get breakfast on the table in record time.

There was a lot of chitchat and snarky comments thrown around the room, to be batted back with zingers. Jake and Simone and Eloise gave as good as they got, which was even more amazing. Her girls were generally shy around adult men, as they had not had a father figure in their lives, yet some of the more smart alec one-liners were tossed at Patrick and Dominic by both of them.

The plates of bacon, eggs and hash browns had just been put on the table, when the standard CNN morning news show was interrupted.

Blythe lifted her head from her plate, as she heard the words. “We interrupt this broadcast to bring breaking news to you…”

The image on the screen had clearly been taken by a camera in a helicopter, for it was a little bit shaky and from several thousand feet up. The helicopter was circling around a city. The dateline at the bottom of the screen said Nashville, Tennessee.

“At approximately nine p.m. last night, Nashville city authorities and emergency services began to broadcast distress messages. All of them claimed that the city was being overrun by Summanus.”

“Tennessee’s riddled with caves,” Patrick said softly. “Even the land under the city is a honeycomb.”

The CNN report continued. “Civilian militia from surrounding areas were dispatched by the state coordinating service. All military personnel in the state were also sent. Just after midnight last night, all communications from the city ceased. There has been silence from Nashville since one a.m. this morning. No one is responding to communications.”

Blythe stared at the images, realizing what was wrong with the city scene. It looked like a normal city, only nothing moved on the streets. The cars on the streets were still, some of them pulled up at odd angles, as if the occupants had had to stop in a hurry.

As the helicopter swung around the city in a slow arc, the camera showed block after block of silence and emptiness.

“Everyone’s just gone,” Jake said.

“One of the last communications received from the city,” the CNN reporter continued, “was that the Summanus were attacking in overwhelming numbers. These reports speak of Summanus numbering in the millions. This morning, when authorities entered the city, they found empty streets and empty buildings. Although authorities are continuing to search the city, fear is growing that there are no humans left at all.”

Eloise gasped and Dominic put his coffee cup down slowly, not quite reaching the table and having to adjust as it sloshed.

“All of them?” Simone said. “A whole city?”

“How many people lived in Nashville?” Jake asked. Blythe noted the past tense he was using.

“If you count the outlying suburbs,” Patrick said, “then about three million people.”

Blythe pushed her plate away. Her appetite had fled.

Dominic was looking at Patrick. “You’re from Nashville?”

Patrick shook his head. “Kentucky, originally. I spent time in Tennessee as a kid. I had cousins there.”

The helicopter had continued to move as they spoke and now, Blythe began to see people. They were not going about their daily business. These must be the outlying suburbs. Everyone who still remained was fleeing. There were long lines of people walking and even slower lines of cars. It was an exodus.

“Sweet Jesus,” Jake breathed.

“No one wants to be there after nightfall, now,” Dominic said.

The CNN reporter was droning on about estimated losses and what the authorities were doing to combat the menace. None of it was new. Most of it added up to humans having to fight for themselves, because the authorities had no real strategies.

“Turn the TV off,” Blythe said firmly. “There’s nothing we can do about this right here and now. Let’s eat breakfast and be civilized for a few moments more.”

Someone pressed the remote and the TV turned off with an electronic sigh. Blythe picked up her fork and tried to pretend to eat the rest of her breakfast, while her heart fluttered in a weak and sick way.

Simone was weeping steadily and silently, wiping her tears away with the back of her hand in between mouthfuls.

Jake did not attempt to open the laptop as he usually did.

Patrick and Dominic remained silent, too. There was no more give-and-take, no more zingers.

They may have turned off the sound, but the fact of Nashville was sitting right there on the table in between them, affecting them all. It was making them question the future.

How much longer could this go on?


Chapter Twenty-Six

The weeks wound on, filled with hunting, losses and heartbreak.

The President addressed the nation, sharing his grief over all those who had been slain and taken. He promised that every resource at the government’s disposal had been retooled in the effort to find an answer to this new menace in their lives.

Dominic, who listened to the address filtered through everyone else’s hearing, was the first to notice. “There’s no specifics,” he said. “I don’t think they know what they going to do at all.”

“They’re not going to spell out details of national security on television,” Blythe said.

“Why not?” Patrick said. He had a script open upon his knee, one of the many he was assessing that had been thrust at him by producers and directors eager to have him in their movie. “If they really have answers, the best thing they could do is tell everyone exactly what they are going to do. It’s not like the Summanus can listen and take notes.”

They had taken a rare night off from hunting in order to catch the President’s address. Patrick had the armchair and Dominic sat with Blythe upon the sofa. Jake and the girls were sprawled on the floor, propped up on cushions. All three of them had scripts open in front of them, for they were helping Patrick search for a suitable story.

“Maybe they’re not disclosing details, because they are used to keeping them close to their chest,” Blythe said.

Jake rolled over on his back and looked at her. “It’s not like any other government in the world is announcing a grand new plan.” He handed Patrick the script he had been reading and grimaced. “This one sucks. Too much girly stuff.”

Patrick pulled a script off the pile next to his elbow and handed it to Jake. “Try this one, then. Action thriller.”

All of them had agreed that Patrick’s first movie, now he was a vampire and now that the world was in peril, should absolutely be a heroic adventure, where the good guys won against overwhelming odds.

“Then you don’t have to act at all,” Jacob said, with a grin. “You can just be yourself.”

Patrick had tipped him upside down and shook him for his cheekiness, although even the girls agreed that a story about battling the odds would be better than any romance he could possibly cast himself in.

Blythe had not got involved in the script analysis project. Neither had Dominic. Although neither of them spoke of it, she knew that Dominic was as nervous about Patrick’s return to Hollywood as she was.

Patrick was very calm, almost cynical about it. “Who knows? By the time principal photography starts, there may not be a Hollywood left. And if Hollywood is still around, there may not be anyone left to watch what they make. But for now, the best thing we can do is act as though everything is normal. It’s the only way to stay sane.” He had grinned. “Take it from me. When the booze was really biting, acting as if everything was normal was the only way I got through the day.”

Except that normal wasn’t what it used to be, once upon a time.

* * * * *

On Jake’s sixteenth birthday, Jake asked Patrick to train him with the sword. Blythe thought she might have a meltdown right there in the kitchen.  While Dominic held her tightly, Patrick considered Jake’s request.

“I’ll train you on one condition,” he said and Blythe bit back her moan.

Jake nodded.

“You don’t go out hunting Summanus until I say you’re ready.”

Jake grimaced. “In other words, I’ll never be ready.”

“You’re only sixteen,” Blythe began and Jake rolled his eyes.

“One day you’ll be ready,” Patrick said. “And you’re growing up in a world where you will have to hunt Summanus if you want to live any sort of life. So I will teach you and Dominic will teach you how to use a knife. Your mother will teach you the best ways of finding and defeating Summanus. We’ll train the girls, too,” he added.

“We will teach you everything we have to share with you, to make you the best hunters you can be. However, until you’re good, until we think you have the skills necessary to defend yourself and not end up dead on the first night out, you don’t hunt. Is that understood?”

Jake had agreed to the bargain. Both of the girls had also agreed, which had surprised Blythe more than Jake’s request. She had not realized how closely the girls have been watching her, until Simone said, “Why shouldn’t we fight? Mom does. And she’s good at it. We can be, too.”

As winter began in earnest so, too, did training for everyone in the house. School hours were adjusted downward, so that kids could go to and from school in daylight. That meant that they were home for longer, which gave everyone the opportunity to be together and during those hours they trained, too.

Patrick and Dominic were still technically guests in her house, but as they spent nearly every single night in her bed, the technicality was losing any meaning. Still, Blythe was reluctant to address the matter directly.

Patrick had begun filming only a few weeks ago and his contract kept his hours at a minimum, so that he could return home each night and hunt. The producers had groused and whined, while Patrick remained firm. If they wanted him in their movie, they would agree, or he walked.

They had agreed.

That he was home every night went a long way toward helping Blythe relax. However, her bed was not big enough and space in the house was stretched to near breaking. With the addition of training, it became almost impossible to find space for themselves. Even the kids grew stir crazy from the short daylight hours and being cooped up inside for so long.

Dominic was the one to raise the subject. “I’m sick of living out of a duffel bag,” he began. “School has been dismissed for the Christmas season. Now is the perfect time. Patrick has miles of room in his house. Jake and the girls could transfer to a school in Hollywood. They have more money to spare for security, anyway. Then we wouldn’t have to keep up this ninety minute commute all the time.”

Blythe looked at Patrick. He hadn’t reacted in any way and she couldn’t tell what he was thinking. “Did that freak him out, Dominic?” she asked.

“Is it freaking you out?” Patrick said. “He’s basically suggesting we all move in together, your kids included.”

“She’s worried about the upheaval,” Dominic said. “And you’re worried about what everyone will think.”

“I don’t give a damn what anyone in Lalaland thinks,” Patrick said. “But I know that Blythe is worried about it.”

“Is that why you’ve never said anything until now?” she asked.

“I didn’t want to force the issue. Dominic’s right and so are you. This is an upheaval for the kids. And of course, they going to make natural assumptions, if we move in together.”

The silence seemed to tick like a bomb.

Blythe licked her lips. “That isn’t how you feel?” she said carefully.

Dominic gave a hiss of frustration. “You’re both tap dancing around it. Patrick, tell her how you really feel. You’re scaring her.”

Patrick looked at them both. He didn’t speak.

“And now he’s afraid,” Dominic said softly.

Patrick nodded. “What I want to say…I’ve said it so many times before. I feel as if I say anything now, it will jinx it. I sometimes think if I move too fast, or breathe too hard, this will blow up in my face.” Old hurts shadowed his eyes. “When you two are sleeping, I watch you. And the idea of losing you terrifies me.” His hands clenched into fists and he rested them on his knees. “What I feel…I’ve never felt this before. Give me time.”

“You don’t have to prove anything,” Blythe said swiftly. The last time he had asked for time it had been to prove that Hollywood would not destroy them. The jury was still out on that, but it was looking good. This, though, was different.

Patrick shook his head. “I mean, give me time to get used to it, to relax enough to know I’m not going to fuck it up.”

Blythe blinked rapidly, clearing her eyes of tears. 

It was Dominic who responded first. He took Patrick’s face in his hands and kissed him, then rested his forehead against his. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Then Dominic looked up at Blythe. He gave her a small smile. “Blythe wants the largest closet you have and the right side of the bed.” He had plucked the thought straight out of her mind. She couldn’t dispute it. She was already thinking about details surrounding the move. Somewhere in the last few minutes, she had already accepted that this would happen.

* * * * *

Between Christmas and New Year, they all moved into Patrick’s house. Patrick’s master bedroom was big enough for all three of them and there were rooms for Jake and the girls, too.

Jake’s reaction to the suggestion that they all move into Patrick’s house had been simple. He had rolled his eyes. “Finally!”

Simone and Eloise spent Christmas going through schools in the area and picking out which one they wanted to attend.

As her children had already met everyone living in the house—Nial, Winter and Sebastian—Blythe was able to relax a little more. Her children had accepted Nial, Sebastian and Winter’s untraditional marriage more easily than her relationship with Patrick and Dominic. And while the girls sighed after Nial, Jake spent more time with Patrick and Dominic, training with the sword and absorbing everything they shared with him.

Blythe moved the center of her hunting operations along with her suitcases. She left behind a group of well-trained, well-equipped hunters, who elected from among them a new leader. No one was surprised when the new leader turned out to be Peter’s widow. Marcy had become a superior hunter. Blythe suspected that a lot of her drive came from Peter’s death and her need to make up for that.

As Bel Air and the higher Hollywood hills were thick with Summanus, Blythe made her first priority to contact the local hunters and form squads. She set up defense perimeters that could alert anyone of encroaching Summanus. Then they concentrated on clearing out the fringe suburbs, hunting down every last Summanus they could find. They sterilized nests and plugged access to the dark, deep places they liked.

Her ambition was to clear out the domestic areas, before pushing out into the hills, in an offensive attack to drive them out.

She formally gave up her day job and dedicated herself to defeating the Summanus, so her children could have a life.

Patrick and Dominic, Nial and Sebastian and sometimes Winter, along with Garrett and Roman, were all a part of her team. Nial, Garrett and Roman all led their own squads. She was surprised to find that even though they were leaders, everyone still looked to her for direction.

In many ways it was just like Afghanistan. Only, Afghanistan seemed like a distant, dusty memory now. The PTSD no longer flared. Winter systematically addressed and calmed her symptoms and because her life had changed so much, Blythe no longer had the psychological triggers winding her up every time she went into combat.

The skills she had learned in Afghanistan as a soldier and a leader gave her all the structure she needed to form the hunters into cohesive, coordinated units. The work was absorbing. There was no question that the ultimate goal was worth any price.

The nights were filled with hunting, while the few hours of daylight she could spare without falling into chronic sleep deprivation were devoted to her kids, Dominic and Patrick. In the midst of all the carnage and loss, she was happy.

Just after Valentine’s Day, the twins came home bursting with news.

“There are new kids at school,” Simone said.

Blythe studied her twinkling eyes, trying to figure out what it was she was not saying.

“They’re Elah!” Eloise burst out. “Three of them!”

“You didn’t tell us that the Elah had kids, mom.”

“I didn’t know for sure,” Blythe said. “I deal with the Summanus all night long. They really let the Elah into school? They’re sitting in classrooms, learning?”

Eloise nodded enthusiastically. “There’s one of them in my biology class!”

Blythe reported the news to Nial.

Nial was quieter than ever. He was a talented and natural leader and inspired his squad to fight with determination. When he was not hunting, though, he did not talk much. The ire of the Unspoken Ones, the disapproval of humans and the constant losses were taking a toll.

Blythe wondered if anyone else had seen that he was struggling. However, Nial was very good at dissembling.

Nial had considered a news about the Elah in their schools, then nodded. “They are determined to find a place on Earth for themselves. Why would they not want to learn everything they can about us? If they put their children through a human education, then the next generation of Elah will grow up understanding humans far better than Dai Chi’s generation.”

“The Ĉiela could do that too,” she said. “That is, if they have young.”

Nial seemed sad. “There will be no more children for the Ĉiela,” he said gently. “They’re dying. Soon there will be none left.”

Patrick had been more pragmatic about the Elah in their schools. “Where are they getting the money from? Non-residents have to pay fees and they are as non-resident as you can get.”

“I hear that some Elah have applied for jobs and gotten them, too.” Dominic rolled his eyes. “So now all the unregistered immigrants not only have to fight each other for the few jobs going, but the Elah, too. Who thought we would ever have to worry about that?”

“Marcus was saying that in Europe, the Elah are hiring themselves out as conservation consultants. They know more about preserving the environment than anyone.” Blythe had spent a lot of time talking to Marcus about hunting tactics and strategies. He was becoming the de facto head of hunting in England, when he wasn’t in Russia dealing with the Elah and Dai Chi.

Patrick raised his brows. “They figured out capitalism really fast, didn’t they?”

* * * * *

Roman spent a lot of his days working for a security group, teaching their people fighting strategies and the vampire culture, so they could work alongside vampires more effectively.

On the days that Roman was out of town, Sebastian took over his squad. Sebastian had been an officer in the English army during the Napoleonic wars. While he preferred to hunt under Nial’s command, he was a strong enough leader that Roman’s absence wasn’t felt as badly as it might have been.

Blythe was confident enough of Sebastian’s command that she did not make any special arrangements to support his squad. Sebastian held up his own very nicely.

As the weather grew warmer, the number of Summanus increased. Blythe’s plans to clear out the suburbs were impacted by the more frequent incursions. The squads fell back into purely reactionary mode, spending their nights hunting down as many Summanus as possible, without any real strategy in mind.

Perhaps that’s why it happened. Without direction, a squad could flounder. Afterward, she questioned herself and wondered if her command had been insufficient.

The first hint of trouble came when the radio on her hip crackled and static screeched from the speaker. Then she realized it wasn’t static, but screaming. The sound cut off as the connection was lost.

She waved for everyone to hold, then ducked behind a fence and put her back to it, so that she could wait for a follow-up communication, which was standard protocol.

As she didn’t know who had made the call, waiting was all she could do.

Fifteen seconds later, the radio crackled again. She turned the volume down so the others would not hear what came next. Even then, the fine hairs on the back of her neck were prickling hard.

“Blythe, are you there? Over.”

“I am. Who is this? Identify yourself, please.”

“It’s Kimball. Sebastian is down. Repeat. Sebastian is down. We are cut off and fighting our way out. We need backup.”

Blythe forced herself to keep breathing. She thought quickly. Nial’s squad was on the far side of the hills, cleaning out a nest they had found. For a brief moment she hoped that they were out of range of the radio and that Nial was not listening to this.

Her squad was closer. She lifted the radio to her mouth. “Give me your exact location.”

Kimball shouted out an intersection. His words were interspersed with gun fire. They had been ordered not to use guns unless pushed to the extreme, even though every squad carried a few of them, just in case. Gun fire could kill civilians, too. There were far too many civilians in the suburbs to use them safely.

If Sebastian’s squad had broken out the guns, they were indeed in trouble.

“Hang in there, Kimball. We’ll be there in four minutes.”

She stood, waved everyone over to her and explained what was happening. They raced for their cars, which were only a block away. With a squeal of tires, they headed for Kimball’s location.

The Summanus had them blocked off in an alley and were using sheer numbers to press in toward them. Blythe had everyone line themselves up at the mouth of the alley and lay down a suppressing fire, to disperse them.

It was tricky, because Kimball and the others were also in the line of fire.  The Summanus were so thick upon the ground, though, they acted like a shield.

As soon as the Summanus realized there were enemies behind them, they leapt over their fallen brothers and raced for them. Blythe’s squad was under attack, everyone fighting hand-to-hand. However, they’d had a lot of practice at this and the Summanus fell. She had told everyone what was at stake on the way over and now they were all fighting to save the others.

The Summanus dispersed, possibly cowed by their determination. Blythe turned and sprinted down the alley before the last of them had disappeared, sure that the others would see them off. Kimball was crouched behind a dumpster, his gun in his hand. He had Sebastian in his other arm. Sebastian was lying still and there was a lot of blood.

Blythe’s heart fluttered to a stop. “Let’s get him to the big house as fast as we can. Winter can see to him. I’ll let her know we’re coming.”

They carried Sebastian to the nearest car and put him on the back seat. Blythe wasn’t sure it was one of their cars and didn’t ask.

The drive to the house took far too long. On the way, she phoned Winter.

“We are bringing a casualty to you,” Blythe said carefully.

“I’ll be waiting. Who is it?”

“Winter, I’m sorry. It’s Sebastian.”

Silence.

“I understand. I’ll be waiting.” Winter disconnected.

Kimball and Dominic carried Sebastian into the dining room and laid him upon the big table. Winter followed them in and leaned over Sebastian, her hand on his head. There were tears on her face, but she focused upon him in the way she had, reaching inside and assessing. “Everyone go away.” Her voice was hoarse.

“Can we get you anything?” Patrick asked.

Winter glanced up at them. She looked like she had aged ten years. “I don’t need anything except peace and quiet. Someone must deal with Nial. Close the door please.”

She turned her back on them and bent over Sebastian once more.

Patrick led Blythe out of the room and shut the door as requested. They moved into the big lounge room. He looked around at everyone there. “Has anyone called Nial?”

“I told him to come home,” Garrett said. “I didn’t say why.”

“There’s a chance he heard the radio call,” Blythe reminded them. She glanced at Dominic. “Could you recall the squads, please? Hunting is over for the night.”

Dominic was their default communications hub, when he wasn’t sniffing out Summanus nests. He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and moved into one of the offices to make his calls.

Patrick picked up her hands, which she had squeezed together. “This isn’t your fault.”

She nodded. He might be right. She wasn’t going to argue with him. Not now.

“You should eat. You’re very pale.”

“It’s just shock.”

“Exactly. Calories will help.”

She shook her head. “I’m not going anywhere.”

There was a shout from outside, close to the house. Then a door slammed. Footsteps.

Blythe had been braced for Nial’s arrival, but she had forgotten his vampire-enhanced abilities.

He was moving fast, almost too fast to see properly, and came to a halt in the middle of the room. The mesmerizing blue of his eyes seemed to blaze as he looked around wildly. “Where is he?”

“In the dining room—” Patrick began.  That was all he got out. Nial moved with such speed that this time, Blythe could not follow him.

As Patrick was the nearest to the dining room door, he took a step forward, raising his arms. He moved with the same vision-blurring speed. There was a grunt. Blythe had no idea who had made the sound, for suddenly the two of them were standing with their arms locked and their bodies straining.

“Let me in,” Nial said.

“Winter needs to concentrate. Having you in there won’t help her. You can’t go in.”

“If you don’t let me go, so help me….” Nial’s voice was a low growl and the threat made the hairs on the back of Blythe’s neck stand up in a painful prickle. The menace radiating from him was enough to make her want to reach for her knife. It reminded her forcibly that Nial was very old. He had survived countless wars and his moral compass was quite different from a modern man’s.

Someone he loved was in jeopardy and Blythe knew that very little would stop him forcing his way into the room. Except that Patrick stood between Nial and Sebastian.

She inched closer, even though all her instincts were telling her to stay far away.

Patrick gripped the back of Nial’s head. There was nothing intimate about the hold. He was simply forcing Nial to focus on him.

“You can’t do anything in that room to change the course of what is to come,” Patrick said. His voice was low, so that it wouldn’t carry too far across the room and there was an iron core threaded through the words. Patrick knew what he was talking about and it showed.

“I know it seems impossible,” Patrick continued. “You must stay here and wait. All your skills, all your fury, none of it is going to help now. You must trust that Winter will do everything she can to save him.”

Nial was breathing heavily. It was almost like he was panting. Then Blythe realized that he was actually hyperventilating, something she had never seen a vampire do before. Alarm trickled through her. She didn’t know enough about a vampire physiology to understand what was happening to him.

Patrick gave Nial a small shake, to command his attention. “If I let you go now, will you sit down and wait?”

Blythe was close to Patrick’s shoulder now and she could see over it that Nial’s eyes were almost feral. His gaze was skittering everywhere. Her instincts were still telling her to go for her knife.

“Nial!” Patrick didn’t shout.  He was using all his skills to project his voice in a way that made everyone else in the room jump. Nial’s gaze returned Patrick’s face.

“You have to breathe,” Patrick told him. “Your human physiology is breaking through.”

Going against every instinct and common sense she had, Blythe laid her hand on Nial’s arm. “They know you love them,” she said gently. “But you are not helping them. You need to pull yourself together, in case they do need you. Then you will be able to help them. You can’t, if you don’t get it together.”

Nial flinched and his gaze turned upon her. She drew in a sharp breath as she saw that his eyes were sparkling. He was on the verge of tears, an impossibility for a vampire.

Nial wrenched himself out of Patrick’s grip and turned away. He kept turning, perhaps looking for a place to go, but there were enough people in the room that there was no private corner for him. He was still breathing raggedly and his hands were flexing.

He dropped onto the big square Ottoman in front of the armchair and covered his face with his hands. He was shaking.

After a moment, he pushed his fingers through his hair in a helpless gesture. His gaze remained on the floor and Blythe knew that he was trying to avoid anyone’s gaze.

“He’s not vampire anymore,” Nial said brokenly. “He doesn’t heal.”

“Winter can heal anyone,” Patrick said softly. “She has bought Sebastian back from the dead once already. She can do it again.” He gripped Nial’s shoulder and squeezed. “You must let go and relax,” he said. “You must let your vampire physiology reassert itself.”

Blythe didn’t know if Nial heard him. He bought his hands back to his face, hiding it. He stayed hunched over and her heart shifted as an echo of the agony he must be feeling touched her.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

The hours stretched out endlessly, while Patrick continued to talk Nial down and keeping him from tearing his way into the dining room and jogging Winter’s elbow. Patrick seemed to have endless patience and always said exactly the right thing to help Nial breathe away the panic.

Blythe sat on the edge of the armchair opposite the one Nial was sitting in front of and watched Patrick work. Once Dominic had finished his calls, he sat on the arm of the chair behind her, his hand sometimes resting on her shoulder.

It took a while for Blythe to realize what Patrick was doing, because she had never seen it before. Then she noticed the pattern. Nial was a victim of his thoughts, which were circling endlessly around Sebastian’s fate. Then the panic would catch him, flaring up like a volcanic eruption and that was when Patrick would talk him down to calm again.

Slowly, the peaks diminished and the calm between grew longer. In those, moments, Nial sat quietly, talking only to Patrick in a quiet voice.

Patrick did not leave his side. He did not spare attention for anyone else in the room. He concentrated solely upon Nial. He was possibly the only one in the room who could have known what to do, too. Patrick was dealing with Nial as if he was a drug addict in crisis. He was talking him down from reaching for what he needed the most.

It was close to two in the morning when Winter emerged from the dining room, closing the door behind her. Everyone looked up. No one had moved from the room since Winter had sent them from the dining room four hours before. All the squads recalled by Dominic’s phone messages had remained in the room, too.

Winter looked drained, although the haggardness that had made her look so old when they had first bought Sebastian to her was gone. There was peace in her eyes.

“He’s fine now,” she said softly.

There was a collective sigh of relief and Nial got to his feet. She looked at him and gave him another warm smile. “He wants to see you.”

Nial paused at her side and kissed her, then moved into the dining room and shut the door behind him.

Winter sat on the footstool that Nial had vacated, sinking down onto it with the slowness of the truly exhausted.

Blythe got to her feet. “Coffee or food, or both?” she asked Winter.

“If there is something hot to eat, that would be good,” Winter said quietly. “Then I think I’m going to go to bed and sleep for a month.”

“I’ll see what I can find,” Blythe said. She headed for the kitchen. There was some turkey stew at the back of the fridge that would warm up well.

She was stirring the stew in a pot on the stove when Patrick and Dominic found her there. She looked up from the pot and waited, because it seemed that both of them were waiting to tell her something.

Her gaze fell to Dominic, who always knew what was coming. This time he shrugged. “He’s blocking me out by quoting Shakespeare in his head. I don’t know what this is about.”

Patrick took the spoon out of her hand and put it back in the pot. Then he turned her to face him and cupped her cheek in his hand. His gaze drilled into her. “I am a fool if I don’t say this now. I love you. I love you both.” He held his hand out toward Dominic.

Dominic took it and moved to stand next to both of them. He closed his eyes and let out a heavy sigh. “You’re no longer afraid.”

Patrick gave a soft laugh. “I’m still terrified I’ll screw this up in some way, only that doesn’t seem very important anymore. Any of us, all of us, we could all be dead tomorrow. There are no guarantees and that’s what I’ve been looking for all this time—some sort of guarantee that this miracle that fell into my life wasn’t going to disappear if I made a wrong move. I think that’s a mistake I’ve made over and over…and I think I finally have learned my lesson. I’ve wanted warranties and locked-in certainties. Love doesn’t work that way.”

He stroked Dominic’s cheek with his thumb. “I don’t have to wait for you to say it. I don’t care if I’m the first to put myself out there. I love you both so much it makes me shake if I think about it too hard or too long.” He drew in a heavy breath and let it out.

Blythe wasn’t sure she could speak. Something was crimping her throat and clamping her chest, making it hard to breathe.

Dominic spoke for her. “Of course we’re not going to leave you up there waiting. Blythe has loved you forever. It was almost love at first sight and nothing to do with seeing you in the movies.”

Patrick closed his eyes slowly, in relief. Then he kissed her and suddenly she could breathe again. She clung to him, letting her body speak the words that she had not been able to say. She felt as though she would never be able to get close enough to him.  She forced herself to step away, thought, because not everything had been said yet.

She looked at Dominic. He was watching her with his dark eyes and there was an expression on his face that told her he already knew.

“Of course I knew,” he said gently. “That first time we made love, I knew then. I had to wait for you to figure it out for yourself. Then Patrick came along and that locked everything into place. For me, too.” He glanced at Patrick and gave one of his endearing smiles. “I had to feel you two falling in love and realize that I didn’t resent it in the slightest, to know that I was already there. Mind-reading is very inconvenient at times, but it stops me from denying what I don’t want to face.”

“What is it you didn’t want to face?” Blythe asked.

Dominic shrugged. “This,” he said, lifting up his hands to encompass the kitchen and beyond, to include the entire house. “Domesticity. No more wandering. Responsibility. I got pulled into it one step at a time, but because I love you both as much as I do, I don’t care. And if anyone threatens Jake and the girls, I’ll take their heads off.”

“I’ll beat you to it,” Patrick said.

Dominic smiled. “You wanna bet? Blythe would mow both of us down and get there first.”

Blythe realized she was wearing a silly smile and didn’t care. “Who gets to tell the kids that this is going to be a permanent arrangement?”

Dominic laughed. “They already have figured it out for themselves. They’re smart and they all like the idea, too.”

Blythe rested her hand against Patrick’s chest. “Brownie points at school,” she said. “They live with the great Patrick Sauvage.”

Patrick smiled. “I can’t think of a better use for my fame than to help them.”

Behind Blythe, the stovetop hissed and she whirled and fished the spoon out of the stew just as it boiled up to the top edge of the pot. She stirred quickly and turned the heat down. “Damn,” she said. “I think this is ruined. I’ll have to do another batch for Winter.” She fumbled for the oven mitt to pick the saucepan up and dump the contents.

“And that right there is a metaphor for us,” Dominic said softly.

“Burning soup?” Patrick asked.

“You know exactly what I mean,” Dominic chided him. “You’re just doing your macho I-don’t-want-to-deal-with-icky-feelings thing.”

Blythe laughed and it came easily. She skirted around both of them, carrying the saucepan over to the sink and dumped it. “Winter told me that Sebastian proposed to her when he was tied up in a chair and she had just rescued him. While we spend our lives being ordinary. I get to find out you both love me while stew burns on the stove behind me.”

“I can’t think of a better way for it to be than that,” Patrick said softly.

“Nor me,” Dominic added.

“I wouldn’t worry about food for Winter now,” Dominic added. “She has fallen asleep and Nial is carrying her back to their bedroom.” He smiled. “Sebastian is with them.”

Blythe let out her breath. “That’s great. That’s perfect.”

Dominic grabbed the tea towel and wiped her hands, then tossed it back on the counter and picked them up. “It’s a good idea,” he said. “Let’s go to bed.”

Patrick pushed them both gently toward the door. “A very good idea,” he agreed.

* * * * *

Burbank Peak, Santa Monica Mountains.

Roman had warned them that there was very little chance this would work. Nevertheless, Nial had insisted that they try.

It was broad daylight. Noon had just passed. It had taken all morning to climb the trail to the peak and that had measured everyone’s fitness. Blythe had taken note of the few who had fallen behind. Later, she would put them through remedial fitness training. It wasn’t good to have soldiers too tired to fight.

Every hunter who Blythe knew had been called to make the climb. They had spent two days on the phone, rounding up anyone who had taken up arms in the fight against the Summanus.

That meant there were nearly four hundred people gathered at the top of Burbank Peak. Blythe found it interesting that the vampires did not cling together in a group.  They were scattered throughout the larger human contingent.

Roman gathered everyone into a loose circle with a clearing in the middle of about fifteen feet. Then he stepped into the circle, drew in a deep breath and squared his shoulders. He looked up at the sky.

“I call out to the Serena!” he cried. “Hear me! Injustice rules these lands. I demand a hearing so justice can be restored!”

Silence. Just the sighing of the wind, which was warm for the first time this year.

“Serene Ones!” Roman called. “Speak to us!”

“We are here.” The voice was quiet and Roman turned to look at the woman who stood on the other side of the circle from him. Blythe blinked. She thought she had been looking in that direction, yet hadn’t seen anyone appear there.

Later, when she questioned others, they all experience the same thing. It didn’t matter where they were looking at the time, they still had to draw their gaze back to the woman who had appeared there.

She was beautiful. Blythe could find no other word for it. It wasn’t sexiness, or attractiveness. It was simply beauty. She seemed to glow as she stood there, even though it was midday. Then Blythe noticed that her feet, enclosed in perfectly ordinary boots, were not quite touching the ground.

Roman bowed to her. “Serene One, we have called you down to speak to us because we have nowhere else left to turn. The Summanus will destroy us if they are allowed to continue in their ways. They are overwhelming the Earth. They will annihilate humans and vampires. They are already doing so. Whole cities of people that we knew and loved have gone. This is not the way it was supposed to be.”

The woman listened gravely with her head tilted slightly to one side. “Why is this not the way it should be?”

“It is only because the Blood Stone was broken that the Summanus now flood these lands. By rights they should not be here. Their time was long ago and they lost their war. It is not right that they should live again to kill and harvest humans. They should be returned to their own time. Or at least removed from this one.”

“Why?” The Serene One asked simply.

Why had been one of the questions everyone had workshopped, coming up with a collective answer. Now Roman fell back upon those discussions. “This is the time for humans and vampires. For the first time in human history, vampires are free to be who they really are. Humans are learning to work with us and to accept us. It is a new age. The Summanus would prevent us from finding the peace that lies just ahead of us. They would keep the world locked in war forever.”

The Serene One didn’t look around.  Blythe suspected she was observing everyone at once, anyway. “It is true that seeing vampires and humans together is new. It is also the way it was supposed to be. Vampires were put upon this world to help humans, just as you are. You are to be commended for that.

“However, this is no more your time than it is humans’. All life has a right to that life, no matter where it finds itself. It would be wrong for us to intervene in this. The Stone was broken and this is the consequence. It is up to you to find a way to resolve these issues.”

And as abruptly as she had appeared, the Serene One was gone. Blythe did not see her go even though she was looking right at her.

The circle of hunters stirred and she could hear their disappointment, even though no one spoke. They were too stunned to speak. The Serene One’s judgment had been swift.

Surely that is not the end of it? Blythe could feel her indignation rising. She stepped through the people in front of her, pushing her way into the circle. “Wait!” She looked up at the sky as Roman had done, although she had a feeling that it didn’t really matter where she looked. She would be heard anyway. “Come back! You have not given us a fair hearing!”

Roman gripped her arm. “You can’t argue with the Serene Ones,” he said softly.

“I don’t want to argue. I just want to be heard!”

“You accuse them of being unfair. Be careful!”

Blythe lifted her chin and looked up at the sky again. “Damn you stuck up deities!” she cried. “How dare you judge us! You have no fucking clue!”

Roman’s grip tightened. “Just shut up!” he hissed.

“The emotions you display and the anger you feel is understandable. However, we cannot take emotions into account when deciding such matters.”

Blythe whirled around to face behind her and so did Roman, as everyone else muttered and stirred.

The woman was back.

Blythe stepped up to her. “You sit upon your…wherever you sit and you observe and you pass judgment. Only you have no real understanding of what has been happening here, if you believe that this is the way things should be. The Summanus are unnatural to this time. So are all the Others. They had their time, just as Roman said. The Ĉiela know that and they are dying because they cannot adapt to these new times.

“The Elah are trying to learn from us. They no longer see us as an enemy to fight. They know this is not their time just as much as we do. But they’re trying.” Blythe lifted her hands for emphasis. “All these people hunt the Summanus at night. It is breaking up their families and their way of life. The Summanus will not change. They will not try to adapt. That is a concept that is alien to them.”

The woman’s gaze was steady upon her and Blythe suspected she was looking through her, too. Perhaps the woman had access to her thoughts just as Dominic did.

“We do not usually pry upon details and individuals. It is not our way,” the Serene One said. “We were not aware that the Elah have joined with you.”

“They haven’t joined with us,” Blythe said. “They’re trying to learn how to get along with us. They no longer want to fight. Neither do we. The Summanus are forcing us to it.”

Nial stepped into the center of the circle. “We only want peace and to be left alone to live our lives.”

“You only see the big movements,” Blythe said. “You see wars and battles and the death of species. You are blind to everything else and it is in the small details where peace and prosperity begin. You don’t really know anything at all.”

She heard Roman draw in a deep breath. Out of everyone here, he probably understood with the greatest clarity just how rude she was being. Blythe really didn’t care. She had lost respect for deities. Gods and godlike creatures were nothing to sneeze at anymore, when the world was filled with vampires and Ĉiela and Elah and a common enemy that would kill them all. When people could mind-read and others could heal by touch alone, when three people could love each other simultaneously and deeply, then gods lost their specialness.

The Serene One tilted her head toward Blythe, almost as if she was nodding. “You draw attention to a weakness we were not aware of,” she told Blythe. “To restore justice, we must make amends. We must learn of these things you speak of.”

Blythe held her breath. She had not believed that she would move the Serene One in any way with her protests.

“How do you propose to learn these things?” Nial asked. “It will be difficult to learn when we are at constant war with an enemy not of our choosing.”

It was a clever and subtle way of asking for peace and to be rid of the Summanus.

“It is because of the Summanus that these things you speak of are occurring. For now, we would not remove that goad from your world. Not without proper study first.”

Blythe let out her breath and heard many others do the same. Her disappointment was acute.

“We will be watching,” the Serene Ones finished.

Nial stepped forward, drawing her attention. “You don’t learn anything just by watching,” he pointed out. “You have to join in and struggle along with the rest of us, to truly understand. You have to be a part of this world, not apart from it.”

The Serene One hesitated and her focus shifted. Perhaps she was conferring?

Then she nodded and looked at Nial again. “Such wisdom is unusual. We appreciate your teaching. Justice will be held in abeyance for now and we will join with you so that we can learn.”

“You can’t walk around among us just like that,” Nial pointed out, lifting his hand to indicate the unearthly glow around her and her levitating feet. “If you can’t bleed and die, if you can’t fall in love, then you have nothing at stake. It will be meaningless to you.”

“I do not think it will be meaningless for me,” said another new voice, a man’s voice, from the other side of the circle.

It had happened again. The Serene One had appeared just where Blythe had not been looking.

This one looked human. His feet settled in the dirt, just like everyone else’s. He wore jeans and a tee shirt and a denim jacket with a fur collar, to ward off the last of the winter chill.

He stepped forward, into the very center of the circle and turned slowly on his heels, taking in everyone standing there watching him. Then he looked at Nial. “For now, I am human. I have been sent to learn.”

Nial nodded. “Do you have a name?”

The man frowned. “Names. This is not something we…use. Perhaps you can suggest a name?”

“Very well,” Nial replied. “Azarel seems like a fitting name for you.”

Blythe made a mental note to look up the name later. She wanted to know what it meant. Nial never did anything without layers of meaning behind it.

Azarel nodded and it was a regal movement.

The woman, the first Serene One, had disappeared. Blythe had not seen her go.

Nial looked around the peak at everyone gathered around him. He raised his voice. “Time to go! We have to get back down the mountain before sunset. No hunting tonight. Everyone stay home and hug their families.”

The stream of people began to wend its way back along the trail down to the parking lot that they had left at sunrise this morning.

Nial looked at Azarel. “That means you, too.”

Azarel moved forward, following the flow of people. He was watching his feet as he went, as if the very notion of walking was a novelty.

And perhaps it was. If so, Blythe reflected, as she slipped up alongside Patrick and Dominic picked up her hand, then Azarel had a lot to learn.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Grauman’s Chinese Theatre, Los Angeles, six months later.

The green room was very small and there were sixteen people squeezed into it, but no one seemed to mind.

Everyone wore formal evening clothes. This was the first full-length evening gown Blythe had ever worn. Even her prom dress had been a practical knee length. However, she felt ridiculously feminine in the strapless silk and lace and Dominic and Patrick’s glances and the warm expression in their eyes told her that she looked good.

That was enough to make the evening complete for her and this was only the beginning of it.

Tall glasses of champagne had been handed out to everyone, even though most of the room could not drink it, or were not allowed to in the case of Jake, Simone and Eloise. Even they had accepted a glass after glancing at her and Blythe had whispered that they were to only sip it. Nial had been insistent upon champagne for a toast.

Nial held up his glass and looked toward Patrick. “As your producers don’t want you rocking the boat by bringing your extended family in front of the cameras, we’ll have to do this here and now.”

Extended family. Blythe thought that was a rather nice way of referring to everyone assembled here. Even Cyneric, Ilaria and Marcus had flown in from England for the premiere of Patrick’s movie. Garrett stood with Roman and Kate, and Sebastian and Winter were holding hands, as they had been doing a lot since Sebastian had recovered from his wounds. Even Nial had a tendency to kiss him as he passed. It seemed that no one was taking life for granted anymore.

Azarel was wearing a tuxedo just like the rest of the men in the room. Once he had discovered the decorative properties and self-expression possible with clothing, he had become a dedicated clotheshorse. It had been his suggestion that everyone wear white tie.

Even Jake had dressed up, although he had kept rolling his eyes over the silliness of the stiff white tie.  He had looked much older when he presented himself in the lounge room just before the limousines had picked them up, giving Blythe a glimpse of his future self.

Simone and Eloise were achingly young and beautiful in their long, simple gowns. The gowns were not the same, although they had been standing together, anyway. Blythe didn’t know if they were aware of how much they stayed within each other’s company these days.

Nial continued his toast. “I don’t know where we will be a year from now. No one does. These are dark days and there will be darker ones ahead before we see any light. That is what makes moments like these very precious. We must grasp them as they come along and take time to appreciate them.”

Dominic took Blythe’s spare hand and squeezed it. Kate leaned back against Roman and Garrett, while Ilaria slid her hand into Rick’s pocket, where he had thrust his and Marcus rested his hand on her tiny waist.

Nial was looking steadily at Sebastian, who stared back, the corners of his mouth lifting.

“If there is no hope,” Nial said, “then we must make our own hope, forged from moments like this.” He turned to face Kate. “Kate, have you found backers for your movie?”

Kate shook her head. “Unlike Patrick, I have not been able to turn the tide of public opinion. I don’t have a sword strapped to my back.” She shrugged.

“Then I will finance your movie for you,” Nial said. “Except it will not be any old movie.”

Kate studied him. “A movie about vampires, the real ones. You want to teach the world, so they understand.”

Nial nodded. “And I think you already have the lead cast.”

Patrick smiled. “Only the most important role of my life, how could I refuse?”

Nial raised his glass again. “To small moments.”

“And to love,” Patrick said.

Nial nodded. “And yes, to love.”

Everyone raised their glass, then sipped or pretended to. Dominic pulled Blythe up against him and kissed her. He was not the only one kissing someone in the room. Nial had picked Winter up and she was sandwiched between him and Sebastian as they crowded close, holding her between them.

Jake rolled his eyes. “Oh, gross!”

Patrick cuffed his shoulder gently. “Give it a couple of years. You’ll love the idea.”

“I already like the idea just fine,” Jake said firmly. “Only it’s my mother you’re kissing.”

A production assistant open the door and wound his way through everyone over to Patrick. “It’s time, Mr. Sauvage. If you’ll just follow me?”

Patrick nodded, then glanced at Nial, who gave his own small nod.

Patrick put down his glass on the side table, then picked up Blythe’s hand. He reached out and caught Dominic’s in the other and squeezed their hands gently. “Ready?”

The production assistant looked nervous. “I thought….” he began. “Isn’t it supposed to be just you?”

“There’s no such thing as ‘just me’,” Patrick told him. “There used to be, but I’m not that person, anymore.”

The production assistant looked puzzled.  This was Patrick Sauvage he was dealing with, so he shrugged and gave up. “Okay, then…this way.”

Patrick led them through the door and as they stepped onto the red carpet, he drew Blythe and Dominic close to his side. “Stay right there,” he said softly.

“Always,” Dominic said.

“And forever,” Blythe finished.

They walked out into the blaze of cameras and lights, the three of them leading everyone out of the green room. Their extended family was showing their support for one of their own.

It was the small things that counted, in the end.


The Next Book in the Blood Stone series

The next book in the Blood Stone series is Blood Ascendant, which will wrap up the series.  Blood Ascendant will be released in late 2016.

In the meantime, have you read the Blood Drops titles?  These are short stories featuring the characters and situations in the Blood Stone series, and they start with:

Southampton Swindle: A Vampire MM Urban Fantasy Romance

By reader and reviewer request, the story of Nathanial and Sebastian and how they met.

Liars are in need of good allies.

Southampton, 1786:  Since being tossed from his ancestral family home at thirteen, and falling in with a swindler, Sebastian has been fighting to preserve life and limb any way he can.   While ingratiating himself with Lady Wandsworth and her thousands of pounds, Sebastian meets another roguish charmer, Nathanial, and at his side, the pretty but deadly Anne.  Sebastian’s world is abruptly changed as he is introduced to imagination-defying ideas and is snared in an international swindle involving the Queen of France’s diamond necklace.

Sebastian is drawn to Nathanial and his worldly, experienced ways, until Anne reveals the truth about him and the necklace….

WARNING: This short MM Romance 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 a Blood Drops book.  Blood Drops are short and novella length stories featuring the characters and situations in the Blood Stone series.  Droplet sized morsels for your reading pleasure.

The Blood Stone series:
Blood Stone 1: Blood Knot (#1 Amazon Best Seller, Fantasy Romance)
Blood Drops 1.1: Southampton Swindle*
Blood Drops 1.2: Broken Promise*
Blood Drops 1.3: Vale*
Blood Drops 1.5: Amor Meus*
Blood Stone 2: Blood Stone
Blood Stone 3: Blood Unleashed
Blood Stone 3.5: Blood Drive – Blood Stone Boxed Set 1
Blood Stone 4: Blood Revealed (Upcoming)

These are continuing characters and storylines. Reading the series in order is strongly recommended.

Now available in print: The first three Blood Drops stories are now available in one print collection, Amor Meus.
___

It’s a fun read, very set in the 1700′s and is a sort of period “who dunnit” novel. As always Tracy pulls out stops so we can’t quite work out who’s done what, just when I thought I knew what and who was to blame things changed. Of course as its how the two men met there’s some hot, sexy love scenes too….A great fill-in book, wrapped up in a diverting story.—Jeannie Zelos Book Reviews.

This little read was a fun way to fill in the gaps of Nathanial and Sebastian’s story. While I don’t usually like historical paranormal romance, I will always make exceptions for this author. I love this series and would eagerly gobble up even more from this world. I can’t wait to see what else the author has lined up!—Carrie Reads A Lot

This is a short historical tale featuring likeable rogues, double-crossing, a jewel theft, a bit of intrigue, a scheming hussy, a bit of MFM sex and a bit more MM sex, that seemingly introduces a couple that goes on to feature in the Blood Stones series. It’s well-written and a decent coffee-break read and frankly I don’t know how the author managed to fit in so much to make it an interesting read without turning it into ‘too many cooks’.—Netgalley

 

Buy Southampton Swindle, now at your favorite bookseller.
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